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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Weila crept silently atop the dune. Keeping as low as possible, she peered down over the vast expanse of the Soufis camp. 
 
   The blood from the sentry had sprayed everywhere, and sand was now sticking in ugly, irritating clumps all over her arms and clothes. She wiped the bloody grime from her forearm in disgust, at the same time silently cursing herself for her carelessness. The man had turned around just as she was about to slit his throat; she could count herself very fortunate indeed that she’d been able to silence him before he could raise the alarm. 
 
   The sound of obscene songs and gruesome laughter drifted up from the camp, fueling her hatred for the slavers to even greater heights. A grim little smile formed as she took careful note of their positions and numbers. When the dawn came they would be silenced forever and the sands would be rid of the Soufis plague once and for all. Though repulsed, she continued to watch for another two hours as the merry-making rose to a fever pitch. During that time six slaves were killed by their drunken masters, and a dozen fights erupted, three of which ended in death.
 
   “Animals,” she muttered, sliding back down the side of the dune and retrieving her bow. 
 
   She returned to the body of the sentry and buried it in the sand. The two other Sand Masters who had accompanied her on this mission were planning to scout the area west that led to the flat, hard sands of the Crystal Plains, then rendezvous with her five miles north of the Soufis encampment. The route across the Crystal Plains would enable the Soufis army to reach Dantory in less than two weeks. If that happened, the people there would certainly be slaughtered. They would never expect such vast numbers to march on them from the deep desert. In their minds, civilization ended beyond their own doorsteps: the Soufis, nomadic human tribes, and especially the elves of the deep desert, were nothing but rumors and myths to all but a very few of Dantory’s citizens. And even if they did know what was coming, there would still be no hope of stopping the onslaught. An army of this size would be able to destroy their towns in hours, killing any who resisted, and enslaving those who did not.
 
   Bands of elves had been gathering for weeks at the Waters of Shajir. Twenty thousand were already there, and another thirty thousand were expected to arrive once word reached the southeastern tribes - more than enough to defeat the Soufis. And once these long-standing enemies had been dealt with, the march from their beloved home would begin. Darshan had come, and a new beginning was on the horizon.
 
   As she made her way through the darkness to meet up with the others, Weila wondered what life a Sand Master could find in the west. The idea of a forest or an ocean didn’t disturb her. It was the thought of being without purpose that caused the most concern. In the desert she had responsibility and direction. Her people looked to her for guidance. What would she be without that? Cursing herself for useless despair, she pushed these thoughts from her mind.
 
   As Weila approached the rendezvous point she caught a foul scent. Ducking behind a low dune, she inched around the base until she could see what had alerted her. Only a few yards ahead were the two other Sand Masters, both of them on their knees with hands bound behind their backs and faces beaten and bloody. Leolo was young and strong, but had only just become a full-fledged Master. Sherindi was nearly as old as Weila, and very capable. Three Soufis warriors stood over the pair, silently pacing back and forth. How they had ever managed to capture two Sand Masters was a mystery, but that was of no consequence right now. The Soufis had sealed their own fate with their actions.
 
    Weila drew her knife and prepared to free her comrades. Her muscles tensed, but just as she was about to charge in, another figure appeared from the darkness. Its long black cloak and fluid movements told Weila that this must be the Vrykol Darshan had spoken of. Her heart sank. The dagger she wielded was far too small to have any chance of beheading the creature, and arrows would be useless.
 
   One of the Soufis kneeled down in front of Leolo. “I still think they’re lying. There’s bound to be more of them about.”
 
   The Vrykol took a long sweeping look around. Weila froze.
 
   “Then perhaps a bit of gentle persuasion might help,” the creature said. In a single rapid motion it spanned the distance between itself and the helpless elves. Its hand shot out, there was the glint of steel, and Leolo gasped loudly in shock and pain. A series of desperate gurgling sounds followed. Seconds later he slumped over, blood still gushing from his throat and down his chest. 
 
   The Vrykol looked down at Sherindi. “Your death will be considerably harsher unless you tell me where the rest of your companions are.”
 
   Sherindi glared defiantly and spat on the ground at its feet. “Vile creature. Save your threats.”
 
   The Vrykol laughed. “I make no threats. I only wish to spare you the torment of being taken back to the Soufis camp. I can only imagine what they would do to such a lovely elf woman. I offer you a quick death, here and now - nothing more. All you need do is speak the truth.”
 
   Sherindi lowered her head. “Do what you will.”
 
   Taking her bow, Weila notched an arrow. “Forgive me,” she whispered after saying a brief silent prayer. Her hands trembled for a moment as the bowstring drew tight. She could feel tears running down her cheeks. Sucking in a deep breath to steady her aim, she let loose the arrow. It struck home with a solid thud, piercing Sherindi’s heart. Weila instantly sprang to her feet and ran off into the night, hatred filling her soul.
 
   As she wound her way between the dunes she glanced back regularly for signs of pursuit. The Soufis had no chance of catching her, but she was concerned that the Vrykol might be able to. After half an hour she halted and listened carefully. Her path would have been difficult to follow, even for another Sand Master. Soon she smiled, satisfied that she was alone. 
 
   “You are a difficult prey,” came a voice from the darkness.
 
   Weila’s smile vanished. She drew her dagger. “Come closer and you’ll find out exactly how difficult I am.” She could see the outline of the Vrykol slowly closing in.
 
   It stopped a few feet away to push back its hood and reveal elf features. “Do not fear. I only wish to speak with you.”
 
   “I have nothing to say,” she shot back angrily. Darshan had told them that there was a Vrykol in elf form, but that still hadn’t prepared her for the reality of actually seeing one.
 
   The Vrykol smiled, its white teeth gleaming in the darkness. “That is just as well. For I wish you to listen.”
 
   “You have nothing to say that I would hear.” Her voice was hard and steady.
 
   “I could kill you where you stand,” it said, sounding amused. “Or you can listen.”
 
   Weila paused for a long moment. “Then speak and be gone.”
 
   “I want you to tell your people to leave the Soufis alone,” the Vrykol instructed her. “In return, the Reborn King promises to leave your desert in peace from this day until the end of time. Furthermore, we pledge to prevent the Soufis from ever returning. Once my master is finished with them, they will be destroyed and trouble you no longer.” He took a step forward. “Is that not what you want? To live free in your desert?”
 
   “You offer what we already possess,” said Weila. “We do not need your master’s leave to be free.”
 
   “You think not?” He shook his head and chuckled. “You cannot possibly understand the forces that will be arrayed against you should you hinder the plans of my lord. You may very well be able to defeat the Soufis, but your forces will be diminished. And once the war in the west has been won, the Reborn King shall cast his gaze east. He will sweep down upon you like a plague and hunt down every last elf that breathes desert air. There will be no one left alive to know that you ever existed. Do you not see wisdom in my words? Would you see your people annihilated, fighting a battle that is not your own?”
 
   “You think to persuade us to be idle while you seek to dominate the world?” she scoffed. “You expect us to allow evil to reign? Know you nothing of the people whose body you have polluted with your foul spirit? You cannot be so stupid.”
 
   “We will not dominate the world,” he replied, his voice turning into a deathly whisper. “We will burn it to cinders. Nothing shall remain. Your precious desert will seem a paradise by comparison, and there is nothing you can do to stop us.” 
 
   He turned his back to her. “Should you attack the Soufis army and attempt to leave your lands, none of you will be spared. Darshan will still fall, and the elves will be wiped from memory. To this, I swear. Deliver my message to your leaders.” With this final demand, he stalked away, disappearing into the night.
 
   Weila stood there for several minutes, doubt slowly sneaking its unwanted way into her heart. She could not help but wonder how much truth there was in the Vrykol’s words. Was this Reborn King really so powerful as to make good on his threats? She shook her head and steeled her wits. She would not allow darkness and despair to rule her. Regardless of what the creature had just said, Darshan was their salvation, and he would fulfill the prophecy.
 
   She reached down to pick up a handful of sand, squeezing it tightly. As the grains seeped out between her calloused fingers the gritty texture calmed her, soothing her heart. The sands were eternal, and no matter where she would travel, she belonged to them. Should the end come and the fire of the elves be snuffed out, they would meet that destiny without fear. And tomorrow, she would have her vengeance. The faces of Sherindi and Leolo, and the cruel way that the Vrykol had brought about their end, burned fiercely in her mind. It was enough to erase all doubt and bolster her courage. 
 
   Opening her hand, she released the sand and raced off into the night to join her people.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 1
 
    
 
    Gewey woke to the sound of heavy pounding on his door. His eyes cracked open and he could see that Kaylia had already gone. 
 
   “Come in,” he called, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
 
   It was Ertik. He was dressed uncharacteristically in black wool pants together with some old and badly worn leather armor.  “It is time, My Lord.”
 
   Gewey held back a laugh. The armor was far too big for Ertik’s slight frame, and the pants had been made for a much shorter man. “Don’t call me my lord. And please put on normal clothes.”
 
   Ertik flushed. “If I am to go to war, then surely I should have some protection. I do not intend to wear this all the way to Skalhalis. I’m merely attempting to get used to the fit.” He smiled down at himself and shrugged. “Or lack of perhaps? But this was the only spare armor available that even came close to fitting me. The rest had already been distributed to the soldiers who needed it.”
 
   “Who says you’re going to war?” asked Gewey, still amused. Ertik was by far one of the most capable and serious minded of all the people in Valshara. It was almost impossible to keep a straight face to see him thus attired. 
 
   “I am to represent Amon Dähl,” he explained, head held high. “I may be no soldier, but I have been an agent of my order for longer than you have been alive, and have faced death many times, though not in battle. I also have other skills that could prove to be useful.”
 
   Gewey held up his hand and lowered his head. “I do not doubt you for a moment. But...” He peeked up and was unable to contain a grin.
 
   Ertik looked down once again at his ill-fitting attire before meeting Gewey’s eyes. There was a brief pause - the pair of them then simultaneously burst into laughter. 
 
   “I think perhaps I’ll forgo the armor after all,” said Ertik, shaking his head. A moment later he was serious again. “Kaylia sent me to tell you that the army is assembled and ready.”
 
   Gewey’s humor instantly evaporated. He sprang up from the bed, cursing. “Why didn’t she wake me earlier? I need to check my gear and...”
 
   “It’s all been taken care of,” said Ertik. “Your horse and sword are already prepared and awaiting you outside, and your clothes are in your wardrobe.” He gave a disapproving look that was accompanied by a sigh. “I must tell you, I do not like that you intend to go into battle without armor.”
 
   “I think Kaylia would agree,” remarked Gewey as he walked to the wardrobe. “But I have no intention of coming close enough to enemy swords to need it.”
 
   “Still, you should use caution,” Ertik retorted. 
 
   “Perhaps I could borrow yours,” said Gewey, smirking roguishly. He could see Ertik was not amused. “Don’t worry. If at any time I feel in the need of protection, I’ll put some on. I’m certain Kaylia will have made sure that I have it available should I change my mind.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right,” said Ertik. “She is a remarkable person. You are lucky to have someone like her watching over you.” He drew a deep breath. “Anyway, your breakfast and bathwater is being brought as we speak.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “Thank you. I’ll join you as soon as I’m ready.”
 
   Gewey examined the clothes Kaylia had left for him: an open necked crimson shirt and black pants; both made from elven cloth and tailored to his form. Sewn onto the shirt’s breast was the image of a silver sword set against a full moon. He had been told that this was the sigil of Amon Dahl given to the knight chosen to protect the Sword of Truth. He tried on the soft leather boots. They were polished to a mirror shine and hugged his feet like a pair of suede moccasins. His belt had been cleaned and rubbed with oil that gave off a sweet scent much like maple syrup. This immediately reminded him of mornings in Sharpstone with his father. He smiled inwardly, seeing the man’s kindly face in his mind.
 
   A few minutes later his food and bath water was brought in, and soon he was dressed and making his way through Valshara. The halls were quiet and solemn. Those he passed bowed low, though none were able to meet his eyes. With the exception of Kaylia and High Lady Selena, his name was now Darshan to everyone within the temple walls. These were the only two who were seemingly still unaffected by the dramatic way in which he had used the flow of the spirit to establish his control over the doubting council members.
 
   It hadn’t taken very long for him to become aware that the consequences of his use had not been contained to the receiving hall. The entire temple suddenly knew of the name given to him by Gerath, and they began to all but worship at his feet. He realized that Aaliyah had hit upon the truth. The flow of the spirit was by far the greatest of all the powers. That the Reborn King had gained such a vast following in such a short time could be easily explained if he had gained this ability as well.
 
   As Gewey exited the temple he found his horse awaiting him, along with six guards - three elves, and three humans. All were wearing gleaming steel plate from head to toe and held long spears adorned with a small banner matching the sigil on his shirt. Each man had been carefully handpicked by Kaylia and Aaliyah to be his personal guard. 
 
   Gewey was surprised by how close the two elf women had become in so short a time, considering that they had been rivals for his affections only a matter of weeks before. The bond he’d created with Aaliyah in the desert had given them a common goal - his safety. Though indeed odd, he was pleased that the situation had not caused jealousy or resentment.
 
   He mounted his horse and urged it toward the gates, his guard keeping pace on either side. The few people about in the yard lowered their heads and closed their eyes as he rode by. To Gewey, it looked disturbingly like they were praying. Not that he minded prayer, but he had the uneasy feeling that the prayers were to him, and not for him. 
 
   When they reached the end of the passage leading from Valshara, Gewey halted. Facing him were fifteen thousand soldiers in tight formations of one hundred men. Just beyond these were ten thousand elf fighters, and in the distance he could see the heavy cavalry who were flying the Valsharan banner of the sword and moon.  Along the cliff wall were dozens of wagons carrying provisions.
 
   The moment he was spotted, the army let out a thunderous cheer so loud Gewey wanted to cover his ears. He had heard stories about armies and warfare, but nothing could have prepared him for this. His heart raced as he raised his fist high in the air, prompting the soldiers to cheer even louder.
 
   While casting his eyes over the scene, the sheer scope of what was to come began to set in. Urgency had meant they were unable to wait for their full strength to muster, so the enemy would most likely have superior numbers. Nevertheless, what they did have assembled was still impressive. And even though Angrääl may have more soldiers, they wouldn’t have ten thousand fierce elf warriors fighting on their side. Gewey allowed a small amount of the flow to pass through him. What’s more, this army would have a god leading it. 
 
   The soldiers made way for him as Gewey spurred his horse to a quick trot. At the vanguard he saw Kaylia, Aaliyah, Nehrutu, and King Lousis. He had hoped to have Lord Chiron and Lady Bellisia riding with him as well, but they had both decided to march alongside their kinfolk. 
 
   The elf army would be in front and the humans used to reinforce them should the lines break. As he rode along, Gewey noticed the differences between the two allied forces. The humans wore heavy steel plate and carried thick broadswords and large square bronze shields. In contrast, the elves wore light leather, long thin swords, and only those on the front line carried small round wooden shields. 
 
   The cavalry was made up entirely of humans, mostly men from Althetas, though a few were from the other kingdoms. Their armor was even heavier than the infantry’s, and they carried long, steel-tipped spears. 
 
   That Gewey insisted on such a quick departure had sent the generals into a frenzy. Though none said it directly, he knew they thought him a fool. But it was clear they had already waited too long. Scouts had been sent ahead, though the army would most likely be nearly there before any of them returned with information. The only thing he could hope to learn was whether King Halmara marched on Althetas or Valshara.
 
   King Lousis had supported Gewey’s decision when he’d arrived the day before: mostly because he was afraid for his people. Thanks to his strong leadership and Lord Chiron’s experience in the Great War, they accomplished in days what should have taken weeks. Fortunately, the wagons carrying construction materials had arrived a week earlier, and were able to be loaded with provisions from the temple.
 
   His guard fell back as he approached Kaylia and the king. 
 
   King Lousis was clad in finely woven chainmail, on top of which he’d donned gleaming steel plate with the crest of his city displayed proudly across the chest. 
 
   Kaylia wore deep green elven leather armor with a long knife attached to her belt on each hip. Her hair was braided and wrapped tightly. Gewey thought she looked every inch a warrior, and a beautiful one at that.
 
   Gewey bowed his head to the king. “We march on your command, your highness.”
 
   Lousis bowed in return, grinning boyishly. Drawing his sword, he held it aloft. The air became still and quiet; for a moment or two the only thing that could be heard was the soft rustling of banners and the snorting and stamping of horses. 
 
   His voice then thundered over the field. “Now let Angrääl tremble in fear at our wrath! To war!” The army erupted once again, with the name of Darshan ringing out everywhere. The king turned his horse and slowly the army began to move forward.
 
   “How far is it to Skalhalis?” asked Gewey.
 
   “Three days to the city,” replied Lousis. “But if they are heading to Althetas, we may be pressed to catch them.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I thank you for your help. If you hadn’t arrived when you did...”
 
   “If I hadn’t arrived when I did,” interrupted Lousis, “there is a chance my city would be besieged and undefended. It is I who should thank you. You are the one who urged immediate action. If it were left up to the generals and nobles we would still be sitting on our backsides.”
 
   Gewey laughed. When meeting the king two days earlier he’d liked him at once, and it appeared the feeling was mutual. Lousis had not been present at the receiving hall when he’d unleashed the flow of the spirit, and as a result, Gewey found that he was more comfortable with the king than with most of the others at the temple. He knew Lousis’ kindness and good nature was genuine, rather than a result of the flow’s influence.
 
   “You can thank Lord Chiron more than me,” said Gewey. “That he fought in the Great War carried a lot of weight with the commanders. His insistence that I was correct went far to sway them. Not to mention that he knew how to organize the army quickly.”
 
   “I know,” said Lousis. “He told me that he once marched with fifty thousand elves, with only a single day to muster.” He shook his head with a slight smile. “How humans ever defeated them, I cannot imagine.”
 
   “The human armies of old were vast and powerful,” interjected Kaylia. “I read many accounts of the battles when I was a child. Their generals became quite adept at anticipating elf tactics.” She flashed a wicked grin. “Angrääl will not have that advantage.”
 
   By midday the sky was overcast and a bitter chill was in the air. Ertik joined them for a short time before returning to a mixed unit of Amon Dahl knights and Althetan soldiers. Gewey smiled at the fact that he had removed the ridiculous armor, and now wore just a set of simple leathers with a short sword at his side. 
 
   Shortly after Ertik withdrew, Gewey spotted a man on a horse riding hard straight for them. As the rider neared he recognized him as one of the scouts the king had sent.
 
   “Your highness,” said the scout, his voice urgent. “The armies of Skalhalis are heading this way.”
 
   “Are you certain?” asked Lousis.
 
   “I am,” he replied. “Fifty-thousand infantry and a thousand heavy cavalry. They’ll be upon you in less than a day.”
 
   Lousis immediately ordered a halt and called for the generals and elf commanders. After a map was laid on the rocky ground, they all gathered around while the scout showed them from where Halmara approached.
 
   As the scout pointed to their location, Chiron smiled broadly.
 
   “What is it?” asked Lousis.
 
   “They have numbers,” Chiron replied. “But clearly whoever commands has no notion of elf tactics.” He pointed north and south of the enemy’s position. “On either side there is flat, even terrain.” He moved his finger to the middle and drew invisible lines. “They march in straight line formations, with heavy horse in front and bowmen at the rear in order to overwhelm our inferior numbers. Which means they intend to shoot volleys of arrows into our ranks until we are forced to advance our outnumbered cavalry. Once the cavalry is defeated, their horsemen will then withdraw and attempt to flank us while their infantry presses us back.”
 
   The generals nodded in agreement.
 
   “And what does this have to do with elf tactics?” asked Lousis. 
 
   Chiron smiled and glanced back at his kin. “This is the same mistake the human armies made when the Great War began.” He stood tall. “An elf army is not a brute force. It is swift death. The moment they are in sight, we can divide our ranks and flank them before they know what has happened. The heavy horse only need occupy the enemy long enough for us to engage. By the time they figure out what we have done, their left and right flanks will be decimated. The flat terrain will increase our speed and make it impossible for them to adjust in time.”
 
   Lousis laughed heartily. “A bloody fine strategy.” He reached out and squeezed Chiron’s shoulder fondly. “If this works, we will lose few men.”
 
   Gewey stepped forward. “I do not want the cavalry to engage.”
 
   “But...” began the king.
 
   “Forgive me, your highness,” said Gewey, cutting him off. “But I promised that the enemy would see my wrath, and I intend it to be so. Once the elves split off, I will show them the true meaning of power.” He looked at Chiron. “When I’m done, you will only need to keep them from escaping.” His voice rumbled and his eyes were fire.
 
   “And if the Vrykol attack?” asked Kaylia. 
 
   “Then, and only then, does the cavalry move,” he replied. “Keep them at bay until I have done what needs to be done.”
 
   “And what is that?” asked Chiron. 
 
   A wreath of flame erupted just above his head. “I will burn them all.” He felt Kaylia’s hand touching his arm and allowed the flame to disappear. The rage had begun to fill him again. The hatred. He looked into Kaylia’s eyes and calmed his spirit.
 
   King Lousis stared in disbelief. “I was told of this power. It was witnessed by the council at my home. But to see it for myself…”
 
   Kaylia took Gewey’s hand. “I need to speak with you privately.”
 
   Gewey followed her for a few yards until they were just out of earshot. He could feel her concern through their bond. “There is nothing to worry about,” he told her.
 
   Kaylia placed her hands on his cheeks, cradling his face. “Your anger keeps building, and each time with less prompting. I fear you may lose control.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I fear it as well. But there is not much that I can do. I told you…I’m changing.”
 
   “Changing into what?” she asked. “I would not see you completely become Darshan.”
 
   He took her hands and kissed them gently. “The part of me that is Darshan loves you just as much as the part of me that is Gewey. But I promise to be careful.”
 
   Kaylia smiled. “I will hold you to that.”
 
   The commanders passed on the battle plan to their troops, and soon after they were underway. Gewey could feel his anxiety increasing as they came ever closer to the enemy. He thought back on the stories of ancient battles his father would tell him as a child, and of the great heroes who fought. He wondered if someday stories would be told of this battle. How would he be remembered? As a warrior and savior, or as a bringer of death and destruction?
 
   By late afternoon Gewey could sense the approaching army and focused on finding the Vrykol. Finally, he felt their foul presence spread throughout the ranks. 
 
   “The men we face are afraid,” he said. The words were out before he even realized he had spoken.
 
   King Lousis laughed. “Such a battle has not been fought in many generations. I doubt anyone is without fear on this day.”
 
   As the enemy came near, Lousis raised his arm. In response a trumpet sounded, calling for a halt. The banners of Angrääl flew high and the glint of steel and polished leather glimmered even in the dim light of the overcast sky. Their lines were twice as long, and much deeper too. Led by the cavalry, they moved like a great lumbering behemoth.
 
   “I hope you can do what you say,” whispered the king to Gewey. “Or I’m afraid that even our elf allies will be of little help.”
 
   Gewey flashed a confident smile and dismounted. Aaliyah, Nehrutu, and Kaylia followed close behind as he strode out several yards beyond their lines. The elves had already begun to move into position, splitting their numbers into two smaller groups. 
 
   From the enemy lines, four men began making their way to the center of the field. They were carrying a red banner with a broad white stripe diagonally across it. 
 
   “It means they wish a parley,” said Kaylia.
 
   Gewey nodded. “Then let us meet our foe.” He waited for King Lousis to join them and then started out.
 
   Two soldiers in heavy plate armor with the broken scales sigil across their breastplate stood as guards, each holding a tall banner. In the middle left was a man in superbly crafted gold plate armor; a great eagle gripping a fish in its talons emblazoned across his chest. A long rapier with a gold hilt crowned by a large sapphire hung at his side, and a thin gold band sat atop his wrinkled brow. Despite his splendid attire, his aging features gave him a ragged appearance, and his eyes were vacant and lifeless. 
 
   The man next to him was, in stark contrast, youthful and strong. His black curling hair was oiled and pushed back. Instead of armor, he was dressed in a fine light-tan linen shirt and black pants. A long, thin blade hung from a polished black belt, and his black leather boots looked as if they had never felt the touch of the road. He stepped forward, at the same time flashing a friendly smile. “Greetings.” His voice was smooth and cultured.
 
   Lousis ignored him. “King Halmara. I see that not only have you given over your kingdom to Angrääl without a fight, you also now allow others to speak for you.”
 
   Halmara refused to meet Lousis’ eyes. “I have given nothing. Yanti speaks on behalf of the Reborn King.”
 
   “So you are Yanti,” said Gewey, steel in his voice. “I was hoping to meet you before I destroy your army and send you to the afterlife.” 
 
   “Ah,” said Yanti. “Gewey Stedding, I presume. Or do you prefer Darshan?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what name you use,” said Gewey. “I just wanted you to see the instrument of your doom. Savor your final moments, because by the time the sun sets, I will kill you and hang your mangled body from the walls of Valshara.” He stepped forward, his face only inches away from Yanti’s. “But before I do, you will watch your people die, and your master’s hope for conquest disappear.”
 
   Yanti was unmoved. “I see you are every bit the young godling: fierce and powerful. It is a shame you have chosen to ally yourself with this sad lot. If only your wisdom matched your heart.”
 
   The ground began to shake as Gewey drew in the flow. His anger swelled, threatening to burst forth. “We shall see who is wise when I am bathing in your blood.” 
 
   “Perhaps,” said Yanti. “But before you do, I think there is something you should see.” He waved his hand in the air. From the Angrääl lines, two soldiers came forward at a quick jog. 
 
   Even in armor and helm, Gewey recognized them at once. “Killian? Chancy? What the hell are you doing here?” There stood Killian Hedgpath and Chancy Jerrison - from Sharpstone. He had grown up with both boys. Up until the death of his father, after which his full attention was needed to run the farm, he had spent many hours in their company.
 
   “Gewey?” they said in unison. 
 
   Yanti held out his hand, silencing them. “I just thought you should know exactly who it is you will be slaughtering.”
 
   “How many of you are there?” Gewey asked, looking at Killian. They had been close as children.
 
   Killian looked nervously at Yanti, who nodded his consent. “There are twenty of us from back home.”
 
   “How in blazes did you end up here?” asked Gewey. He glared at Yanti, who simply smiled in return.
 
   Killian swallowed hard. “They came to Sharpstone not long after you and Lee left. They told us we could see the world - and that the pay was good. Three times what we make back home. I didn’t know...” 
 
   “That’s enough,” said Yanti. “Return to your posts.”
 
   The two boys hesitated for a moment, but a quick glance from Yanti sent them running.
 
   “And what do you think is going to happen now?” asked Gewey. “Do you imagine we’ll just turn around and go home because you parade my childhood friends in front of me?”
 
   “Not at all” Yanti replied. “I merely wanted you to understand the cost of war, and the reach of my master. By now, your little village belongs to him, along with all of its inhabitants. Their fate is now tied to that of Angrääl. And no matter how powerful you are, before this war ends, you will lose everything you hold dear.” He stepped back and shook his head. “Is it really worth it? Through the power of the Reborn King, you have the ability to save all those you love. Why will you not understand this?”
 
   “At least you admit it’s a war,” remarked Lousis with disgust.
 
   “Of course it’s a war,” said Yanti. “But not with you. And not with your people. It is you who are making it so. This is a war against the lies told by the gods. The Reborn King merely seeks to free people from their yoke so that they may live as equals, unburdened by fear and petty hatreds.”
 
   Gewey stared silently at Yanti for nearly a full minute, then burst out laughing. “The silver tongue you possess has turned to brass. I think you did not expect me to be here. You thought I was still in the desert. And if you imagine it’s wise to tell a god that you wish to destroy the gods, then your stupidity is laughable.” He stepped forward, putting his face right into Yanti’s. For the first time Yanti looked uneasy. “I am not the boy who left Sharpstone. And if needs be, I will not hesitate to kill those from my village who have joined you.” He moved forward again, forcing Yanti to step back a pace. “I have finished wasting my time with you. Run. Run now, or die where you stand.”
 
   Yanti glared furiously. Then, regaining his composure, he bowed. “Come, your highness. It appears this parley is concluded.”
 
   Gewey watched as they walked quickly back to their lines. 
 
   “Are you all right?” asked Kaylia.
 
   Gewey looked at her and smiled. His eyes glowed with power and his body filled with the flow. “I am perfect,” he said. He turned to the king. “You should go, your highness. I would ask you to protect Kaylia, but as I know she will refuse to leave my side…”
 
   Kaylia grabbed his hand, squeezing it tight. “I knew you were becoming a wiser man.”
 
   “Aaliyah and I will remain as well,” said Nehrutu. “Should the Vrykol attack, we may be needed.”
 
   Gewey nodded and drew his sword. The familiar heat felt comforting in his hand; the flow of earth and air increased tenfold. Thousands of elf voices screaming their battle cries erupted behind him.
 
   At that moment, thousands of arrows from Angrääl bows came streaking across the sky in a high arc like a cloud of death. Gewey grinned viciously and raised his sword above his head. A ferocious blast of wind spun into a massive vortex that rose up to meet the attack. Stopped in mid-flight, the arrows scattered like straw, tumbling down and littering the field between the two armies. The Angrääl soldiers shifted uneasily, sending out a spike of their fear into Gewey’s mind. He smiled with satisfaction.
 
   With astonishing speed, the elves were already halfway across the ground separating them from both Angrääl flanks. Gewey took a moment to marvel that so many could move in unison at such speed. Another volley of arrows from the enemy shot skyward, but Gewey blasted it again, this time with even greater force.
 
    Now the Angrääl horseman began to advance. In response, Gewey closed his eyes and the earth began to tremble. With an almighty roar, a massive ball of flame at least thirty feet in diameter burst into life. The charging horses immediately slowed, but Gewey moved the fireball rapidly toward them. It exploded outward with an ear-shattering boom. At least half of the soldiers and horses were instantly engulfed and burned alive. The rest scattered in a desperate attempt to flee back to their own lines.  Gewey roasted as many as he could before they disappeared within the infantry.
 
   Rage like he never thought possible filled Gewey’s spirit. He could see that the elves had already reached both sides of the enemy force, who suddenly realizing the threat, were hastily turning to engage them. Gewey stepped forward and sent another ball of flame crashing into the enemy lines. Screams of horror carried over the field. Gewey was pleased.
 
   From the heart of the fire, a dozen black cloaks emerged. 
 
   “Vrykol,” said Nehrutu. 
 
   But instead of attacking, the Vrykol formed a tight circle and began to sway back and forth rhythmically. Gewey felt a chill wash over him, but it was not a chill in the air. It was within the flow itself. He reached out and tried to upheave the earth beneath them, but nothing happened. He looked to Nehrutu and Aaliyah. They nodded with understanding and reached out together, but still to no effect.
 
   A horn blast rang out, bringing a third volley of arrows from the Angrääl archers. This time Gewey was helpless to stop them and could only watch in despair as the deadly shafts slammed into the Althetans. Wails of pain reached his ears. Consumed with blind fury, he gritted his teeth and prepared to run straight at the Vrykol. But, just before he was out of reach, Kaylia caught hold of his arm. 
 
   “No!” she cried. “You cannot!”
 
   Gewey roared, nearly jerking her off the ground. 
 
   “Come,” said Aaliyah. “We must pull back.”
 
   Gewey at first refused to move. His hatred was beyond measure. It took the combined efforts of all three companions before they were eventually able to convince him to withdraw. 
 
   “We must hurry,” said Nehrutu. 
 
   Yet another volley of arrows came over, covering the sky like a veil. 
 
   Gewey spun around, all the while trying desperately to stop the oncoming death. “This isn’t over,” he cried out, his voice an unearthly deep growl. He watched helplessly as the arrows struck home and more men fell. 
 
   The cavalry began its charge just as he and the others reached their lines. Gewey’s guard immediately surrounded them. Nehrutu and Aaliyah both drew their weapons - Nehrutu also picked up the shield from a fallen soldier and pulled Aaliyah close.
 
   At that moment King Lousis strode up, a grave expression on his face. His guard followed, struggling to keep pace. Gewey saw blood trickling from a wound on the king’s neck.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Gewey asked.
 
   “A mere scratch,” replied Lousis. “What happened?”
 
   “The Vrykol have somehow completely blocked my powers,” Gewey told him, scowling. 
 
   A horn blew, signaling the Althetan bowmen to let loose their own arrows ahead of the charging horses.
 
   “We must move aside, your highness,” interrupted one of Lousis’ guards. “The infantry will attack soon.”
 
   Lousis grunted. “Come. He’s right, we must move.”
 
   Across the field, Gewey could see the Angrääl footmen and their remaining horsemen clashing with the Althetan cavalry. At the same time, the elves attacking the enemy flanks were relentlessly squeezing them back inch by inch. Arrows streaked through the air from both sides, one burying itself with a deep thunk into Nehrutu’s shield.
 
   Gewey looked at Kaylia. There was no fear in her eyes and none reaching him through their bond, only rage. It was then that he realized his anger was reflected in her.
 
   “We must hurry,” urged the guard. 
 
   Gewey allowed himself to be led through the ranks until just beyond the range of enemy bows. The dead and dying he passed fueled his determination. By the time they neared the wagons his anger was like a white-hot ball in the center of his chest.
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Lousis, placing his hand on Gewey’s shoulder. “Thanks to your initial attack and the speed of the elves, we will still win the day.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Gewey. “But my failure has cost lives.”
 
   “If not for you,” countered Nehrutu. “Many more would have perished this day. You all but destroyed their horses before the Vrykol were able to stop you.”
 
   This did little to ease Gewey’s mind. “We must send word that every effort should be made to engage the Vrykol. If their circle is broken, I can end this battle quickly.”
 
   Lousis ordered one of his guards to spread the word to the commanders. “There is nothing for you to do now but wait.”
 
   Gewey looked out on the battle and snarled. “We’ll see about that.” He stormed off to the wagon that was carrying his gear and quickly found the leather armor placed aside for him. Kaylia walked up just as he was putting it on.
 
   “You are allowing your wrath to dull your wits,” she said sternly. “We will win this battle without you putting yourself in danger.”
 
   “It is not me that will be in danger,” Gewey shot back. “I have no intention of dying today. But I cannot simply stand by while people are being killed.”
 
   “Then I will...” she began, but a fierce glance from Gewey stopped her short.
 
   “You will remain here,” he told her. As if with a mind of its own, the flow of the spirit swelled up within him and then spilled out. It entered Kaylia and she closed her eyes. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Do not try to influence me as you do others,” she said angrily. But when she opened her eyes, Gewey was gone. She reached out to him, but their connection was dull and weak. Cursing, she hurried back to their group.
 
   “Have you seen Gewey?” she asked.
 
   “He was with you, was he not?” replied King Lousis.
 
   Kaylia explained what had happened.
 
   Aaliyah nodded slowly. “His powers continue to grow. And that he is able to hide his mind from his bonded mate says that he is determined.”
 
   “I must find him,” said Kaylia, fear seeping into her voice.
 
   “No,” said Aaliyah sharply. “He may still be able to feel your bond clearly. And if he feels your fear, that could weaken him.” She took hold of Kaylia’s hand. “Come. Together we will lend him our strength.” 
 
   She led Kaylia to a space behind the wagons where there was a soft patch of grass. Lousis had sent two soldiers to protect them, but Aaliyah instructed them to stand several feet away and remain quiet. She sat down, crossed her legs and gestured for Kaylia to do the same.
 
   “As you know, when Gewey saved my life in the desert it created a bond between us,” she said. 
 
   “Yes,” said Kaylia. “He told me what happened.”
 
   “Then you know that this was partly the reason why I gave up my efforts to become his mate,” Aaliyah continued. “I could feel what he felt for you, and it made me realize that regardless of how strong I am, you will always be stronger. Your heart and your spirit give him greater power than ever I could.” She took Kaylia’s hands. “We will use this to help him. Though my connection to Gewey is different and far weaker, together we can enhance it.” She closed her eyes.
 
   Kaylia became aware of Aaliyah’s spirit surrounding her and pulled her close until both bonds became visible. Slowly, she allowed Aaliyah to make them as one. As they melded together she could feel Aaliyah guiding her strength, urging it to reach Gewey. Love…power…devotion. The words took form and sprang forth. In that moment, Kaylia understood completely what she must do.
 
    Pushing aside all fear and anxiety, she steeled her mind so that she could ensure Gewey’s survival.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 2
 
   Gewey made his way through the formations of soldiers who were awaiting the order to advance. Arrow after arrow was continuing to thud into their upheld shields, and the cries of the wounded together with the clash of steel from across the battlefield sounded ever more loudly. He could feel the men’s desperation. Every second they remained where they were increased the chance that an arrow would find a piece of exposed flesh. The Althetan archers were returning the assault in kind, but in fewer numbers.
 
   His thoughts turned to Kaylia. The moment he’d released the flow of spirit through their bond, it was as if she’d been turned to stone. At first this had frightened him, but when he reached out to her, a realization dawned. She was unharmed. It was his will - his desire for her to stay out of harm’s way - that had caused this thing to happen. Some elusive part of him had instinctively known what needed to be done. Yes, the dark veil he had placed between them had created feelings of uncontrollable sadness, but he could not allow her to come after him. He must do this alone, and her love for him would undoubtedly drive her to follow if she could locate where he was.
 
   The roar of battle grew louder as he finally neared the vanguard of the reserves. The instant he stepped beyond the front line of men, it was as if he had been struck in the chest by a blacksmith’s hammer. He staggered dizzily for a moment as a huge rush of passion and love suddenly swept away all his feelings of sadness. He knew at once that it was Kaylia. After quickly regaining his footing, strength flooded through his limbs. He looked out at the melee and smiled. He had yet to draw in the flow, but he was already feeling as strong as if he had. 
 
   “I love you,” he whispered, unsheathing his sword. Power as he had never imagined swept over him, saturating every part of his being. 
 
   By now, the Althetan cavalry and infantry were pushing back the Angrääl lines. The Vrykol had retreated out of sight, but Gewey could still feel their presence. He turned to face the reserve forces and raised his sword.
 
   “Forward!” His voice boomed and echoed, as though within a great cavern. “Let this be our enemy’s doom.”
 
   The response was instant. Every single soldier facing him began banging his sword against his shield and repeatedly crying out the name of Darshan. Gewey turned back to the fray. An instant later his legs burst into violent life. 
 
   With Kaylia’s strength now combining with the flow of earth and air, he was able to cover half of the distance to the enemy lines while the Althetans following were still managing their first few steps. The men fighting and dying ahead – no matter whether they were friend or foe - appeared to Gewey as insects. The rage had returned, and the power he held increased its intensity. 
 
   The first Angrääl soldier he reached was cut down as if made of parchment: Gewey’s sword barely pausing as it sliced through armor, bone, and flesh. Again and again his enemies fell to his blade. Most scarcely knew he was upon them before his cold steel carved them to pieces. 
 
   He continued cutting a swath through the enemy lines, relentlessly pushing on toward where he knew the Vrykol were gathered. The carnage he left in his wake was causing terror among the Angrääl soldiers. Many began to flee the battle, only to be met by the advancing Althetan reserves.
 
   Swords pressed in on him from either side, but he easily avoided them and made each attacker pay with his life. By the time the Vrykol finally came into view, his fury was so great that not a single Angrääl soldier dared to approach him. Many began throwing down their weapons the moment Gewey’s eyes fell upon them. Those who could not run, frozen in his path by their sheer terror, were shown no mercy. Soon the number of men whose life he had ended that day was beyond counting. 
 
   He glared at the circle of still swaying Vrykol standing only a few yards away. Letting out a mighty roar of fury, he bared his teeth like a feral beast. 
 
   At that moment, Yanti stepped into his path. His face no longer bore any trace of arrogance or smugness. His lips were twisted into a vicious snarl, and his eyes were dark and dangerous. In his right hand he held his long sword, and in his left a small triangular dagger.
 
   “It would seem I underestimated how strong you have become,” Yanti said. His voice was even and tempered, but his anger bled through.
 
   “And yet you still stand in my way,” Gewey responded, inching forward. “You will die a fool.”
 
   Yanti let out a snake-like hiss and then charged. He was far faster than any opponent Gewey had ever faced before, and the tip of his blade cut deep into Gewey’s arm before he could twist and spin away.
 
   “We will see who dies,” said Yanti. “My master may have to live without his prize.”
 
   Gewey spat before moving in, swinging his sword in a low, tight arc. Yanti deftly avoided the blow and quickly countered with a short thrust. Gewey deflected the blade and brought up his hilt at Yanti’s jaw. Yanti turned his head and ducked. Pain shot through Gewey’s leg as the dagger cut across his thigh. Blood poured freely from both of his wounds.
 
   Yanti stepped back and laughed tauntingly. “I have always desired to see the blood of a god. Disappointing, really.” He smiled darkly. “Perhaps it tastes better than it looks.”
 
   Again Yanti’s blade sought flesh, first feinting right and then coming down hard at Gewey’s neck. Gewey was only just able to block the blow. Sparks flew, and the sound of steel on steel was ear piercing. Spinning, he brought the back of his fist crashing into Yanti’s temple, sending him stumbling back. Without hesitation, Gewey followed this up with his boot, kicking his opponent hard just under the heart. With a deep grunt, Yanti landed flat on his back. In an attempt to finish things, Gewey stabbed at his chest, but his sword found only earth as Yanti rolled away and sprang up. His face was contorted and flushed.
 
   Gewey felt the flow swell as he pressed home his attack. Again and again he struck at Yanti, each time his blade coming closer to its target. His lips turned upward into a confident smirk, relishing the furious look on Yanti’s face as he desperately dodged and parried all of his attacks. 
 
   Finally, Gewey saw an opening. Stepping sideways, he brought his blade across the hand holding the dagger. Yanti winced as it fell from his grasp. Without pause, Gewey moved in. Each time their swords collided, the sparks flew higher and brighter, bursting into tiny balls of white flame.
 
   Yanti’s face began to betray his fatigue, which only made Gewey’s attacks more ferocious and determined. Yanti began to lunge desperately, trying to force Gewey back on his heels, but to no avail. Gewey cut twice in rapid succession, one to Yanti’s shoulder, and the other his chest. 
 
   The sight of blood gushing from the deep wounds he had inflicted caused the rage in Gewey’s heart to explode. He raised his sword and brought it down in a powerful, sweeping stroke. Time slowed as the blade closed in. It was only then that Gewey saw the smile flashing across Yanti’s lips. 
 
   Yanti stepped in and to the left. Gewey had over-extended, leaving himself wide open. Now he understood his opponent’s plan. He wanted him to think he had won. He wanted him to strike hard and carelessly. His head jerked back as the hilt of Yanti’s sword smashed into his jaw. Gewey stumbled, trying to bring his blade in front of him, but pain filled his gullet. He looked down. Yanti’s sword had run him through. 
 
   Yanti pushed the blade in deeper. “And so ends Darshan,” he said, his voice calm and confident. Gewey tried to raise his sword, but it fell from his grasp as Yanti gave a vicious twist to the blade inside him. He then ripped the sword free and stepped back, his arm lifted high in readiness to take Gewey’s head. 
 
   Gewey sagged to his knees glaring defiantly, chin raised. But just as the final strike was on the verge of delivery, an arrow shot through Yanti’s wrist. He cried out, dropping his sword. 
 
   Spinning around, Yanti was able to see hundreds of elves closing in. They had broken the Angrääl lines; some of them had already begun engaging the Vrykol. Another arrow buried itself in Yanti’s chest, sending him staggering back. Gewey clutched at his stomach - blood was gushing out, creating a crimson pool at his knees. He struggled to his feet and reached down to pick up his sword, but his head was swimming and his vision blurring. He fell to one knee. Even as he dropped, he saw three more arrows strike Yanti. His enemy’s expression was now a strange mixture of pain, anger, and sheer bewilderment over how this had been allowed to happen to him. 
 
   Yanti collapsed in a heap. 
 
   Gewey looked up. The Vrykol had been overrun and were falling one by one, their heads rolling from their shoulders. Three elf warriors clad in blood stained leather armor ran up to him.
 
   “You are hurt, Darshan,” said the first elf, his youthful features made grim and macabre by a mixture of blood and dirt. “We will help you back to the healers.” He waved over six more of his kin and ordered them to guard their passage through the battlefield.
 
   Gewey was too weak to argue. The flow was slowly draining from him. “I must retrieve my sword,” he said, pain shooting through him with each word. The elves held him tight as he picked up the blade and wiped it clean on the leg of Yanti’s pants.
 
   Leaning heavily on the shoulders of his elf escort, Gewey looked out over the field. The forces of Angrääl, unable to stop the elf advance, were now falling back and attempting to regroup a few hundred yards to the south. Literally thousands of bodies lay amongst the dark puddles of blood blackening the battlefield.
 
   They were only halfway across the field when Kaylia and Aaliyah appeared, racing toward him in a dead run. Gewey’s guard was trailing far behind. 
 
   Gewey managed a weak smile as they approached. 
 
   “Fool!” cried Kaylia. “Damn fool!” Pushing the elves aside, she lowered Gewey to the ground.
 
   Aaliyah knelt beside him and placed her hands over the wound to his stomach. 
 
   “Only stop the bleeding,” ordered Gewey. “Save your strength for those in dire need. I have survived worse than this.”
 
   Aaliyah frowned. “As you wish.”
 
   Gewey gasped as he felt the bitter cold of her healing touch. The flow reached inside him and he could feel his wound beginning to mend. He pushed her away after only a minute. “That’s enough for now.”
 
   The elf fighters helped Gewey to his feet and then slowly walked him back to where Nehrutu and King Lousis waited. There, Kaylia dressed the wounds on his arm and leg. Already hundreds of the injured and dying had been brought back from the battlefield and were being laid out in rows directly in front of the wagons. More were pouring in every minute.
 
   Lousis was surrounded by ten guards, while Nehrutu was a few feet away speaking with the healers and preparing to tend the maimed and dying. When they caught sight of Gewey, both shot him a disapproving glance. 
 
   “You’re a bloody fool,” said the king. “You know that, don’t you?”
 
   Nehrutu only nodded at Aaliyah, cheerlessly. 
 
   “I must help Nehrutu,” said Aaliyah. Without waiting for a reply, she followed him and the healers as they set to work.
 
   Gewey was led to a wagon just behind the king and sat down. Kaylia settled beside him. The elves all bowed before speeding off to return to the fray.
 
   “Bloody fool,” Lousis repeated. He shook his head and stared angrily for a full minute. Gradually though, his mouth turned up into a smile. He then he let out a soft chuckle. “But fool or no, songs of your deeds will be sung for generations to come.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Gewey. “I failed; far too many have died.”
 
   “Failed? Are you not thinking clearly?” Lousis took a seat next to Gewey and leaned back on the wagon. “Never have I seen such power. Your mad charge opened the way for our men to break through. And let’s not forget what you did to their heavy horse.” He grabbed Gewey’s shoulder firmly and gave him a fond squeeze. “This battle would have happened regardless of your presence. But had you not been here, we may well have been defeated - even with the elves at our side. You saved thousands of lives this day.”
 
   This did little to console Gewey. He smiled at the king and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry for what I did to you, Kaylia.”
 
   Kaylia took his hand and placed it in her lap. “We can discuss that later. For now you must rest.”
 
   Gewey allowed himself to drift to the edge of sleep. The sounds of the battle still carried over the field, and for several hours he lay still and quiet. From time to time reports would come back to Lousis. The enemy was not surrendering, but was still being pushed back ever further. They had managed to regroup, but most of their archers had been slain and they had only a few horses remaining.
 
   An hour before sunset a messenger arrived with news that King Halmara had been killed and that the remaining generals were asking for terms of surrender. Lousis bowed his head and said a quiet prayer.
 
   “Tell them to lay down their arms,” Lousis commanded. “Those who comply will be imprisoned until this war ends. Those who do not will die. Any who attempt to flee will be put to the rack before they are hanged.”
 
   The messenger hurried away.
 
   Gewey smiled up at Lousis. “You are far kinder than I might have been.”
 
   Lousis shook his head sadly. “I don’t know how kind I am. War causes hardship and famine. Those men who surrender will likely starve before our victory comes.” He sighed and walked away.
 
   In that moment Gewey felt pity for Lousis. Even though he had known him for only a short time, he realized that the king cared deeply for his people, and the thought of their suffering weighed heavily on his heart. The harsh days ahead would take its toll on everyone.
 
   Gewey felt Kaylia’s comforting presence within him and allowed himself to drift off deeper and deeper until sleep overcame him.
 
   He was already accustomed to the odd sensation of waking up inside the dream world. His mind had changed from the moment he’d first felt the touch of the flow. Sometimes though, it was difficult to recognize the difference between the spirit world and the realm of his own mind. He’d even managed to pass from one to the other while returning from the desert when Kaylia had reached out and pulled him to her. This time, however, he was alone within his dream. He could still feel the connection, but it was distant and faint.
 
   He was standing beside a shallow ravine surrounded by rolling hills that were covered by tall pines and great oaks. He reached down to touch the rich black soil and gazed up at a cloudless sky. The sun hovered just above a far hill, but the light cast no shadows, and was as bright as that of high noon. The scent of honeysuckle and pine needles carrying on a warm gentle breeze brought a smile to his lips. Looking out over the landscape, he spotted a thin wisp of smoke rising from the trees atop a distant hill.
 
   Well, I suppose that’s where the dream wants me to go, he thought with amusement.
 
   When he was a child, the Sharpstone village mother’s would tell him that dreams were windows where the soul could be revealed and the future told. Vera Tarver, wife of Walt Tarver, a master mason, was said to be able to interpret their true meaning. On more than one occasion his father had taken him to Vera after a particularly bad nightmare. He remembered how comforting her words had been. Of course, when he was older he soon realized she had only said what he needed to hear in order to calm his fears.
 
   Now, having been within the spirit world and having seen so many wonders, he no longer paid heed to dreams. To Gewey, they were merely his fears and desires coming to the surface of his mind. Even so, when they were not bringing horrifying images of war and death, he found them to be quite enjoyable. And being able to experience them as if they were real made the pleasant ones a welcome respite. 
 
   On entering the cluster of trees at the top of the ravine, he found himself walking along a narrow trail that wound its way up and down the steep hillsides. As he moved on, he increasingly felt that he had trodden this way before. The trees seemed somehow familiar. He passed by a thick willow, its curved drooping branches hovering low over the trail. Leaning against the trunk was a gnarled and twisted branch that made Gewey think of Felsafell’s walking stick. He then understood why this place seemed familiar. He was dreaming of the Spirit Hills. He half expected to see the old hermit appear.
 
   ‘I wonder where he is?’ he thought, while ducking under the willow.
 
   “I am here,” said a voice from behind him.
 
   Gewey spun around. There stood Felsafell, clad in his worn buckskins and smiling his crooked friendly smile. He walked with long strides to the branch and picked it up. After looking it over for a moment, he returned to the trail. 
 
   “And what does a child of heaven want with poor old Felsafell?” he asked. “I heard your call and swiftly to your aid I come…yes, oh yes. Could it be that power found satisfies not? Does the awakened god have questions? I think he does, or I think he dies.”
 
   “I didn’t call you,” said Gewey. “But I do have questions.”
 
   “Then let us walk and talk,” he replied. “We will wander the dream. But all answers, I have not. More questions you will have, once our time is done.”
 
   Ahead, the trail broadened enough to allow them to walk side by side, and they continued along at a leisurely pace. Gewey was quiet for a time. He had contacted people through their dreams before, but it was always a bit unsettling. His troubles had begun in Sharpstone when his dreams were invaded by the Dark Knight. Kaylia was always welcome, but anyone else felt like an intruder, regardless of intent.
 
   “Where did you go when you left The Chamber of the Maker?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I journeyed through snows and mountains,” he replied. “So I could see the cold, dark with my own eyes. The king in his castle. The enemy of my kin.”
 
   Gewey stopped short. “You went to Angrääl?” 
 
   Felsafell’s usual cheerful countenance turned sour. “His face I viewed, though I remember it not. His name I heard, but the memory vanished.”
 
   “Why did you go there?” he asked, unable to hide his suspicious tone.
 
   Felsafell laughed. “Please, have no fear. I am not his. Though his power is great, a mortal man I am not. He cannot trap my soul. I asked him to free my kin and let them fade.” He lowered his eyes. “The Reborn King refused my plea. His servants they will remain until his destruction.”
 
   Gewey shook his head and sighed. “You didn’t really think he would do that, did you? He would never give up the Vrykol.” He noticed Felsafell’s surprised expression. “I know what has happened to your people.” He told him about his time in the desert and the Black Oasis.
 
   “Far have you come in a short span of earthly life,” said Felsafell. “But farther still have you to go. The king in the north has stolen the souls of the innocent. Trapped them and bound them...enslaved them he has. He thought to do the same to poor Felsafell. But only a dying mind can fall under his spell, and mine can last as long as the stars.”
 
   “I’m amazed he let you live,” remarked Gewey.
 
   “Kill me he cannot,” said Felsafell. “But I think he was unaware his power had failed. I think he believes me trapped like the others.” He met Gewey’s eyes. “Beware those who have looked upon his aspect. For they are his, and his alone. They cannot betray him, nor fail to answer his call.”
 
   “How does he do this?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I think you know…Darshan.” Felsafell laughed wistfully. “But perhaps the knowledge bringer knows not. How merry a laugh the thought brings. But you shall know all too soon.”
 
   “He must use the flow of the spirit,” Gewey mused. 
 
   “Indeed, he must,” agreed Felsafell. “A power you have neglected. Your strength ignored. Air, earth, and water are but toys. The spirit is where true power lives. The dark one knows this. Oh yes, he knows this all too well.”
 
   “But how can I use it to fight him?” asked Gewey. “War is fought with swords and spears. I can’t defeat armies with the spirit.”
 
   Felsafell raised an eyebrow. “So strong in body and young in mind. War can only be won with spirit. What is a sword without the will to use it? Just shiny metal. Neither man nor elf will make war without the heart to fight, or a leader to follow. Soon you must raise the hopes of the world, and all must flock to your banner, or they will surely flock to his.”
 
   Gewey frowned. “But how? I don’t know how to use it. At least, not in the way you’re saying.”
 
   “Then learn you must before time has faded.” He continued to stroll down the trail. 
 
   “Can you teach me?” asked Gewey.
 
   “The powers are unknown to me and mine,” he replied. “You must be your own master.”
 
   “What about the Book of Souls?” asked Gewey. “Are the answers there?”
 
   “Answers, yes. But the question may not be the same.”
 
   “Then where should I look?” he asked. 
 
   “I do not know,” said Felsafell. “My kin are gone and cannot whisper in old ears. But have faith that things will unfold as they should. The fates have brought you love and fortune. I do not believe they will abandon you now.” He looked up at the forest and sighed woefully. “It is good to see my home again…even through your eyes.”
 
   “Where are you now?” asked Gewey.
 
   “Far away,” he replied. “Far from home and comfort. But you shall see me soon enough.  But now you must wake. Your destiny calls and you must pay heed.”
 
   Gewey opened his eyes. Kaylia was still beside him, sipping a cup of wine. King Lousis approached, followed by Chiron, Ertik and Bellisia. 
 
   “The enemy has surrendered,” said Chiron. “The armies of elf and human are victorious. The King of Angrääl is cast out.” His face shone with pride.
 
   Bellisia did not look as pleased. “Yes. But at a great cost. Thousands lay dead upon the field. Thousands more are badly wounded.”
 
   Gewey felt guilt strike at his heart. “I am sorry. I did not suspect the Vrykol could have such power. Nor did I expect Yanti to be so strong.”
 
   Bellisia gave Gewey a compassionate smile. “I would be a fool to blame you. Every elf knows that you ensured our victory, and that without you many more would have perished. I am just saddened by the death of so many brave souls.”
 
   “We all mourn,” said Lousis. “But it is also a time to rejoice. More shall join our cause when they hear of Angrääl’s defeat.”
 
   Gewey struggled to his feet, wincing from the wound in his stomach. Kaylia was instantly at his side. “Your people have good reason to celebrate,” he said. “But I cannot join them.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Lousis. “This is your victory.”
 
   Gewey shook his head. “No. My victory comes later.” He told them about his dream. “I believe what Felsafell says, even if I don’t fully understand. I must learn to use the flow of the spirit.”
 
   “What will you do?” asked Chiron. 
 
   Gewey shrugged. “I’m not sure. I think first I shall read the Book of Souls and hope it will give me some guidance.” As he spoke his legs faltered and he was forced to lean on Kaylia. 
 
   “But for now you will rest and heal,” said Kaylia sternly. 
 
   All nodded in agreement.
 
   Gewey smiled “I wouldn’t dare to argue. Once Aaliyah and Nehrutu are finished treating the wounded, tell them I would speak with them.”
 
   Kaylia led Gewey away to a soft bedroll and helped him lay down. It wasn’t long before Althetan soldiers and elf warriors began seeking him out. Some asked for his blessing, which he reluctantly gave, while others came simply to thank him for their victory. After a time, Kaylia ordered the guards to turn them away. 
 
   “They don’t see my failure,” muttered Gewey.
 
   Kaylia looked displeased. “I think you are the only one who sees it as failure. No one expected you to destroy an army alone. Only you would be so foolish as to imagine you could.” She cupped his face in her hands and forced him to meet her eyes. “You must know that there will be more battles, and more death. If you wish to stop it, you cannot do so alone. Gerath knew this. That’s why he gave you his gifts, and why they were meant to be passed on to those who love you.”
 
   Gewey leaned in and kissed her. “You’re right. I know you are.” He lowered his eyes. “And I’m sorry for what I did. I didn’t intend to use my powers on you. And when it happened, I shouldn’t have taken advantage of it.”
 
   Kaylia frowned. “That is true. And if you had not already gone through battle, I would most certainly be making you feel as though you had.” Her features then softened. “But for now, I will just be happy that you live.”
 
   Gewey rolled onto his back and closed his eyes. This time his dreams were of home - with Kaylia at his side.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 3
 
   Theopolou and Mohanisi strolled casually together down a broad forest path. Theopolou guessed that it had been made by human woodsman for transporting lumber to nearby villages, where it would then be turned into building materials. Fortunately, the path appeared to be abandoned at the moment.
 
   For two weeks they had been forced to wind their way through the forest unseen, Theopolou fearing that a premature encounter with elves from the Steppes might end their mission before it had even really got started. A chance meeting with humans did not concern him so much. From what he had learned, most of the northern cities were similar to Althetas with regard to their attitudes toward elves.
 
   He and Mohanisi had spoken at length about the fears of the southern cities. Elf lands stretched out east from their borders, and humans were not suffered to pass. This forced most to conduct all their trade by sea, virtually cutting them off from the central kingdoms. Even by ship the human traders were forced to sail near the western isles of Lymbos, off the coast of the Tarvansia Peninsula. More than one vessel had ventured too close and found themselves under elf knifes.
 
   “It is a wonder there is any peace at all,” Mohanisi had remarked.
 
   Theopolou couldn’t help but agree. For centuries he had resisted the idea that the world must be shared with their former enemies. He had not seen the inevitability of what was now coming to pass. Even without a foe such as The Reborn King, it was always going to be only a matter of time before the old hatreds spawned another war - a war that would have broken the elves completely. Whatever honor that remained within their race would have been lost forever. And though their doom may still be at hand, at least they will not have rotted away from the inside.
 
   It would be two weeks yet before they reached the Steppes, so Theopolou was taking full advantage of his time with Mohanisi. He yearned to hear about the original land of his people, and Mohanisi was perfectly willing to tell him whatever he wanted to know. The more Theopolou learned, the more he found it difficult to imagine ever leaving such a wonderful place. He began longing to see it for himself.
 
   At midday they decided to rest for a few hours. Theopolou had determined early that he would not waste his strength by pressing the pace. A shadow had been growing over his heart, and he could not shake the feeling that he may be marching off to his death. If that was the case, he would not hurry to meet it. Though he did not fear death, the idea of not living long enough to see his people restored brought him great sadness.
 
   They found a small clearing peppered with fragrant yellow wildflowers. Mohanisi built a small fire and heated some leftover stew he had saved in a tin. 
 
   “Do you think our brethren will pay us heed?” he asked. 
 
   “I think we shall be fortunate to return alive,” Theopolou replied, giving a weak smile. “The closer we come to the Steppes, the darker my soul becomes. With each step my hope fades.”
 
   “I feel it as well,” said Mohanisi. “But I do not believe it is your hope fading. We approach something evil, and possessing an unyielding power. It corrupts the flow and causes the spirit to wither.”
 
   “What could do such a thing?”
 
   Mohanisi shook his head slowly, staring into the flickering flames. “I do not know. Never have I heard of anything that could do this. Not even in legend.” He stirred the stew with his dagger. “But if this is what has caused our brothers’ hearts to blacken, then I think our quest will fail unless we find it, and destroy it.”
 
   After the meal they continued on until shortly after sunset. 
 
   As they were setting up camp, Mohanisi suddenly stiffened. He listened carefully. “Two elves approach from the north.”
 
   “Do they know we are here?” asked Theopolou. He strained to hear them, but was unable to detect anything.
 
   “No,” Mohanisi replied. “Not unless they possess the same power as I. Not even your seekers can match me in the wild.” He continued to listen. “If we remain here they will find us.”
 
   Theopolou thought for a moment. “Then let them find us. I do not think two lone elves would seek battle. If anything they are scouts, and I think your use of the flow will be enough to discourage any aggression.”
 
   Mohanisi frowned. “I am loathe to use such power against an elf - even a misguided one. But I believe you are correct. And if they are scouts, we should know who sent them and why.”
 
   A few minutes passed, after which it became clear that the approaching elves had now sensed their presence. They immediately halted and remained absolutely still for nearly half an hour. Finally, they crept closer to the camp.
 
   Just before they were in view, Theopolou stepped forward and called out. “Come and join us as friends. Warm yourselves by our fire. We mean you no harm.”
 
   “Your accent is that of the south,” came back a deep male voice. “Yet you venture to the Steppes. I would know why.”
 
   “Join us and we will be pleased to speak of our journey,” said Theopolou.
 
   There was the sound of steel sliding free - also the creak of a bowstring being drawn. A single figure stepped into the light of the fire. He was short and stocky for an elf, with close-cropped auburn hair and a ruddy complexion. He was clad in thick buckskin pants and vest, together with a pair of tan moccasins. A tiny silver horsehead hung from a chain against his chest. Theopolou recognized it as a charm worn by the elves of the northernmost tribes. His narrow brown eyes and thin lips gave him a sinister quality that most humans would find disturbing. He was wielding a short sword with a polished bone hilt.
 
   “Why draw your weapons?” asked Theopolou. “We have not drawn ours. Are we not kin?” He took a tentative step forward. “I am Theopolou, and this is Mohanisi.”
 
   The elf stared for a long moment. “I am Strydis, and my companion aiming an arrow at your heart is...”
 
    Out of the shadows appeared an elf woman with bow drawn. As Strydis had said, her arrow was pointing directly at Theopolou’s heart. “I am Jylia,” she said.
 
   She was dressed in the same buckskin pants and moccasins as Strydis, but wore a well-fitted tan cotton shirt. Her shoulder length honey blond hair was wrapped in a dozen small braids tipped with black beads. Her face was youthful and fierce, with eyes dark and intense. Theopolou guessed that she was no older than Kaylia.
 
   “Unless you intend to kill us, I would ask you to put away your weapons.” Theopolou’s voice was stern and commanding.
 
   “I beg your forgiveness,” said Strydis, without lowering his blade. “But we have been pursued for many days. And I must be certain you are what you seem.”
 
   “We should kill them,” said Jylia. “We cannot risk...”
 
   “How dare you!” roared Theopolou. “You threaten your kin with death?” Jylia stepped back, but Strydis was unmoved. 
 
   “My sister should not have suggested such a thing,” he said. “But do not pretend you are unaware of what has happened between our tribes. My people have struck at yours. Even were that not so, we would still have reason to be wary.”
 
   “I was at the Chamber of the Maker when elf made war on elf,” Theopolou affirmed, calming his tone. “But do not speak of it as if our people are separate. I was alive during the first split. I understand far better than you what has happened, and what this means for our people. That is why we have come.”
 
   Slowly, Strydis relaxed. His eyes bore immense sadness. “Then you have wasted your efforts.” He sheathed his sword and turned to Jylia. “I tire of fear and hate. Away with your bow. If they are false, then so be it. I no longer care.”
 
   After a few moments, Jylia sighed and lowered her weapon. “I hope you have not doomed us.”
 
   Strydis walked toward the fire. “We were doomed long before now.”
 
   Theopolou and Mohanisi offered them to sit. For a time they all did so in silence. 
 
   It was Mohanisi who spoke first. “From whom do you flee?”
 
   Strydis’ lip curled in disgust. “From the black heart that now dwells in my people. We flee from the poison of the Reborn King. He has brought hatred and death to every corner of my beloved land. He has enslaved our elders to his will, and made the very air we breathe a fume of evil.”
 
   “How has he done this?” asked Theopolou.
 
   “I do not know,” he replied. The anger in his voice was combined with deep sorrow. “We were once a proud and free people. Masters of the Steppes, riding our great stallions, we were under the yoke of no one. Humans feared to tread near our borders, and the Creator had blessed our people with plenty. Then he came - or at least his ambassadors did. They spoke warnings of human plots to drive us from our lands.”
 
   “And you believed these lies?” asked Theopolou, incredulously. 
 
   “No,” he replied. “Not at first. But they convinced our elders to journey to Angrääl to seek the truth. They promised that they could show evidence of the plans that were being formed against us. Each elder that returned was somehow changed. Not long after that, strange rumors began to fly. Rumors of an elf/human alliance in the south bent on our destruction.”
 
   “Surely, even with the word of your elders, you found this hard to accept?” said Theopolou.
 
   “Most of us refused to believe that our kin, no matter how removed from our lives, would do such a thing.” Strydis rose to his feet and turned his back to the fire. “But then a dark shadow fell upon our souls. One by one, my people began to fall into despair and madness. They became obsessed with the idea that humans had corrupted our kin and intended to march armies north.”
 
   But something must have caused all this,” said Theopolou. “No elder has this much power over their clan.”
 
   “Were that so, Jylia and I would still be warm in our beds,” said Strydis. “Something has stolen their will. And those who refused to follow the elders’ insanity were cast out. Or at least, we thought they were being cast out. The discontents were told to leave and made to promise that they would not join our brethren in the south.” He looked down at his sister. “When we heard of the plan to attack the Chamber of the Maker, a group of us decided we could no longer bear to remain. We swore our oath, then left our homes behind. Twenty of us set out.” He bowed his head. “We are all that remains.”
 
   “What happened?” asked Mohanisi. 
 
   “A day into our journey we were set upon,” said Strydis, his anger returning. “By foul creatures, cloaked in black hoods. They reeked of death and fought like demons.”
 
   “Vrykol,” whispered Theopolou.
 
   “We have heard this name from our legends,” said Strydis. “And perhaps that is what we encountered. I cannot be sure. Whatever they were, they slaughtered us like sheep. We barely escaped with our lives, and the beasts have been tracking us ever since.”
 
   “How do you know they were sent by your elders?” asked Theopolou.
 
   “One of them spoke the name of Ryslotis,” he explained. “He is a chief among our people. They vowed to bring him our heads as proof we were slain. It was then we realized just how dire our plight had become.” He faced Theopolou and Mohanisi. “If you seek to reconcile, then you will find yourself surrounded by foes. You should turn back and return to your people, lest you find a deadly reception.”
 
   “We cannot turn back,” said Theopolou. “We are honor bound to liberate our kin from this evil.”
 
   “Then you will perish,” said Strydis, darkly. “For no honor remains on the Steppes. They are no longer your kin.” He sat back down. 
 
   Jylia took her brother’s hand and placed her head on his shoulder.
 
   “There is hope,” said Mohanisi, his face awash with compassion. He told them where he was from and why he had come.
 
   Strydis and Jylia stared in utter amazement.
 
   “Can it be?” said Jylia. She leaned forward, carefully scrutinizing Mohanisi. “Have the fathers and mothers returned? Do you have means to support this claim?”
 
   Mohanisi nodded. “Beyond my word there is this.” He held out his palm and a tiny ball of flame appeared. “My people possess powers that yours have forgotten. Does this prove me to be true?” 
 
   Jylia flushed. “Please. I meant no offense. But if you wish to convince those snared in the jaws of Angrääl, you will need more than words.”
 
   Mohanisi allowed the flame to vanish and smiled. “I take no offense. You are kind to advise us.”
 
   “Where shall you go?” asked Theopolou. 
 
   Strydis shrugged. “I do not know. We had thought to settle in the wilderness south of the Spirit Hills, near the ruins of Santismal. I have heard rumors that there are still elves that dwell there. Perhaps we can find peace and forgetfulness among the broken tombs of the ancient kingdoms.”
 
   “You could journey south to Althetas,” suggested Theopolou. “There you would be welcomed by your kin. Although, as war has come, I cannot promise safety.”
 
   Strydis nodded. “It would be good to be among brethren whose hearts are still true.” He looked into Theopolou’s eyes. “It is clear that you are an elder among your people. Why they would send you on such a hopeless mission, I cannot fathom.” He removed his necklace and handed it to Theopolou. “This will gain you audience. It will not save you, but it will allow you to approach the elders unharmed.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Theopolou gratefully.
 
   Theopolou felt pity for his kin, so for a few hours they spoke of happier times. Mohanisi regaled them with tales of his home and the wonders of his people. The next morning they bid Strydis and Jylia a fond farewell and continued north.
 
   “There has to be something causing this,” mused Theopolou as they walked on. “Some power being used to alter their minds.” His voice grew firmer. “As you say Mohanisi, if we are to have any hope of succeeding, we must discover the source of this curse and destroy it as quickly as possible.”
 
   He paused before adding: “Let us pray that we can find the power to do so.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 4
 
     Millet gazed out on the market square of Sharpstone. Three armed thugs stood at the far end, near the entrance to the docks.
 
    Dina and Randson had returned with a dozen sell-swords and two knights of Amon Dähl. He had hoped for more, but word had reached them that Valshara had fallen. Most of the knights had traveled west to aid the High Lady. In fact, it was all Millet could do to keep Dina from doing the same. But her duty was here, and at least they had the benefit of not being entirely supported by paid swords.
 
   Most of the people indebted to the faithful jumped at the chance of having their debts paid off, and in less than a week support for Millet had swelled. The faithful reacted by sending a delegation to the king, but Millet had anticipated this and made certain that they never arrived.
 
   Once it was clear that the stakes had risen and Millet was not to be taken lightly, the faithful took great care to ensure that all of their movements were witnessed publicly. Millet had been successful in creating fear among them, and with the town no longer under their control, they were becoming increasingly nervous, even in crowded places like the market. There were those who had more reason than most to despise the servants of the Reborn King. More than twenty of the best young men in the village had left home to join the armies of Angrääl, and there were many parents who feared their children would never return. 
 
   Millet knew that soon the faithful would send for soldiers of their own, but a fauna bird had delivered a message to the temple of Gerath in Helenia stating that Lord Broin and Lord Ganflin were sending help. Moreover, Linis was to come as well. This news made Dina in particular brighten with joy, making it clear to Millet that she had feelings for the elf. It showed in her eyes during their late night conversations, and her reaction to his impending arrival told him that it was far beyond a passing fancy.
 
   “You should not be out here alone,” called a gruff voice from behind.
 
   Millet glanced back to see Bevaris, one of the Amon Dähl knights. His face was weathered and scarred from years of rough living and fighting, and his skin burned permanently brown from the sun. Though not exceptionally tall, his shoulders were nearly as broad as those of two men, and his dark brown hair was cropped short and even. A massive two-handed sword, far too heavy for the average man to wield, was strapped across his back. The many notches on its blade told of the countless battles it had been involved in.
 
   “Everyone is out at the Stedding farm today,” Millet explained. “And you were tending the horses.”
 
   Bevaris scowled disapprovingly. “Then you should have waited.” He looked at the thugs. “Yours?”
 
   “No,” replied Millet. “Perhaps the faithful are desperate for protection.”
 
   Bevaris laughed. “They would have to be to hire brigands and thieves. From the look of those three, they’d be as likely to rob their paymasters as to protect them.”
 
   Millet nodded in agreement. “Still, we should find out if that is in fact why they’re here.”
 
   Bevaris grunted and strode toward the trio. Millet watched as he proceeded to quietly interrogate them. Each glanced up nervously at his massive blade as they spoke in hushed tones. After only a few minutes Bevaris returned looking satisfied.
 
   “They claimed at first that they were heading to Helenia to join a caravan west,” he said. “Of course, when I assured them that their journey would end right here unless they spoke truth, they then told me quick enough that they are on their way to Baltria. Apparently Angrääl is preparing for war, and the city is ripe with fools who are too careless with their gold.”
 
   Millet bowed his head thoughtfully. “We should watch the river more closely. If Angrääl sends troops down the Goodbranch, they may bypass Sharpstone. We need to be able to send word to Gewey and the others about the enemy’s movements.”
 
   “We should also prepare the house for an assault,” said Bevaris. “If they land in Sharpstone in strength, it is certain they will come for us. And we should send word to Helenia.”
 
   “I’ll send Randson in the morning,” said Millet. 
 
   Randson, son of Barty Inglewood, the gardener, had shown himself to be far more capable than Millet could have guessed. In spite of his reserved nature, he was shrewd and well read. To his credit, Barty had seen to it that Randson had received a good education. In fact, it was Randson, and not Dina, who had managed to gain an audience with the king. 
 
   As they returned to the manor, people shouted out greetings and grateful blessings. Millet smiled inwardly to see Sharpstone’s folk so happy, even though he knew it wouldn’t last. Two black-cloaked faithful scurried to the side of the avenue at their passing, only to be tripped by Martha Tredall.
 
   “Oh, dear! How clumsy of me,” said the cooper’s wife. 
 
   Millet couldn’t prevent himself from laughing, which brought angry stares and curses from the two men. 
 
   “You really do love to antagonize them,” remarked Bevaris with amusement. “You should just let me kill them. I could be in and out of their house before they knew what had happened.”
 
   Millet’s smile vanished. “I may do that soon enough. But I need to know if they have information that could help us, and dead men cannot speak.” 
 
   “I’ll take a dead enemy over a live one,” said Bevaris. “And I suggest you do not wait too long to strike. If soldiers come...”
 
   “If they come, they come,” snapped Millet. His moods had become more volatile lately. He took a deep breath. “If they come, then we will need to move quickly. I’ll have the docks watched for signs of trouble. The moment an Angrääl soldier steps foot in Sharpstone, the first thing we do is wipe out the faithful. But you’re right in that we should not delay too long regardless.”
 
   On approaching the manor, Millet immediately noticed that the front door was ajar. Bevaris drew his sword and grabbed hold of Millet’s arm.
 
   “Better to be safe,” said the knight. Creeping to the door and peering in, he sheathed his sword and drew out a long triangular dagger.
 
   Millet followed as close as he dared. Just inside, two dusty packs had been pushed against the wall. Bevaris listened for signs of anyone moving within the house. 
 
   Then a familiar voice came from behind. “I suppose I should have sent word ahead.”
 
   They spun around to see Lee Starfinder, smiling broadly. Millet let out a short laugh and embraced his old friend warmly. 
 
   “By the gods,” he cried. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
   “And you, my lord,” Lee replied.
 
   “Is Jacob with you?” he asked. 
 
   Jacob entered. “I’m here.”
 
   Millet introduced Bevaris, who was looking none too pleased.
 
   “I am honored to meet a knight of Amon Dähl,” said Lee. “Please forgive me if I surprised you.”
 
   Bevaris bowed. “No need. My anger is directed at myself. I must be getting old to have not heard you.” 
 
   Lee laughed heartily. “Take comfort in the fact that Jacob and I have spent several weeks moving silently, so we’ve had quite a lot of practice.” He looked around. “Where is Dina?”
 
   “She’ll be along before sundown,” Millet replied. He looked Lee and Jacob up and down. “In the meantime, I think you’ll be wanting to clean up. We can talk after.”
 
   Millet was relieved when Lee led Jacob directly to the guest rooms rather than the master’s chambers, thus avoiding the awkwardness of making the reversal of roles obvious. He was just about to start heating water for bathing when Barty and Randson returned, along with three other hands and six hired swords.
 
   Millet waited in the main hall until the bathing water was ready, then went to his chambers to wash and change. By the time he returned, Dina was back and sat on the sofa alongside Lee talking merrily. Jacob was sitting in a chair by the hearth staring glumly into the fire. Lydia could be heard barking orders at poor Trevor, who, in spite of the fact that Millet had hired someone to assist the old man in the kitchen, still appeared to do most of the work himself.
 
   Millet smiled at the sight of Lee back inside the manor. But he looked different - sadder and more careworn - as if age and the many miles of road traveled had finally caught up with him. His simple dark blue pants, shirt, and low cut suede boots, though typical for Lee to wear while lounging, appeared ill-fitting to his current disposition. Millet could see behind the smile to where the pain lived. He had known the man far too long not to notice.
 
   Millet took a seat across from them. He saw that Dina had already cleaned up and changed into a linen dress with bright yellow floral patterns and blue buttons down the front. “Did the mayor’s wife insist on you using her shower again?” he asked.
 
   Dina laughed. “Yes. And she practically forced me this to take this outfit. She said that if I’m to be a lady of Sharpstone, I should look like one.”
 
   Lee glanced at Millet inquisitively.
 
   “Dina mentioned about showers to the mayor’s wife not long after we arrived,” Millet explained. “She liked the idea so much that she had one built in her house. Now, she likes to show off by allowing visitors to use it - especially visitors from elsewhere. For some reason, she suspects Dina of being a foreign noble in disguise, so she steals her away at every opportunity.”
 
   Lee chuckled softly. “I did so miss this place.” He called Jacob over, who forced a smile and joined them. “Forgive my son’s melancholy. But we’ve been through quite a lot.”
 
   Jacob’s smile slowly vanished, returning to a sullen stare as his eyes shifted past the gathering and to the wall behind them. “Yes. Once I’ve settled my mind and rested, then I’ll be more like myself.” These words seemed to shake him to life and he looked at Millet with a hint of cheer returning. “Though perhaps a touch less spoiled and angry than you may remember.”
 
   Millet did not return the levity. “My lad, you and your father escaped Angrääl, and I believe that alone earns you a bit of rest. And though this is not Hazrah, it is your home nonetheless, so long as it stands.”
 
   Jacob bowed. “I thank you.” His voice was emotionless.
 
   Millet could not help but wonder why Lady Penelope was not with them, “If you are able, I would hear of your journey,” he said to Lee. “Unless you would rather wait until after...”
 
   “No. It need not wait.” Lee’s face darkened and his jaw tightened. He told them of the events after they had parted ways. “We made our way south through the wilderness until we were well away from Angrääl,” he concluded, “then gained passage on a boat heading to Baltria on the Goodbranch.”
 
   Tears streamed down Millet’s cheeks on hearing of Lady Penelope’s fate. “My heart breaks at this news. Do you think this Captain Lanmore spoke truth? Could she still live?”
 
   Lee shrugged. “Perhaps. I cannot be certain. If she does, it’s as a slave to the King of Angrääl. Whatever the case, my course is clear; I must fight until one of us is destroyed. If my wife still draws breath, then that is the only way to free her. If she does not, it is the only way to avenge her.”
 
   “What can I do to help?” asked Millet, fury boiling up in his voice. 
 
   “Allow Jacob and I to enlist into your service,” Lee replied, earnestly. “To give you aid in the fight that will surely come.”
 
   “The fight has already come,” interjected Dina.
 
   Millet nodded and told them of the faithful, and of the news coming in from the west. “Valshara is retaken and your mother is in command of Amon Dähl. Beyond that, we know nothing.”
 
   Lee thought on this for several minutes. “It is good that Lord Ganflin and Broin have sent help, but the fact is that the army Angrääl will send here will crush any resistance we can offer.”
 
   “There is one other thing,” said Millet. “Two days ago I received a message that an elf army is marching from the desert beyond Dantory.”
 
   Lee raised an eyebrow. “Then the rumors we heard all those years ago were true.”
 
   Millet nodded. “So it would seem. When Linis arrives, I have considered sending him east to plead for their aid. But that won’t be for some time. Several weeks at least.”
 
   Lee grinned. “Linis travels swiftly. And though slowed by human soldiers, I suspect he will find ways to motivate them.”
 
   Millet’s concern showed on his face. “Yet even with his assistance, should Angrääl land here in force, we will be heavily outnumbered and may have to surrender Sharpstone.” His frown grew deeper. “The king has been resistant to raising an army, and the lands surrounding Baltria are already subdued. The cities and towns west to Kaltinor are in turmoil. It will take time to reclaim them from the Dark Knight’s influence. I have begun to send gold to our allies, but I fear we may be too late.”
 
   “If we are overrun,” said Lee. “You must decide which direction to take.”
 
   “I have given it much thought,” said Millet. “The lands east from here to the desert have been largely ignored by the Dark Knight. It seems he intends to cut the land in half, and with his forces engaged in the west, I believe he will focus his attention there first.”
 
   “So you will go east?” asked Jacob.
 
   “I hope to stay here,” replied Millet determinedly. “But yes. Should it come to that, I think east would be the wiser course. We can gather support along the way. Your father and I have spent many years in the hills and valleys east of the Goodbranch, and have many friends there.”
 
   “So what do you need to prepare,” asked Lee.
 
   “It will help that you are here,” said Millet. “I have driven the faithful to the brink, and your presence will further unravel them. Aside from that, you can coordinate a defense with the two knights of Amon Dähl. I think you will find them quite capable.” He smiled warmly. “Of course, there is the question of your lands and title to be resolved.”
 
   Lee shook his head and held up his hand. “There is nothing to resolve. You are lord of the House Nal’Thain, not I.”
 
   Millet laughed. “This is true. And I have no intention of returning them to you.” His eyes fell on Jacob. “Once our duty is fulfilled, my intention is to pass over lordship to your son.”
 
   “That is not...” began Jacob.
 
   “I am an old man,” said Millet, cutting him off. “I was honored to wear the mantle of Lord Nal’Thain when your father found himself unable to do so, and at the time there was no one else. But it is clear that you are not the confused boy you once were. The look in your eyes and the expression on Lee’s face tells me that. I will retain the manor in Sharpstone as reward for my service. But once this war is over, I hope to have earned a peaceful retirement.” He reached out and patted Jacob’s knee. “But don’t worry. For now, you are free of the burden.”
 
   Lee nodded with satisfaction. “This is agreeable. And I think by then we will both have earned some peace.” He looked at Jacob. “I know you will do honor to our family.”
 
   Jacob sighed heavily, then chuckled. “We’ll all probably be dead soon anyway.”
 
   Lee let out a full on belly laugh. “Good point.”
 
   “I think we’ve had enough unhappy talk for now,” said Dina. “I’ve missed your stories, Lee. For all his talents, Millet would make a wretched bard. Regale us with an exploit of your youth. The more fantastic the better.”
 
   Lee leaned back and smiled. “How can I refuse?”
 
   His tales told during the hours leading up to dinner were indeed astounding, though the occasional quiet cough from Millet exposed a few small exaggerations. Lee quickly corrected these by adding in Millet’s bravery as well.
 
   The meal was just as pleasant. All the hired hands, plus as many of the sell-swords as they could accommodate, gathered around the large dining table. Songs were sung and stories were told. For the first time since Millet and Lee had left Sharpstone the manor felt warm and alive again. Even Lydia joined in and sang a sweet lullaby she had learned as a child. 
 
   By the time the meal was over, Millet felt as if years of hardship and worry had been washed away. And though he knew this was only a passing moment, he savored it nonetheless. Lee had taken over the burden of seeing to the patrols around the manor, and Bevaris knew what needed to be done along the river and docks. With these responsibilities in safe hands, Millet felt secure enough to allow himself just one carefree evening. 
 
   It was truly good to have his former master home. And even though danger loomed, he was glad to be facing it surrounded by friends.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 5
 
   Millet, Lee, Dina and Bevaris sat quietly around the fireplace. The second knight, Tristan, a younger though not inexperienced man, was with Jacob, Barty and Randson scouting the area around the house occupied by the faithful. The hired swords were patrolling the manor and keeping an eye on the docks and river. During the last two weeks they had spotted hundreds of river vessels flying the banner of Angrääl heading south. Every one of these had been packed with troops and machines of war.
 
   Millet was becoming anxious for the arrival of Linis. With each day that passed, the gnawing feeling of impending conflict increased. He looked up at Lee, who was sitting with his cup between his knees, eyes fixed on the flickering flames.
 
   “You are doing the right thing,” said Lee, feeling Millet’s stare. “It’s the only thing you could do.”
 
   “Don’t worry, my lord,” added Bevaris. “I have every confidence in Tristan. It will be clean and quick.”
 
   Millet glanced up at Dina, who nodded her agreement.
 
   A knock at the door made them all jump, prompting Lee and Bevaris to reach for their daggers. Dina calmly stood up and answered the door. It was Mayor Freidly. Dina invited him in and offered him a seat by the fire.
 
   “So tonight’s the night,” whispered the mayor. 
 
   Millet nodded somberly. “Indeed it is, your honor.”
 
   Freidly looked around at the assembled group. “No offense, but I never imagined such a night in Sharpstone. Too much blood and hardship for my poor town. If we had known what they were about when they arrived we would never...”
 
   “Never what?” interrupted Lee. His tone was harsh. “Never allowed them to buy you like a cheap blanket? Never allowed them to make slaves of the people you swore to protect?”
 
   “That’s enough, Lee,” snapped Millet. “The mayor is here on my invitation, and you will show him courtesy.”
 
   Lee clenched his jaw for a moment but then relaxed. “Of course. Please forgive me.”
 
   Freidly’s face was flushed, but he seemed to be more in awe of the fact that Millet commanded Lee, than offended by Lee’s words. In fact, most of the town was still gossiping about this reversal of roles. “No need to apologize,” he said. “You’re right. I allowed this to happen.”
 
   “There was nothing you could have done,” said Millet. “If you’d resisted, you would have found yourself in an early grave.” His eyes fell on Lee. “And the people of Sharpstone have no experience with such evil men.”
 
   Lee sighed. “I know. But as you have told me all of my life, I allow my passions to govern me.” He stood and walked to the window. “It can sharpen my tongue if I’m not careful.”
 
   “You fear for your son?” remarked Bevaris.
 
   “I can’t help it,” affirmed Lee. 
 
   “Tristan will keep him from harm,” Bevaris said confidently. 
 
   Lee forced a smile and turned to the mayor. “See to it that all is ready. More and more soldiers pass this town each day. If they land here and we are defeated, you must ensure that the people comply with Angrääl.”
 
   Freidly nodded. 
 
   It had been decided several days ago that, should Millet and the others be driven away, the people of Sharpstone would not continue to fight. Millet and Lee knew that they would be slaughtered. There was no time to build an adequate defense, and farmers and merchants would be of little use against hardened soldiers. Much better for them to be occupied and await liberation. Naturally, encouraged by what Millet had already achieved against the faithful, this was a bitter pill. But he had eventually convinced them of his wisdom.
 
   “Tell us, your honor,” said Dina, smiling girlishly. “What juicy gossip is there to be heard? Surely these things reach the mayor’s ears.”
 
   “You can’t be serious,” said Freidly, taken aback. “You want to hear such things on an evening like this?”
 
   “I think it is the perfect time to hear gossip,” Dina replied. 
 
   “I agree,” said Bevaris. “I miss the gossip and chatter of my own home. I would be reminded of such carefree days.”
 
   “And where is your home?” asked Freidly.
 
   “Xenthia,” he replied. “East, below the foothills of the Weeping Mountains.”
 
   “I’ve been there,” said Lee. “King Vistylis reigned at the time. He kept an estate as lavish as any in the west.”
 
   “His son Luccia still does,” said Bevaris. “He spends most of his time there, and has practically made it the new capital. He prefers the quieter atmosphere. The estate is now twice as opulent as his official palace in Nashis.”
 
    “A grand city also,” said Lee. “Though I have only ever seen the palace from outside the gates.”
 
   “Should we ever find ourselves there,” said Bevaris, “I can see to it that the king allows us entry.” He leaned back and took a sip from his cup. “Now, my good mayor, if you would be so kind as to lighten heavy hearts with the intrigues of your fair town.”
 
   Mayor Freidly bowed and began reporting the local gossip. The mood in the room lifted at once, and a few laughs were even heard. He had just got to telling them of how Naomi Sweetwater had caught her husband trying to seduce the wife of Jack Venturia, a pig farmer, when Tristan burst in.
 
   In contrast to Bevaris’ bull-like build, Tristan was tall and lean, and also quite handsome. His curly, blond hair fell nearly to his shoulders, and his chiseled features and ice blue eyes had already turned the head of more than one farmer’s wife. He was clad in a black shirt and pants, together with soft leather boots. On his belt hung a short sword and dagger; both hilts were spotted with blood.
 
   “What happened?” asked Bevaris.
 
   “It is done,” Tristan replied. “The faithful are dead.”
 
   “Was anyone hurt?” asked Lee.
 
   “No,” said Tristan. “But I have ill news. One of the townsfolk spotted us on our way back and told us they had seen a large number of men camped ten miles north of here.”
 
   This news brought the room to its feet.
 
   “Did he say how many?” asked Millet.
 
   “He thought it to be a hundred, maybe more,” replied Tristan. “He said he couldn’t tell in the dark and was afraid to get closer. I sent Randson and Jacob to find out more.”
 
   Millet could see a flash of anger on Lee’s face. He touched him on the shoulder. “Jacob will be fine. Randson knows the woods and trails better than anyone. And you’ve taught your son well.” He turned to Tristan. “Gather the men and send the workers to the Stedding farm.”
 
   “I should alert the town council,” said Freidly. 
 
   Millet nodded. “But tell them not to do anything until we know more.”
 
   The mayor took a deep nervous breath and left.
 
   “Even if the count is accurate,” said Bevaris. “One hundred is too many unless you enlist the townsfolk.”
 
   “No,” shot back Millet. “I will not involve the people.”
 
   “But it may buy us time to gather more men,” Bevaris countered. “In a month we could...”
 
   “We have no guarantee it would buy that much time,” said Millet firmly. “Otherwise I would agree.”
 
   “There are no guarantees in war, my lord. Only risks.”
 
   “And it is a risk I am not willing to take.” 
 
   “I think you are allowing your love of this town to cloud your judgment,” Bevaris told him. 
 
   “Perhaps,” agreed Millet. “But if Sharpstone is lost, it is much better that we have living spies in an occupied town rather than see it destroyed. Better for the enemy to think they fought a rogue lord who stood against the will of the townsfolk, than perceive the entire town as a threat.”
 
   “But...” started Bevaris.
 
   “We have no time for this,” Lee snapped at the knight. “The lord of this house has spoken. We must prepare.”
 
   Bevaris sighed and shook his head. “Very well. Come Tristan. It is time we put our armor to use.”
 
   Bevaris and Tristan hurried to their room. A few minutes later they reappeared in polished black leather armor. Bevaris had his huge sword strapped across his back and a dagger hung on each hip. Tristan wore a long sword with a silver hilt crowned by a single black opal. Across his chest was a strap holding six small throwing knives.
 
   Tristan gathered the men in front of the manor while Bevaris readied the horses. About an hour before sunrise Jacob and Randson returned. 
 
   Before Millet could open his mouth, Jacob spoke. “Two hundred men are on our heels. They’ll be here in minutes.”
 
   “The sell-swords will flee,” said Bevaris.
 
   “Then don’t tell them,” said Lee. “From where do they approach?”
 
   “Half from the north,” Jacob replied. “The others have already circled around to the west.” The look of fear was in his eyes. “Father…there are Vrykol among them.”
 
   “How many?” asked Lee.
 
   “At least three,” he replied. 
 
   Lee turned to Millet. “I think we should leave now.”
 
   There was a commotion outside. Millet went to the window. “That time is past,” he said. “They are here.”
 
   Silhouetted through the gate by the lamps at the entrance of the main yard stood a black-cloaked figure. Millet turned and picked up a short sword he had leaning against his chair. 
 
   “Please,” said Lee. “Stay with me and Jacob. You may be a far better lord than I ever was, but a warrior you are not.”
 
   Millet smiled and grabbed Lee’s shoulder fondly. “If I am to face my end, it will not be cowering. And I don’t think that even you can protect me from two hundred soldiers.”
 
   “Then let us meet our end together,” said Lee. He walked over to Jacob and embraced him. “I’m sorry I have failed you. But I am honored to have known you, and I am proud you are my son.”
 
   Jacob squeezed his father tightly. “You have not failed me. I’m happy we will meet death side by side.”
 
   “We’re not dead yet,” said Dina. Her voice was steel. She wore a leather tunic over her tan cotton blouse and carried a long dagger in her right hand. “They face the son of Saraf and the knights of Amon Dähl. Even vastly outnumbered, such opponents are to be feared.” 
 
   “Come then,” said Millet. “Let us make them pay dearly for their foolishness.”
 
   Millet had considered asking Dina to remain hidden, but one look at her face told him it would be useless to do so. Their fates were tied together, for good or ill.
 
   The group filed out into the yard. The sell-swords were clearly terrified, and Tristan was doing everything he could to keep them from fleeing. Only Barty and Randson remained steadfast.
 
   “Listen to me,” shouted Lee. Everyone went silent. “If you run you will most surely die. Our only hope is to fight them off until they withdraw. When they regroup, we’ll take the horses and break out. The path will only allow about ten men through at a time, so their advantage will be much lessened. We can do this if we stay together.”
 
   The men shifted, muttering curses. But they could see the sense in his words, and none chose to run. Lee positioned himself between Dina and Jacob. Bevaris insisted on being near Millet, while Tristan was at the opposite end keeping the men in formation.
 
   Millet had ordered the fence surrounding the estate raised and doubled two weeks earlier, making it difficult, though not impossible, to climb or break down. The main gate would only allow room enough for ten men to pass at once, but it was not designed to hold off any type off determined assault. The enemy would be able to break it down as if it were made from clay. 
 
   Dozens of torches could be seen approaching from out of the darkness. Moments later the sound of countless heavy boots striking earth thudded in their ears. Then, one by one, the torches went out. The air suddenly went still, with only the shallow frightened breaths of the sell-swords breaking the silence. 
 
   The piercing blast of a horn rang out, followed by the roar of battle cries. 
 
   “Here they come,” muttered Bevaris, a wicked grin on his weathered face. His sword, gripped in both hands, was nearly as long as he was tall.
 
   The gate flew open as the first wave of soldiers battered it down with a felled tree. Ten men clad in heavy plate, the sigil of Angrääl across their breast, dropped the ram and scrambled through. Behind them, row upon row of others awaited their turn to enter the fray. 
 
   Lee led the charge to meet the attack head on. As the two forces met, the air filled with the sound of steel blades violently clashing. The enemy was driven back almost at once. Lee cut down three men in quick succession. Bevaris placed his massive shoulder in front of Millet, pushing him back out of harm’s way. His mighty sword swept down, nearly cleaving a soldier in twain and forcing Bevaris to kick the body away from his blade. Jacob tried to maneuver himself in front of Dina, but she deftly slipped by him and gutted an attacker.
 
   On the other end, Tristan, Barty, Randson and the sell-swords were faring just as well. They had already killed four men, with only a few minor cuts between them suffered in return. Millet’s hopes lifted at the sight, but these hopes were short lived.
 
   As quickly as they fell, the fallen soldiers were being replaced, each new attack becoming more ferocious than the last. It wasn’t long before Lee and the others found themselves being driven back toward the house. Very soon now the attackers would be able to spread out and flank them. Two sell-swords had fallen and Tristan was bleeding from a deep gash on his left forearm. Dina was surprisingly capable with a blade, her light attire allowing her to easily avoid the clumsy thrusts of the Angrääl soldiers.
 
   When another sell-sword fell, the left side gave way and Tristan was forced to withdraw. Soldiers began to pour through the gate, attempting to surround them.
 
   “Fall back to the manor!” shouted Lee.
 
   Just then another blast from the enemy horn sounded. In response to this, amazingly, the soldiers began to retreat. Within moments they had all passed back through the gate and disappeared completely into the darkness. Millet and the others stood where they were for a full minute, utterly confused and unable to speak. 
 
   “Why did they stop?’ asked Jacob, breaking the stupor.
 
   “I don’t intend to find out,” said Millet. “Let’s fetch the horses and get out of here.” He turned to the sell-swords. “You men should ride with us. Once we’re far enough from here you can either come along or go your own way.”
 
   They dragged the bodies of their fallen comrades away from the main path and retrieved the horses. No sooner had they mounted than Lee’s back stiffened. He drew his sword.
 
   “Someone approaches,” he said. “Whoever it is, they’re alone.”
 
   “Perhaps they want to negotiate a surrender,” offered one of the men. 
 
   “Then they’re bigger fools than I thought,” said Lee. “The moment he enters, kill him and follow me.”
 
   A minute later a lone hooded figure walked cautiously through the broken gates. Lee was just about to sound the charge when the figure threw back his hood. 
 
   It was Linis. 
 
   Lee, Dina and Millet immediately leaped from their horses. Linis smiled warmly. “I see I have arrived a little late.”
 
   They all took turns in embracing the elf, Dina lingering longer than the rest.
 
   “You’re just in time my friend,” said Lee, not hiding his relief. “How many men did you bring?”
 
   “I had fifty,” Linis replied. “But I lost nearly half of them driving away your foes. Mostly they fell to the Vrykol.” He glanced over his shoulder. “The men are about a quarter mile back. We surprised the enemy and were able to cause enough confusion to break their ranks, but I think it is certain they will regroup and return.”
 
   “We’re ready to ride now, if you are,” said Millet.
 
   “Good,” said Linis. He gave Dina a quick smile. “Then let us be gone.”
 
   Linis led them down one of the many paths leading away from the manor. Millet could hear whispers from the sell-swords about Linis. Clearly they had never seen an elf before.
 
   “Are your men mounted?” asked Lee.
 
   “Yes,” replied Linis. “I do not enjoy travel by horse, but it was the only way to move so many men quickly. I have little in the way of supplies, but Lord Ganflin and Lord Broin sent gold.”
 
   Millet nodded. “That is good. We will need it.” He had packed as much gold as could be carried himself. 
 
   As Linis had said, the men awaited them a quarter mile away. Most wore either light leather armor or thin chainmail with the sigil of a sword and moon.
 
   “They have fled west to the river, my lord,” said one of the men. “Along with the one remaining Vrykol.” The word Vrykol came out like a curse.
 
   Linis turned to Millet. “You know these parts better than I.”
 
   “We should go southeast, through the forest,” interjected Randson. “It’s slower, but it avoids town and will put us well beyond the Stedding farm.”
 
   “Lead on,” commanded Millet.
 
   Randson spurred his horse forward, guiding them into the outlaying forest and down a narrow hunting trail. Lee fell back to the rear to listen for signs of pursuit, while Linis stayed at the front. By dawn they were well away and clearly the Angrääl soldiers had no desire to catch them. They stopped in a clearing to rest their horses. Millet removed a pack from his mount and pulled Randson and Barty aside.
 
   “I need you to go to Baltria,” he told them.
 
   “If you think to keep us from harm,” objected Barty.
 
   “I intend to put you in harm’s way,” interrupted Millet. “I need eyes and ears there. Someone I can trust and who no one knows. You cannot return to Sharpstone. If you do, it will be quickly discovered that you fought with us.” He handed Barty the pack. “Here is enough gold to bribe whomever you must, and to keep you fed and housed once you arrive. Find Jansi. He serves Lord Lanson Brimm. There is a letter in the pack that will prove to him you are a friend. He may be able to aid you.”
 
   “How shall we contact you?” asked Barty. 
 
   “Do not try,” said Millet. “When the time comes, I will contact you. Until then, learn what you can. If you are found out, make your way to Althetas and go to King Lousis. He will take care of you.”
 
   After saying a brief farewell to the others, Barty and Randson rode off south through the dense forest.
 
   “You are becoming ruthless, my old friend,” said Lee. “Far more so than I. I don’t think I could send them into such peril.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Millet. “But I need them there.” He took a deep breath. “I do not like who I have become, Lee. But I think that fate has chosen this path for me for a reason, though it may be at the cost of my soul.”
 
   “Where are we going?” asked Linis, smiling as he approached.
 
   “To Dantory,” replied Millet. His tone was firm and commanding. “We have received word that the elves from the deep desert mass for war. We will join them, gathering what support we can along the way.”
 
   Linis raised an eyebrow. “Then let us meet these desert elves. We can tell our tales as we travel.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 6
 
   The journey back to Valshara had been difficult for Gewey to endure. Fighters, both elf and human, came to him in a ceaseless stream to thank him for their resounding victory. King Lousis did his best to keep his men away, but his mind was on other matters. Most of the prisoners were from Skalhalis. The generals from Angrääl had refused to allow their men to lay down their arms, and only after King Halmara was slain did his commanders kill the Angrääl leaders and order the surrender. Lousis had decided to force the prisoners to construct their own prison. When that was completed, he would release those from Skalhalis and allow them to return to their families. 
 
   One thing deeply troubling Gewey was the disappearance of Yanti’s body. He had personally searched the battlefield for more than an hour and found no trace of him. The thought that the man could still live caused his anger to resurface. He had later considered looking for the men from Sharpstone, but dismissed the idea. If any survived, they would be safer in prison.
 
   Word of their victory had already reached Valshara, ensuring that the entire temple was outside to greet them when they arrived. Gewey, Lousis, Kaylia and Ertik rode abreast into the yard as cries of “Long live Darshan” echoed from the walls. Both men and women openly wept at the sight of him as he passed. Gewey did his best to be gracious and smile.
 
   High Lady Selena stood at the door in her ceremonial robes. Her face was a mixture of relief and sadness. “We thank the gods for your victory. Tonight there shall be a celebration banquet to honor you all.”
 
   They dismounted and bowed in unison.
 
   “It was hard fought,” said Lousis. “But the true honor goes to Gewey.” 
 
   “So I have heard,” said Selena. “Songs are already being sung throughout the temple about his deeds.”
 
   “I’m sure they are exaggerated,” said Gewey.
 
   “Perhaps,” Selena countered. “But you give people inspiration and hope. You may very well have to accept the myth that is surrounding your name.”
 
   Her words struck a chord with Gewey. Suddenly, he was filled with a sense of urgency.
 
   “What is it?” asked Kaylia, sensing his feelings. 
 
   “I need to have the Book of Souls brought to my chambers as soon as possible, high lady,” said Gewey. 
 
   Ertik stepped forward. “I will see to it.”
 
   Selena turned and opened the door. “Water and food are already being brought to your rooms.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Kaylia, I would speak to you as soon as you are able.”
 
   Gewey moved to take a step forward. As he did so, pain shot through his stomach where Yanti’s blade had struck. Aaliyah and Nehrutu, who had been riding only a few yards behind him, were at his side at once.
 
   “You have delayed healing long enough,” said Aaliyah sternly. Still weak from healing the wounded on the battlefield, her face was pale and her eyes tired.
 
   “I am in no danger,” said Gewey. 
 
   “Perhaps not,” she said. “But I can feel your agony through our bond. For Kaylia it must be far worse. Would you allow your stubbornness to cause her pain?”
 
   Gewey closed his eyes and nodded his consent. “Very well. Allow me an hour to wash and change, then come to my chambers.”
 
   Kaylia walked him through the halls to their room. Stares of awe were evident on the faces of all they encountered. A tub of steaming hot water and a meal of bread and veal awaited them. Gewey and Kaylia washed, changed into soft cotton robes, and took their meal. They were sipping on a cup of wine when Aaliyah arrived with Nehrutu. Gewey allowed them to lay him on the bed and complete the healing. His spirits lifted immediately.
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “I’m sorry for being so bullheaded. I was just concerned for you both.”
 
   “No need to apologize,” said Aaliyah. “But you must learn to accept the help of those who love you. You cannot protect everyone. There are times when it is you who needs protection.”
 
   Gewey smiled warmly. “You’re right, of course. But right now it looks like it’s you two who need to care for yourselves.”
 
   Nehrutu laughed. “I believe you are right.” He touched Aaliyah’s shoulder. “Let us go.”
 
   Soon after they’d left, Ertik arrived with the Book of Souls. Gewey sat on the edge of the bed and ran his fingers over the box.
 
   “Do you think you will find the answers you seek there?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “According to Felsafell - no,” he replied. “Though I believe it may show me where to begin.”
 
   Kaylia took the box and placed it inside the wardrobe. “Then you will begin tomorrow. We should rest before the banquet.”
 
   Getting into bed, she pulled Gewey down beside her. As she kissed him, mutual passion exploded through their bond.
 
   “But perhaps rest can wait for a while,” she murmured.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ertik returned at sunset to inform them that the banquet would be beginning soon. Selena had ordered the courtyard cleared and made ready; even the receiving hall could not accommodate all the many people eager to celebrate their victory.
 
   Gewey wanted to wear simple elf attire, but Kaylia wouldn’t hear of it, instead dressing him in a snow-white silk shirt with a raised collar and silver buttons. His matching pants fit almost too snuggly, accentuating his muscular form. Completing the ensemble was a formal black jacket with silver embroidery along its broad collar, together with boots and belt polished to a mirror shine. He decided to leave his sword behind and wear a plain dagger that contrasted with the elegance of his attire, giving him an approachable and less arrogant quality.
 
   Kaylia wore an emerald green satin dress that hugged her curves and flowed with her graceful movements. Two maidens came and adorned her hair with delicate white flowers. Gewey was amazed at how easily she could transform from a beautiful warrior into a breathtaking goddess. Human women would take hours painting their faces and dressing themselves in extravagant gowns, and still only become a shadow of the loveliness he saw before him.
 
   Just before they left the room he took hold of Kaylia’s hands and looked at her with heartfelt approval. “I feel like a peasant next to you.”
 
   Kaylia leaned in and kissed him lightly on the cheek, smiling impishly. “That is good. Let us hope that feeling lasts forever.”
 
   When drawing near to the temple entrance they saw two guards in gleaming plate mail, each holding a banner bearing Gewey’s crest. They snapped to attention and pushed open the door the moment they saw the couple approaching. 
 
   The sound of music and laughter poured in. As they stepped over the threshold into the open air they could see hundreds of finely dressed humans and elves talking and drinking. The sheer myriad of colors from all the widely differing outfits was stunning. Enhancing this, warm torchlight filled the yard with a pleasant glow. 
 
   Selena had arranged for dozens of long tables to be set in neat rows on either side of the courtyard near to the curtain walls; a raised platform had also been erected close to the main gateway. Flowers festooned the statue of the sword, which was surrounded by six brass braziers. Four musicians – in actual fact, three temple priests and a soldier - were playing merrily while people danced and sang along to their music.
 
   The blare of a trumpet heralded the new arrivals. Within moments the banquet drew quiet as all eyes fell on Gewey. Then a single voice cried out: “Darshan”. This was immediately followed by another. Then another - and another - until the entire yard was roaring out his name.
 
   Gewey could feel the wave of emotion washing over him from the crowd. The faint sound of a child’s laughter and hundreds of tiny bells drifted down, filling his mind. As when the anger and rage had flowed through him, he felt immensely powerful. Yet this time it was not the unbridled torrent of before, but a steady, controllable surge. The flow of the spirit illuminated the entire yard. It was as if he could see through every soul there. The temptation to reach out and touch them was almost irresistible. Gewey raised his fist high. The crowd erupted afresh. 
 
   Kaylia leaned over to whisper into his ear. “You have given them hope.”
 
   Her words brought him back, allowing the flow to subside. He took Kaylia’s hand and they walked into the crowd. People beamed, making way for them as they passed. A few moments later, Nehrutu and Aaliyah approached.
 
   Aaliyah was wearing a flowing red silk dress with deep crimson beads sewn in undulating patterns along each side that wrapped themselves around her delicate waist. Her black hair was tied back in a thick braid, interwoven with a red satin cloth. 
 
   Nehrutu wore a white, loose-fitting, open-collared shirt, trousers and black suede boots. A gold belt studded with emeralds held his short sword, and was wrapped atop a black sash.
 
   They bowed low and smiled warmly. Gewey and Kaylia returned the gesture.
 
   “It is good to see joy after such hardships, is it not?” said Aaliyah.
 
   Gewey nodded. “I wish it could last.”
 
   “A fleeting joy is a joy nonetheless,” said Nehrutu.
 
   “Come,” said Aaliyah. “High Lady Selena wishes you to join her.”
 
   They made their way through the crowd to the platform where Selena, Lord Chiron, and Lady Bellisia stood talking quietly.
 
   “The hero of Valshara has arrived,” said Chiron. “Along with his lovely unorem.”
 
   Gewey gave an embarrassed laugh. 
 
   Selena leaned in and kissed Kaylia on her cheek, then looked at her approvingly. “You are a jewel on the crown, my dear.”
 
   Selena was dressed in her ceremonial robes, with her hair falling loosely down her back.
 
   Kaylia smiled graciously. “I thank you.”
 
   Both Chiron and Bellisia were wearing the white robes of the elf elders; the same ones Gewey had seen when he first met them at the home of Theopolou. 
 
   “I hope you have prepared something to say,” said Selena. “You will be expected to give a speech.”
 
   Gewey’s sudden wide-eyed stare of terror brought a laugh to them all.
 
   “Then I suppose he will need to rely on the same wit and cunning that brought elf and human together,” said Bellisia teasingly. “If he can bring me to change my stubborn ways, this crowd should cause him no difficulty at all.”
 
   “I think Theopolou deserves the credit for that,” said Gewey.
 
   The mention of the old elf’s name brought a moment of respectful silence as they were reminded of the danger Theopolou was currently putting himself in.
 
   “I thought King Lousis was with you,” remarked Kaylia. 
 
   “He will return soon,” said Selena. “The main army is celebrating near the entrance of the pass. He couldn’t resist joining his soldiers for a round of ale.”
 
   The conversation turned to the battle itself: they spoke of the bravery of those who’d perished, and of how their comrades had died. Gewey was uncomfortable with the subject at first, but Kaylia quietly told him that it was common for elves to do this. They felt it honored the memory of those lost.
 
   After about an hour, Selena excused herself and stepped up onto the platform. Another trumpet blast quieted the crowd. She stood silently for a moment, her face solemn.
 
   “I thank you all for joining us in this celebration,” she began. Her strong voice carried easily throughout the courtyard. “It is good and proper that we rejoice in this marvelous victory. And though there are many difficult days to come, we now know that the evil that threatens to destroy us is not invincible. More importantly, our enemy knows it as well.
 
   “Many of you here tonight will have lost friends and family. Our kin and comrades have fallen to the foul beasts of Angrääl. And though we repaid them tenfold, this still does not fill the emptiness left in our hearts by their absence.” 
 
   She lowered her head and took a breath. “I wish I could tell you that your losses are at an end. I wish I could say that you will suffer no more. But that would be a lie. Many more will perish before this so-called Reborn King falls. But I swear to you that we will see victory. And we will rebuild this world.
 
   “Bonds once unimagined have been formed between elf and human, and a new kinship will rise from the ashes of destruction. The first Great War ushered in an age of mistrust and hatred that lasted for five hundred years. That time is now at an end. This second Great War will see the annihilation of the evil that plagues us all, and bring about the birth of a new age; an age of understanding and cooperation. Together we have already found a common cause and a reason to set aside our misgivings. Blood has been shed and friendships, both old and new, have grown stronger. I believe that these friendships will guide us through the crucible and become the weapon that ultimately drives away the darkness.”
 
   Many heads nodded in agreement of this as Selena began her conclusion. “The enemy we face is strong and his armies are vast. But they will not prevail. They lack the one thing they need for victory. The spirit and will to see this world reborn in the image we determine. They cannot conquer us with hatred and malice. And they cannot stop the storm that they have unleashed. Our destiny is now, and forever will be, in our own hands.”
 
   Selena looked out over her audience, then bowed reverently. Cheers erupted and swelled with thunderous applause. She motioned for Gewey to join her. The moment he stepped up, the already deafening volume of the crowd doubled in intensity. The flow of the spirit illuminated the yard and Gewey once again could hear the bells and laughter. It filled him completely, caressing his body and mind with a firm yet pleasing touch. Its seductive power grew with each passing second until he felt every bit the god people saw him to be.
 
   “I know many of you believe that I was the reason we were victorious.” His voice boomed and echoed off the stone walls like a thunderclap, startling and silencing the crowd. “I have heard the songs you now sing. But know this - it is I who sing your praises. It was you who conquered the foes that sought to destroy you. It was the power of your hearts that crushed their will. 
 
   “Many of you have come to believe that I am here to save you. You know what I am, and think that I alone can mend a world that has been broken by war, hatred, and suspicion. But I tell you now that it is the spirit I see before me that has the real power. It is you who will give me the strength to do what must be done. I am in awe of your courage and humbled by your determination.”
 
   Each word he uttered swelled the flow within him. The lights danced furiously in every corner and began to pass into those listening. Instantly, he could feel their will bending to his.
 
   “I rejoice in the knowledge that I have such passion and heart at my side. The time will soon come when I must do battle with the Reborn King. We will face one another and our fates will be decided. This is my sole purpose. It is why I am here. It is why the gods created me. But should I succeed, it will be because of the power I gain from you. You give me the strength to meet my destiny. And in payment for your kindness, I will give you all that I am. I am at your service and in your debt from this day until the end of days.”
 
   At that moment the flow of the spirit burst forth. Dozens of humans and elves dropped to their knees in worship. Others wept openly as hundreds of voices cried out in unison, repeating again and again the name of Darshan. Without a thought, Gewey unleashed the flow of the air around him, allowing his body to be lifted several feet above the platform. A pillar of fire sprang to life above his head, shooting skyward and piercing the night. He was a god in both body and spirit as he gazed down upon the people, bathing in their adoration.
 
   A voice entered his mind like a distant echo. Enough. He tried to ignore it, but it was relentless. Enough! Enough! He realized it was Kaylia calling to him through their bond. Reluctantly he allowed the power to drain away and drifted slowly back down to the platform. By then, all but Kaylia and his friends nearby were on their knees, chanting his name. Even Chiron and Bellisia had tears streaming down their cheeks, while Nehrutu was clinging desperately to Aaliyah. Kaylia and Selena were standing close to each other, a severe look of dread on both of their faces.
 
   “We should return to our room,” whispered Kaylia. 
 
   Gewey could still feel the ecstasy of the moment lingering in his mind. He turned to Selena. “You wanted me to be an inspiration, did you not?”
 
   “The gods stay in heaven for a reason,” she replied, motioning toward the crowd. The entire banquet was still kneeling and chanting. “Do you desire worshipers? Do you think that is why you were sent here?”
 
   Gewey looked unblinkingly into Selena’s eyes. “I have enough questions. What I need are answers. Can you provide them?”
 
   “No,” she admitted. “But I believe you must find them soon before you lose that part of you that is human.”
 
   Gewey held her gaze for a moment before turning away and striding toward the temple, Kaylia at his side. Those he passed lowered their eyes. Some reached out to touch his leg. Despite this overpowering display of mass devotion, by the time they reached their chamber he was already starting to revert back to his normal self.
 
   “I should apologize to High Lady Selena,” he said, sitting down on the bed and staring at the floor.
 
   Kaylia sat beside him and took his hand. “Tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t know what’s happening to me,” Gewey said. “It’s like I can’t control what I have become. When it was just anger and rage, I could at least make sense of it. But this is different.”
 
   Kaylia stroked his cheek. “I am here. Do not forget, my love, I feel what you feel. The power of the spirit is seductive beyond anything I could have dreamed. But I know you are strong enough to resist.”
 
   “But should I resist?” His voice wavered. “Is this not what Felsafell said I must learn to use? If I am to believe what he told me, it is only through the flow of the spirit that I can defeat the armies of Angrääl, and with them, the Reborn King.”
 
   Kaylia looked at him with pity and compassion for several seconds. Finally, she got up and retrieved the Book of Souls from the wardrobe. “Perhaps this should not wait,” she said.
 
   Gewey nodded and took the book over to the table. As he opened the box, dim light poured out like a thin fog. The lettering on the cover was the same as before, but this time it was immediately understandable to him, as if written in his native tongue. He removed the book and opened it. Kaylia lay in bed watching him while he read page after page, until eventually he heard her even breaths as sleep took hold.
 
   Gewey continued reading until dawn, only stopping then to eat breakfast and change into his more comfortable elf clothing. At midday, after Kaylia had departed for a lesson with Nehrutu, he decided to seek out Selena to offer his apologies. Stepping outside of his room, he paused for a moment, astonished by the dozens of flowers and baskets of fruits that had been placed just outside his door. Sighing, he moved on to seek out Selena’s quarters. But directions were not so easy to come by. Most of the people he encountered were simply too overawed to even look at him, let alone speak - one soldier even fell face down on the floor as he approached. It was only after some time that he finally managed to get the instructions he needed.
 
   He knocked softly and heard a calm voice telling him to enter. Selina was sitting quietly in a plush chair reading a book. She was wearing a soft cotton robe and slippers. Putting down the book, she smiled warmly.
 
   “If you’ve come to apologize, there’s no need,” she said. “I know you must be very confused by your power.”
 
   Gewey took the chair across from her. “I admit it is confusing at times. I don’t fully understand how it all works, or how I should use it.” He leaned forward. “The powers of earth, air and water are complicated, but at least I know what to do with them. The spirit is very different.”
 
   “I’m certain you will figure it out,” she said. “Your makers would not have sent you otherwise.”
 
   Gewey took a moment to scrutinize her. “I couldn’t help but notice that you were unaffected. I understand why Kaylia and Aaliyah can resist because of the bond between us. But you…”
 
   Selena let out a merry laugh. “I did not become the High Lady of Amon Dähl without learning to govern my own mind. I am indeed affected by your power. In fact, last night it took all of my strength not to fall to the ground just like everyone else.” 
 
   Gewey felt embarrassed. “I’m glad you didn’t. You were right. I don’t want worshipers.”
 
   “That is good to hear,” said Selena. She paused to raise an eyebrow. “Kaylia told me you were reading the Book of Souls. What have you learned?”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “So far I don’t understand most of it. It speaks of names and places I have never heard of before. But of course, I’ve only just begun. I’m hoping it will make more sense as I read on.”
 
   Selena nodded. “I’m sure it will, and I think it’s vital that you finish it.”
 
   Gewey stood up. “That is what I intend to do now.”
 
   “You will be sure to tell me what you learn, I hope,” she said, picking up her book once again.
 
   Gewey bowed and returned to his room.
 
   For the next four days he did nothing but read. During this period Kaylia spent most of her time with Nehrutu and Aaliyah. Keen to help, Aaliyah was now assisting Nehrutu with Kaylia’s lessons. At the end of each day the offerings at Gewey’s door had to be cleared away, and soon a guard was placed outside to discourage those wanting a blessing from the great Darshan.
 
   On the morning of the fifth day, Gewey sent word that he urgently needed to speak to Selena, Aaliyah, Nehrutu, Chiron, and Bellisia. He also wanted Lousis there, but learned that the king had returned to Althetas with Eftichis and Ertik to meet with the southern rulers. He was worried that the elf elders would be offended by his words, but had decided that he must risk their displeasure. What he had to say would change what both races believed forever.
 
   Kaylia could sense his uneasiness, but to Gewey’s relief she did not press him to explain the reason for this. Instead, she began to pack for a journey. It eased Gewey’s mind greatly to know how well she understood him, and even more that she would not allow him to be alone.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Theopolou and Mohanisi stood at the edge of the last tree line and looked out on the grassy expanse of the Steppes. The treeless flat plain gave Theopolou an uncomfortably exposed sensation. He had visited the elves that lived here many times in the past, but had never once enjoyed the occasion. He was always anxious to return to the familiar sights and smells of the forest. 
 
   The humans that shared this land were an odd and unpredictable people. They had no cities or towns, instead choosing to wander in small groups, hunting bison and gathering roots. Though they generally tended to stay clear of the elves, their nomadic nature meant that occasional confrontations were unavoidable. Some of these ended in violence, but as they had no social structure beyond their small groups, nothing had ever seriously escalated. 
 
   The elf lands hugged the coast, though there were no ports to speak of. Unlike the southern, forest dwelling elves, they cared little for boats and felt uneasy on the water. They did however possess a great love of horses, and boasted some of the best breeding stock in the entire world. Though Theopolou’s tribes, along with most others, did in fact use horses, they much preferred to travel on foot. 
 
   The elf villages were a three-day walk across the open plain. The humans kept mostly to the northeastern areas, but were known to occasionally venture south in pursuit of the herds. Even with Mohanisi’s abilities at their disposal, Theopolou had no desire for a battle. Should the humans run across two isolated elves, there was a very good chance they might try to take advantage of their apparent vulnerability.
 
   The first two days were uneventful. The only life they ran across was a small herd of wild horses and an eagle screeching high above in a cloudless sky. Usually the elves would send small parties to scout the outlying regions, mostly to keep the humans in check, but so far there had been none. The town of Lan Silsia was the first they would encounter. It was sparsely populated and in the past had been quiet and peaceful. Mostly, the inhabitants concerned themselves with their small farms and herds of sheep, caring little for the politics concerning the rest of the tribes. It made Theopolou think of Gewey, and the small village of Sharpstone he had told him about. A part of Theopolou wished he could show Gewey just how similar elf and man really were. He laughed inwardly that such obvious things had escaped him for most of his life.
 
   On the evening of the second night, he mentioned this thought to Mohanisi.
 
   Mohanisi cocked his head. “Why would this surprise you? It was the elves who taught the humans culture and civilization in the beginning. And both races were tempered by the same land. It is natural for you to see yourself reflected.”
 
   “I see it now,” said Theopolou. “But for so long the hatred has blinded us; the devastation of the Great War was kept fresh in our minds by elves like me.”
 
   “I do not pretend to understand how it must feel to live through such horrors,” admitted Mohanisi. “But it is good to see that even old hearts can be mended.”
 
   Theopolou smiled. “I must say that it feels right to forgive, both the humans and myself.” He glanced sideways at Mohanisi. “And what of your kin? You have said many times that we seem as different to you as the humans do to us. What will the rest of your people think of us?”
 
   “When I arrived I was doubtful that our people could ever be reunited,” he replied. “And I still believe it will take time for us to understand you completely. But more and more I discover the grace and nobility I was hoping for. And the fact remains that you are our kin as much as any elf who dwells in my own lands. It was no fault of your own that you were separated from the place of your ancestors, and it would be wrong to judge you harshly.”
 
   They spoke quietly for a short time longer, then slept until the dawn.
 
   The following morning they had been walking for only an hour when they heard the sound of distant hoofs approaching from the north.
 
   “It is a human,” said Mohanisi. “He is alone and as of yet, unaware of us.” He closed his eyes and furled his brow. “He is afraid.”
 
   “Can you sense Vrykol?” asked Theopolou.
 
   Mohanisi shook his head. “No. But I think we should find out what has terrified him. From what you have told me of the humans here, it would have to be something truly dire.”
 
   “We risk a fight,” said Theopolou. “But I think you are correct. We must know what has happened.”
 
   With the grass just tall enough for them to lay down unseen, they positioned themselves directly in the path of the oncoming horse, springing up when it was only a few yards away from their hiding place. The horse reared, nearly throwing the man from his saddle. Theopolou quickly grabbed the reins.
 
   The rider was clad in leather pants, a shirt made from bison hide, and a grubby wool jacket. His russet complexion and weathered appearance spoke of how hard life was on the Steppes. His deep-set, dark eyes opened wide in alarm as he reached for a rusty curved sword attached to his saddle. In an instant, Mohanisi seized the man’s arm and jerked him roughly to the ground.
 
   “We mean you no harm,” said Theopolou. 
 
   The man glared at them, trying to mask his fear.
 
   “If we wanted to kill you, we would already have done so,” Mohanisi stated calmly. He stepped back and allowed him to regain his feet.
 
   “What do you want of me?” asked the man.
 
   “First, I want to know your name,” Theopolou replied.
 
   “I am called Rinzo,” he said, holding his head high.
 
   Theopolou bowed. “I am Theopolou, and this is Mohanisi. From what or whom do you flee?”
 
   “I flee nothing,” Rinzo replied. “And I fear nothing.”
 
   “I will not waste time with lies,” said Theopolou. He nodded to Mohanisi.
 
   Mohanisi held out his palm and a ball of flame burst to life above it. 
 
   Rinzo hurriedly stepped back, gasping in astonishment. “What are you?”
 
   “I am nothing more than what you see before you,” Mohanisi replied. The flame grew and moved toward the now terrified human.
 
   “Please,” Rinzo begged. “Enough. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
 
   Mohanisi smiled and the flame disappeared.
 
   “What caused you such fear as to make you ride blindly across the Steppes?” asked Theopolou.
 
   Rinzo steadied himself and straightened his shoulders. “I flee a monster that massacred my clan. It tore them limb from limb. Some were even stripped of their skin. I had just returned from the well when I found them. If I had been there when the monster arrived, I too would have suffered the same fate.”
 
   “What would do such a thing?” asked Theopolou.
 
   “I only caught a glimpse of it,” said Rinzo. “It was wrapped in a black cloak and carried a long, jagged blade. If not for the speed of my horse it would have caught me. It moved so fast that it would have run down a lesser steed.”
 
   “Vrykol,” muttered Theopolou. “Are there any other elves nearby?”
 
   “Not that I’ve seen,” replied Rinzo. “Lately, your kind has kept to their villages.”
 
   Theopolou thought for a moment before backing away. “You are free to leave. But be sure you tell your people that the elves had nothing to do with the death of your kin.”
 
   Rinzo looked at them for several seconds with a perplexed expression. Then, without a word, leapt back on his horse and sped away.
 
   “We should be cautious,” said Mohanisi while watching Rinzo disappear into the distance. “If the Vrykol are slaughtering humans, they may well be doing the same to elves.”
 
   “It would take many foes to truly threaten the tribes here,” said Theopolou. “I fear our enemy is trying to make it seem as if the elves are to blame and so trick the humans into fighting.”
 
   “Do you believe the Reborn King would enlist these humans to his cause?” asked Mohanisi.
 
   Theopolou shook his head. “It is doubtful. The humans of the Steppes would be of little use to him. They are a wild people and would be a liability in an organized army. The most he could hope for is to have them conduct hit and run attacks. Even then, their numbers are few. Any attack on an elf village would be suicide.”
 
   “A possessed mind can be driven to many things,” Mohanisi pointed out. “We must take all into account until we know more.”
 
   Their mood darkened as they continued; the feeling of corruption they had been sensing was becoming ever stronger. At midday they heard the approach of an elf patrol. Seekers of the Steppes were capable and dangerous – a point proven by the fact that Mohanisi sensed their presence only a few minutes before the patrol sensed them and turned to intercept.
 
   Very soon, six elves came into view. They were dressed in tan leather shirts and pants that blended well into the grass of the plain. Each wore a long knife at his side and a short bone bow across his back. Theopolou waved a greeting, but the seekers did not return the gesture.
 
   When they were about thirty yards away, all but one stopped. The elf that continued to approach had short-cropped silver hair and an ivory complexion. His bright green eyes were narrowed by the midday sun and stared unblinkingly at Theopolou. 
 
   “I am Shen, seeker and protector of Lan Silsia,” he said. His voice was cool and emotionless. “What business do you have here?”
 
   “What has happened to the hospitality of Lan Silsia that kin are treated as strangers?” said Theopolou firmly.
 
   “Do not feign ignorance,” countered Shen. “That there are just two of you is the only reason you still live.” He stepped forward menacingly. “I will ask you one last time. What is your business here, Lord Theopolou?”
 
   “So you know me,” said Theopolou. “That is good. We are here to discover the reason for the attack on our tribes by our brothers and sisters of the Steppes.”
 
   Shen scrutinized Mohanisi for a moment, apparently ignoring Theopolou’s words. “You have a strange look about you. From what tribe do you hail?”
 
   “I am not from anywhere you would know,” he replied. 
 
   Shen sneered. “So you say.” His eyes drifted back to Theopolou. “As for your so-called reason, I think you will find that we are not easily deceived. You come to sue for peace more likely. Or to gage our true strength. The silver tongue of Lord Theopolou is well known to us. But it will not avail you here.”
 
   “I wish to speak to Jillianis,” said Theopolou, pulling out the necklace Strydis had given to him. “You cannot deny me.”
 
   “That trinket will get you nothing, and Jillianis is no more,” said Shen. “Her life ended nearly six months ago. Her sister, Oliana, has replaced her as village elder.”
 
   “This trinket may be worthless,” countered Theopolou. “But I am an elder, and that should be enough for you, seeker.”
 
   Shen scowled and turned to walk toward his companions. “Follow,” he ordered.
 
   The other seekers filed in behind them as they headed northwest. After a few miles, the tall grass gave way to a mixture of yellow sand and multi-colored pebbles. The crashing of the sea against the rocks carried on the wind, and fresh salty air left a pleasing taste on Theopolou’s lips.
 
   As the village came into view, Theopolou was reminded of the first time he had visited the place. It was just after the end of the Great War.  The split had begun. He and his father had come to convince the elves of the Steppes to join them in their fight against those who would continue to attack the human cities. They failed to sway them; their northern cousins instead chose to remain neutral. Soon after this, the estrangement of their tribes began. 
 
   The village of Lan Silsia was simple and rustic by southern standards. The round houses were made mostly from finely woven grass attached to wooden frames and sealed by oil from the red hanso bush. Though simple in design, the craftsmanship was amazing. The weaving was so fine and intricate that it was easy to mistake it for linen - smooth to the touch, it kept the dwellings warm at night and cool in the day. The outside walls of each house were decorated with breathtakingly beautiful murals, mostly depicting the day-to-day life of the village. They were so life-like that the first time Theopolou saw them as a young elf, he imagined them to be at an actual moment frozen in time.
 
   “Lovely,” remarked Mohanisi. “Your artisans are to be congratulated.”
 
   Shen nodded curtly but said nothing. 
 
   The street was tiled with a cream colored slate, each stone etched with ancient elven script. The few elves who were about stared at the newcomers with intense interest, gathering into small groups and whispering, their eyes full of suspicion.
 
    Eventually, the group arrived at an empty market square. In its center was an ebony statue of an elf sat astride a powerful steed and holding aloft a long blade.
 
   “Why is the market empty?” asked Theopolou. 
 
   “Save your questions,” snapped Shen. 
 
   “This place feels strange,” said Mohanisi, his voice loud enough to carry to all. “Something bad has happened here.”
 
   “I feel it as well,” said Theopolou.
 
   Their words caused the seekers to tense.
 
   Beyond the market the buildings became noticeably larger. Some were still of the woven grass variety, while others were southern style wooden buildings. Though most were similar in size to a typical human dwelling, their outside walls were decorated in the same fashion as the others in the village. 
 
   At the end of the street, however, stood a large, single story structure quite different from anything else around it. Built with black stone, its red tile roof sloped sharply before flattening out and extending by around ten feet. Here it was supported by a series of round wooden beams. The front door was stained to a deep crimson and bore a carved relief of four stallions.
 
   Theopolou glanced over his shoulder. Elves were coming out of their houses and following at a distance. 
 
   When they were at the door of the black stone house, Shen motioned for them to wait there and went inside. The other seekers stood silently in a group close by. A few minutes later Shen returned and ushered them in.
 
   Glowing orbs on thin brass pedestals provided only dim lighting. A thick, brown rug covered the floor, and several large round pillows were arranged in a circle at the center. To the left, a fire burned in a hearth. Several tiny statuettes of elf maidens placed in a neat row graced the mantle above. In the far right corner of the room, a beaded curtain was draped over a narrow doorway. The walls were decorated with stained wooden carvings of various animals of the Steppes, together with vibrant charcoal drawings of landscapes and villages.
 
   They placed their packs and weapons near to the entrance and followed Shen to the pillows. He grunted harshly before striding across the room and disappearing behind the curtain.
 
   “They lead a simple life,” remarked Mohanisi. “It is very different from your people.”
 
   “They live a life we claim to desire,” said Theopolou. “But I wonder how many really do wish it. I often find myself missing the comforts of my home.”
 
   Mohanisi smiled. “I understand. I too long for home.”
 
   A sensation of darkness and evil washed over them both. 
 
   “Something taints the flow in this place,” whispered Theopolou. “And it is drawing near.”
 
   “I feel it as well,” said Mohanisi. “Do not allow it to enter your heart.”
 
   Theopolou nodded sharply.
 
   The clatter of beads echoed throughout the room and a tall slender elf woman appeared from behind the curtain. Her long straight red hair flowed carelessly over her shoulders and down her back. She wore a tan linen shirt and pants, both well fitted to her form, together with a brown leather belt that held a small, black hilted dagger. Her ice blue eyes reflected the dim light, and her ivory complexion gave her the illusion of possessing a faint aura. 
 
   Shen followed close behind carrying a round wooden tray with a bottle of wine and four clay cups. Theopolou and Mohanisi rose to their feet and bowed low. 
 
   “It is good to see you again after so many years, Oliana,” said Theopolou. “Though I mourn the loss of your sister.”
 
   Oliana frowned and motioned for them to sit, her finger rubbing the hilt of her dagger. Shen gave each a cup and poured the wine.
 
   “I do not think you have come to offer your sympathies,” said Oliana. Her voice was thin and raspy.
 
   Theopolou frowned. “No. But you have them nonetheless.”
 
   “Do not waste time, Theopolou,” she told him. “State your business.”
 
   He sighed. “Very well. I have come to discuss the unprovoked attack on my kin by the elves of the Steppes. I hope that together we can resolve this very serious matter before more lives are lost and more damage is done.”
 
   Oliana continued to finger the dagger. “You dare to say we were not provoked?” Her tone was surprisingly calm, though her mood was betrayed by the fury in her eyes. “You claim kinship, yet plot against us at every turn.”
 
   “We do nothing of the sort,” said Theopolou. He glanced down at the way Oliana was continuously fidgeting with her dagger. It was not of elf make. Nor was it in the fashion used by the humans of the Steppes. A wave of dread washed over him. It was the same feeling of corruption and malice that he and Mohanisi had experienced before, only this time it was almost palpable. “We were gathered within the Chamber of the Maker when attacked by your tribes. We had done nothing to warrant such a vile act.”
 
   She turned to Shen. “You see how he lies? His own kin confesses and yet still he thinks to deceive us.” She met Theopolou’s gaze. “I have spoken to the one called Malstisos. He has told me of your treachery and blasphemy.”
 
   “You have seen Malstisos?” said Theopolou. “Where is he?”
 
   “That is not your concern,” she snapped. Her eyes fell on Mohanisi. “And where is it that you are from?”
 
   Mohanisi looked to Theopolou. The old elf closed his eyes and nodded. 
 
   “I am from across what you call the Western Abyss,” he said flatly. “Though from what I have seen thus far, I doubt you will take my word on this.”
 
   Oliana hissed a laugh. “And why should I not take your word? I can feel your power. You are like no other elf I have encountered. Certainly you are gifted even beyond the wise and mighty Theopolou.” Her tone was mocking and vicious. “But your presence is not unexpected. We have been told of a new enemy arriving on our shores.”
 
   “The only enemy I have seen is the one that has blackened your heart,” said Mohanisi. “I can see through you. It is clear to me that you only offer us hospitality as a matter of formality. Your true intention is far more severe.” He put down his cup and turned to Theopolou. “Do not drink. She has poisoned our wine.”
 
   Oliana grinned maliciously. “It is only a sedative to keep you docile. I feared you may do something foolish.”
 
   “Then we are to be killed?” asked Theopolou. He poured the wine onto the floor and tossed the cup to Shen. “Will you not hear us?”
 
   “You will be heard,” she replied. “Then you will face judgment.” She rose to her feet. “The elders shall convene and decide your fate.” She looked down at Mohanisi. “As for you…I think I will enjoy our time together.” She stalked away and passed through the beaded curtain.
 
   Shen stood. “You will come with me. Do not attempt to flee. You will only succeed in getting yourself killed.”
 
   Theopolou frowned as he and Mohanisi rose. “It would seem that fate was intended for us from the moment we arrived.”
 
   Shen led them from the building. Just outside, dozens of armed elves had gathered, their eyes full of suspicion and anger. They were escorted to a small brick building just a short distance away and told to go inside. 
 
   The interior was plain and undecorated, furnished only with a small table and three chairs. Their packs and weapons were tossed inside after them and the door slammed shut. Only a single flickering glow orb strapped to the ceiling lit the room.
 
   “They seem unconcerned that we are still armed,” noticed Mohanisi. “Perhaps they wish us to try to fight our way free.”
 
   “I think they simply have no fear of us,” said Theopolou. “And that in itself is troubling.” He took a seat at the table. “I believe I have discovered the source of the Reborn King’s control.”
 
   “Yes, the dagger Oliana wore,” said Mohanisi. “I felt it as well. But I have never heard of such a thing.”
 
   “I have,” said Theopolou. “At least, in legend. It was said that in the early days of creation, the gods fashioned objects of great power and placed them in their temples throughout the world. It was believed that to be near one could trap your mind and spirit, breaking your will and enslaving your soul. The gods, displeased with what they had done, hid them away, thus freeing the people of the world.”
 
   “It sounds like a child’s tale,” remarked Mohanisi.
 
   Theopolou smiled. “It is. But since Gewey has come into my life, I have been forced to re-examine the truth behind legends and myths. I don’t think that the gods created the dagger Oliana wields, but perhaps the Dark Knight has found a way to make such an object into an extension of his own power. We both could feel its foul influence, and see how she obsessed over it.”
 
   “Then we must find a way to destroy it,” said Mohanisi, his voice fiercely determined. “The power of the Creator must be cleansed.”
 
   “To destroy it, we must first possess it,” said Theopolou. “And I can think of only one way to do so.”
 
   Several hours passed without anyone coming to see them. Finally, Shen appeared with a large plate of lamb and a bottle of wine. Without a word, he placed them on the table.
 
   Theopolou stopped him just as he reached the door to leave. “Tell Oliana I challenge her right to lead this clan, as well as her authority to hold me. By my right as an elder and leader of my tribe, I demand her answer.”
 
   Shen stared at Theopolou emotionlessly and nodded. As he departed, Theopolou bowed his head. His body suddenly felt very bent and old.
 
   Mohanisi walked over and gently placed his hand on Theopolou’s shoulder. “What happens now?”
 
   “If she accepts,” he explained, “and tradition dictates that she must, we will face one another in single combat. We are only allowed to carry one weapon each, and I don’t think she will leave the dagger behind. If I am victorious, I will claim what is hers and destroy it.” He sat down at the table and began to eat a small piece of roast lamb. Of course, she has the right to choose a champion. In that case he must use a weapon of hers in combat, and unless I am wrong, she will not willingly relinquish the dagger to another.”
 
   “But what happens if you are wrong?” asked Mohanisi, taking the seat across from him.
 
   He gave a sad smile. “Then an old elf will die quickly at the hands of a young seeker.”
 
   A few minutes later the door flew open and Oliana stepped inside. Shen and three other seekers were just behind her. Her face was flushed red with anger and her hand rested dangerously on the dagger.
 
   “You think to use trickery?” she shrieked. “You have no right to challenge my rule. You are not of my tribe. You cannot...”
 
   “I am still an elder.” His voice thundered, silencing her. “And I have not been found guilty of any crime. You cannot deny me. Or do you intend to ignore our traditions and laws?”
 
   “Such a thing has not been done since the first split,” she countered, trying to regain her composure.
 
   “A conflict your father wisely chose to stay out of,” said Theopolou. “But the fact remains, it is my right to challenge your leadership.”
 
   “To challenge me, you must show just cause,” she shot back. “You have none.”
 
   “You have imprisoned your kin without provocation,” he told her. “That is enough.”
 
   Oliana laughed maliciously. “I have cause to imprison you. The elders of the Steppes have deemed your tribes our enemy.” She turned to leave. “You have nothing.”
 
   “Mohanisi is not of my tribe,” said Theopolou. “Or of any other tribe your elders have wrongly accused. By your own words you have admitted this to be true.”
 
   She froze and stood for a long moment. When she finally spoke, her voice was a thin whisper. “Prepare yourself. Tonight, you will join your ancestors.” Pushing by the seekers, she left.
 
   “What just happened?” asked Mohanisi. 
 
   “You are not guilty of any crime,” said Theopolou. “Nor do you stand accused under our laws. That she has detained you unjustly is enough for the challenge.”
 
   “What happens now?”  
 
   “Now we wait and see,” he replied solemnly.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Theopolou spent the next few hours resting in the far corner of the small room, his pack beneath his head for a pillow. The glow orb became dimmer and dimmer until it was but a faint light on the ceiling. Mohanisi sat at the table awash in the flow, searching the emotions of those who passed near to the building. He could feel only sadness and dread.
 
   The door opened and Shen entered. Theopolou rose to his feet and allowed the flow to rush through him. His muscles flexed and stretched with renewed strength. He checked his dagger and said a silent prayer.
 
   “I shall act as your second,” said Shen.
 
   Theopolou looked at him skeptically. “I assumed I would choose my own.”
 
   Shen shook his head. “As you pointed out, Mohanisi is not a member of any tribe. This makes him the offended party and unable to act as second. Oliana does not want you to think she will not hold to our laws, so she chose me to second you as a sign of good faith.”
 
   “Am I to be allowed to witness?” asked Mohanisi.
 
   “You will,” he replied. “But you must not speak or act on Theopolou’s behalf.”
 
   “And if I fall?” asked Theopolou. “Will Mohanisi be afforded safe passage?”
 
   Shen bowed his head. “You have my word on that. I will see him to the borders myself. But understand that even if you succeed, you will still likely face the judgment of our elders once they arrive. The leadership of this village cuts your ties to your own tribe and forfeits your protection as elder of your house.” He looked into Theopolou’s eyes. “But of course, you knew this.”
 
   Mohanisi stepped closer to Shen and shut his eyes. “I sense a great conflict within you. The darkness has not consumed you completely. You still fight it.”
 
   “You see much,” admitted Shen. “But do not think to turn me against my own kin. I have seen the ships off our coast and heard the elders speak of the plots against us. And though I did not agree with the decision to attack your people, it was inevitable. Humans have ever sought our destruction, and it was the gods who brought us to this pass. For five hundred years we have lived as exiles in our own land because of the very people Theopolou’s kin now call friend. An alliance between the elves of the south and the humans can only mean one thing.”
 
   “It was not my tribe, nor any other, that brought the evil now infesting your land,” said Theopolou. “You are a seeker. Surely you can feel the corruption of the flow. You think we are capable of such a thing? It is the Reborn King who has done this. The ships are his, and he is the source of the corruption. Have you not seen the vile Vrykol that serve him?”
 
   Shen’s lips tightened. “I have seen them. But they do not trouble us. They are forbidden to enter our village.”
 
   Theopolou pulled out the horse pendant. “The elf who gave me this was fleeing the Vrykol. He and his sister were the sole survivors of an attack planned by Ryslotis, the elder of his tribe. They were exiled. But once away from their village, they were attacked anyway.”
 
   “That is a serious claim,” said Shen. “One I doubt you can support.”
 
   Theopolou sighed. “Beyond the word of an elf, I have no evidence.”
 
   Shen stiffened his back. “Then we have spoken enough. Oliana awaits.”
 
   He led them from the building onto the street. The air was cool with a breeze that brought the sea to their nostrils. Hundreds of torch carrying elves lined the avenue on either side. They walked at a steady pace east for a distance, then turned south. As they progressed, the elves lining the street filed in behind them.
 
   “She is making quite a spectacle of this,” remarked Theopolou.
 
   “This is the first time in living memory that a leadership has been challenged,” Shen replied. “Oliana did not need to coax anyone to witness it.”
 
   They wound their way through the streets until they reached the outskirts of the town. Ahead, hundreds of elves already awaited them around a great circle of torches. Oliana stood at its center beside a figure in a white hooded cloak. As they entered the circle, the elves that followed spread out and joined the other spectators.
 
   “Wait at the edge,” Shen instructed Mohanisi.
 
   They approached Oliana and her second until they were only a few yards away. She was wearing a loose fitting red tunic, brown leather pants, and a pair of suede moccasins. Her hair was tied in a tight braid, with a silver band resting on her brow. She thumbed her dagger anxiously as she met Theopolou’s eyes. 
 
   “Is this your champion or your second?” asked Theopolou.
 
   “I shall be the one to face you, Theopolou,” she hissed with contempt. She touched the cloaked elf beside her and he pulled back his hood, revealing blond hair and a cold expression. “Have you met Malstisos?”
 
   “I have not,” Theopolou replied. “But I know his family and I have spoken to Sister Maybell about him. She was quite concerned.” 
 
   The mention of Maybell caused Malstisos to shift uncomfortably. “Human feelings and fears are irrelevant,” he said in a low voice. “I kept my word and delivered her to safety.”
 
   “That you did,” said Theopolou. He reached out to him with the flow but was thrown back at once.
 
   Malstisos’ hand slid to the dagger at his side. He glared furiously. “Do not try that again.”
 
   Theopolou bowed slowly. “My apologies. I did not know you were attuned to the flow. That is unusual considering you are not a seeker or an elder. Someone has been teaching you.”
 
   “Enough!” said Oliana harshly. “We are here to settle a challenge, not to speak of matters that do not concern you.” She stepped forward. “I give you this one chance to withdraw and await the judgment of the elders. I have no desire for this futile pursuit to end your long life.” She met his eyes and flashed a malicious grin. “But I can see that your mind is set.” 
 
   “Then draw your weapon and let this be done,” replied Theopolou. “I think you will find that my age has not slowed my body.”
 
   Oliana sneered and turned to face Malstisos. “See that his remains are afforded all proper rites.”
 
   Malstisos and Shen bowed to each other, then walked to opposite ends of the circle.
 
   Theopolou drew his dagger and stepped back. With legs parted and slightly bent, he eyed Oliana cautiously. He knew better than to underestimate her. Though not a seeker, all the elves of the Steppes were well trained in personal combat, and he did not know what extra power the dagger might be giving her. His already keen senses sharpened as he allowed the flow to enter his body. 
 
   Oliana pulled her dagger free, her expression turning to a stone calm. An instant later a shadow appeared, surrounding her body and hiding her features from clear view. As she moved slowly to her left, a swirling wind flowed around the circle.
 
    “Now do you see, Lord Theopolou?” Her thin voice suddenly carried an echo. “The power of the north has given the elders of the Steppes the strength to prevail. And he will return to us our kingdoms.”
 
   Theopolou could feel the corruption of the flow penetrating him - sapping his strength. Only with a great effort was he able to pushed it out and follow her movements. “Does your heart hold nothing of what you once were? Look at yourself. Can you not see the evil that binds you?” 
 
   She did not reply. The shadow around her became darker and the wind rose. With effortless grace she sprang forward, slashing at Theopolou’s neck. He leaned back and spun right, but still the blade cut a long gash just beneath his left ear. Theopolou countered, thrusting low and swift, but Oliana easily twisted away and brought her dagger across his shoulder. 
 
   “You have become old and slow, Theopolou,” she jeered, dancing away. “Though you never were a warrior - isn’t that right? Words are your weapons. How are they serving you now?”
 
   Blood soaked Theopolou’s shirt from his wounds, but he ignored the pain and fought to keep his focus. Easing back slowly, he waited for Oliana’s next attack. She moved forward to match him, then struck low, barely missing his right thigh. In response, Theopolou brought down the hilt of his dagger, grazing her cheek. She countered upwards, slicing open his shirt, but Theopolou was already leaning back and the blade missed his flesh. Again she pressed, but this time Theopolou grabbed her sleeve and pulled hard, bringing her stumbling forward.
 
   She spun to face him, the shadow around her fading slightly to reveal the hatred in her eyes. Without hesitation, she charged once more. Theopolou again used her aggression against her, backing away and landing a blow with his empty hand on her exposed jaw. This only served to intensify her anger. Letting out a hideous scream, she attacked again, this time even faster and more furiously. Her blade cut into Theopolou’s arms and chest several times, but he moved ever back, preventing the steel from biting too deep. Even so, he was losing too much blood and knew he would soon weaken. Oliana struck at his neck, and he was forced to duck and roll away. Her growing frustration was making her thrusts wild, but he needed something more.
 
   “It would seem words are not my only weapons,” he taunted. “Perhaps you should yield before this ends ill for you.”
 
   The shadow darkened and the wind went wild. Oliana’s face was contorted with fury. “I shall cut out your heart and send it to your kin.” 
 
   A dark blur shot at Theopolou. But this time he stepped forward, twisting his torso to the left. Oliana’s dagger plunged into his chest, just to the right of his heart. Theopolou gasped and pulled her to him, at the same time sinking his own blade into her throat. Blood sprayed from her mouth, covering his face as they both fell to the ground.
 
   Theopolou rolled over, jerking her dagger free from his chest. He could feel his life slipping away. The weapon pulsed in his hand and he could sense the darkness growing around him. He looked over to Oliana. The coughs and gurgles of her death throes were made even more gruesome as she tore feebly at the blade protruding from her mangled flesh. After a few seconds the shadow vanished, the wind died, and she became still - her eyes vacant. Theopolou dropped her dagger and clutched at the wound in his chest. 
 
   In seconds, Shen and Mohanisi were at his side. Mohanisi placed his hands on Theopolou and allowed the flow to pass into him. But after only a brief time he stopped.
 
   “There is something sinister at work,” he whispered. “The wound will not close. There is nothing I can do.”
 
   Theopolou nodded with understanding. “Destroy the dagger.” His voice was shallow and weak. “Do it now.”
 
   Mohanisi nodded and stood up. Kicking the dagger several feet away, he closed his eyes and held out his arms. A flame burst to life around the blade, growing hotter and hotter until its heat started to blister his skin. For a full minute the fire raged until a faint crack and pop could be heard. This was immediately followed by a loud explosion that sent black smoke shooting out in every direction. The sheer force of the shockwave pushed both Mohanisi and Shen clean off their feet. The cloud of smoke billowed and expanded until it filled the entire circle. There it paused for a moment, as if suspended in time. Then, with an almighty roar, it collapsed inward and disappeared completely. 
 
   Blind panic instantly set in. Screams of pain and despair erupted from all those assembled. Elves began tearing at their skin and running aimlessly around, many colliding with each other and falling stunned to the ground. Some curled themselves up into a ball and wept uncontrollably, others pounded their fists into the earth while shouting endless streams of curses. Shen was on his knees with tears flowing freely down his face.
 
   Mohanisi stared in horror at the chaotic scene. 
 
   “They are free,” muttered Theopolou. “But they are wounded.”
 
   Theopolou’s words snapped Mohanisi to attention. He crawled over to the old elf’s side and once again tried to heal the wounds. This time the flow entered, but the destruction of the dagger had greatly weakened him. He managed to stop the bleeding, but Theopolou’s life was still slowly fading away. Desperately, he ran to Shen and roughly pulled him to Theopolou’s side.
 
   “You must help me,” Mohanisi commanded. But Shen did not respond. His tear-filled eyes stared out into nothingness. Mohanisi let out a roar and slapped the seeker hard across the face. This time Shen blinked and gasped. “Help me!” Mohanisi repeated, this time with as much force as he could muster. 
 
   Shen looked down at Theopolou. “I...I don’t…” His voice was weak and distant. 
 
   Mohanisi grabbed Shen’s hands and placed them on Theopolou’s chest. “Your brother is dying. Now you must lend me your strength.”
 
   Slowly, Shen regained his wits and allowed the flow to pass from himself into Theopolou. But he was weak and was soon drained. “Will he live?” he managed to ask.
 
   “I do not know,” Mohanisi replied. 
 
   Theopolou’s eyes were closed: his breathing shallow and labored. Mohanisi looked out on the field. Some of the elves had ceased their screaming and were now just sitting motionless. Others rocked back and forth, muttering incoherently. A few were bleeding from self-inflicted wounds. 
 
   Summoning up all of his remaining strength, Mohanisi lifted Theopolou in his arms and stumbled toward the village. Shen followed, though his confused expression and short uneven steps suggested he would be of little help. Once they had reached the street, Mohanisi approached the first house he came to and kicked open the door. 
 
   Inside, the dwelling was lit by a fire in a round hearth set at the center of the room. A small stove was to his left, and a mahogany table and chairs to his right. The walls were decorated with charcoal drawings of bison and deer. A pedestal stood on either side of the room - one holding the bust of an elf man, the other an elf woman. An archway to the rear was covered by the same beads as those in Oliana’s house.
 
   Mohanisi pushed through the beads and into a narrow hall. There was a door on both sides, and another at the end. Steadying Theopolou’s body, he bent down and opened the door on his left. Inside was a small bed with a soft mattress and large white pillows. He gently laid Theopolou down and grabbed a blue wool blanket that was folded neatly in the corner. After covering him, he turned to Shen.
 
   “I need roots and herbs from your healers,” he said urgently. “Go now.”
 
   Shen stood there for a second with a glazed look in his eyes, then nodded and left. But fifteen minutes later there was still no sign of him returning. Mohanisi was growing more and more desperate. He had managed to keep Theopolou’s life from completely fading, but his own weakened condition was making it impossible to do more. 
 
   When Shen finally arrived back he appeared to be more like himself. He handed Mohanisi a small flask. “Drink this. It will restore your strength so that you can heal him further.”
 
   Without a thought, Mohanisi opened the flask and quickly drank every last drop. Almost immediately heat rushed through his veins. He felt his strength returning, though not completely. But it was enough for now, and he renewed his efforts heal to Theopolou. More and more he passed the flow until he was once again on the verge of collapse. It was then that Theopolou’s eyes fluttered open.
 
   “That is enough, my friend,” whispered the old elf. “Please, no more. You will only injure yourself. My wounds are far deeper than you know, and you cannot heal them.”
 
   Mohanisi smiled. “That is nonsense. Your body is nearly mended.” 
 
   “It is not my body that is dying.” Theopolou breathed heavily and closed his eyes. “Oliana’s dagger has caused my spirit to wither. Its dark power has killed me.” 
 
   Mohanisi refused to believe what he was hearing. “There must be something that can be done,” he said, tears welling in his eyes. “It cannot end this way. You are still needed.”
 
   Theopolou opened his eyes once again and took hold of Mohanisi’s hand. “It has not ended. My journey through this life has been long and my tasks are complete. I die knowing that my final act has freed my kin from eternal night.” He winced and shifted in his bed. “My people still have the spark of grace within. Do not abandon them. They need your light to show them the way.”
 
   Mohanisi nodded slowly as a tear fell. “I swear to you, I will never abandon our kin. I will see them restored.”
 
   “I would have liked to have seen your home.” Theopolou’s voice grew weaker. “I would have liked that very much.”
 
   “Your name will be sung atop the spires of every city,” Mohanisi replied. “All will know of your sacrifice, and of your love for our people.”
 
   “Tell Kaylia that I love her most of all.” Theopolou’s grip lessened as his eyes closed for a final time. “And that she has made me very proud.”
 
   Mohanisi knelt beside the bed for the next hour, weeping softly until the very last bit of life had left Theopolou’s body. 
 
   “He saved my people,” said Shen.
 
   The seeker’s voice startled Mohanisi erect. “And your people need you. See to them. I will join you as soon as I am able.” He struggled to his feet. “There is still much to do if we are to honor Theopolou’s courage.”
 
   “There must be other objects such as the one Oliana carried,” said Shen. “They must all be destroyed.”
 
   Mohanisi nodded. “When your elders arrive, it will be done. And though I may be forced to do something I never thought possible for me to do, I will not fail.” He pushed by Shen and opened the door on the other side of the hall. “Wake me in four hours. I should have regained some of my strength by then.”
 
   Shen bowed and left.
 
   Mohanisi lay down on the bed and shut his eyes. The image of Theopolou’s dying body burned into his mind.
 
    I will not fail. 
 
   The same thought echoed again and again until sleep finally took him.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 9
 
   Gewey sat quietly on the edge of the bed awaiting the arrival of the others. Extra chairs had been brought into his room and arranged in a semicircle. Kaylia sat beside him, eyes closed, holding his hand.
 
   “I have not asked what it is you have discovered,” she said. “But I sense it is troubling you. Are you certain the others need to hear it?”
 
   Gewey nodded resolutely. “The truth can no longer be hidden from view. I gather only those close to me so they can decide for themselves how to tell their people.” He paused for a moment, prompting Kaylia to open her eyes and squeeze his hand. “I’m getting tired of meeting people who hear my words as if they are divine. Right now, I want only my friends with me. Yes, I am Darshan, but when I am with them, I am still Gewey as well.”
 
   “You will always be Gewey to me,” said Kaylia. “I will never see you as anyone else. And though I know you must use the god inside of you to defeat our enemies, I will always keep your human self in my heart. And there you will never be lost.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “As long as you are with me, I can stay strong.” He chuckled. “It’s funny. So much has happened in such a short time. I forget that not so long ago I was running with Lee like a scared rabbit, leaving everything behind. It makes me wonder if I’ll ever see my home again. I used to long to see the world. Now all I think about is my house and my fields.”
 
   “When our duty to this world is done,” said Kaylia, “you will return. And Sharpstone will become my home as well.”
 
   This brought amused laughter from Gewey. “I can’t wait to see the look on the village mothers’ faces when I return with my elf bride. We shall certainly be the talk of the town.”
 
   Kaylia laughed as well. “I had not thought of that. I suppose I must learn the ways of your village so not to cause too much of a scandal.”
 
   There was a knock at the door and Selena entered, together with Chiron and Bellisia. Gewey offered them seats. A moment later Aaliyah and Nehrutu arrived. Gewey served them each a cup of wine before sitting down himself.
 
   “I take it you have brought us here to discuss what you have read in the Book of Souls,” said Selena. 
 
   Gewey nodded. “Yes. And I want you to convey to the other elders and nobles that I mean no offense by not inviting them.” He grinned at Bellisia and Chiron. “I know they do not enjoy being left out.”
 
   Chiron laughed. Bellisia did not.
 
   “You do as you feel proper,” said Bellisia. “The other elders will understand.”
 
   “And who would dare to question the will of Darshan?” added Chiron.
 
   Gewey frowned. “I asked you here because it is not Darshan that you know. My blunder at the feast has isolated me from almost everyone. Only you, my friends here in this room, still keep my human self in your minds above that of the god. And it is that human side that needs your friendship more than ever.”
 
   Aaliyah stood. “I believe I speak for everyone when I say that our friendship shall never be something you will want for.” She sat back down and took Nehrutu’s hand.
 
   Gewey smiled warmly. He could feel the bond between them combine with that of Kaylia’s. “Then I shall tell you what I discovered within the Book of Souls. I’m not sure what you may think, or how people will react. But I do believe that if a new world is to rise, it must be built on a foundation of truth.”
 
   Gewey took a sip of wine, then sat the cup on the floor beside his chair. “Understand that much of what I read was confusing. It mentioned names and places I’ve never heard of. It told stories of heroes and kingdoms that are far beyond my knowledge of lore. And the book isn’t written in order. It jumps back and forth in time. It was all I could do to piece everything together.
 
   “It begins with the first born of the world. Those of you who know Felsafell can count yourself among the few people to have met one of this race. He is the last of his kind, and the oldest being that walks the earth.”
 
   “But Felsafell looks human,” said Chiron.
 
   “He does now,” said Gewey. “But the Book mentions the changes his people went through both culturally and physically. And though it doesn’t say exactly how they once appeared, I’m certain he looked quite different long ago. And when I say long ago…”
 
   He rose to his feet and stood behind Kaylia’s chair. “The Book of Souls speaks of history in terms of tens of thousands of years. It says that the Creator gave life to the first born more than one hundred thousand years ago. Immortal, they wandered the world and watched the lands change and the mountains rise. Rivers turned to dust and fertile plains became barren deserts. But as time passed, they forgot about the Creator. Their prayers went silent and they soon fell into despair.
 
   “Where once they had no notion of time, the eons began to weigh on their hearts. Each day of life was like torture. They wandered aimlessly seeking relief, but were trapped by their own immortality. In their anger they began to burn the world around them. They warred on each other for no other reason than distraction. They no longer bore children and cared for nothing, and soon all the lands became an endless battleground.
 
   “It was when their hearts were at their most corrupt, and all they knew was hatred and sorrow, that the Creator took pity and sent the gods to help them.”
 
   “Does it say when the gods were created?” asked Chiron.
 
   “No,” Gewey replied. “Only that they resided in heaven and were given the power to shepherd the world out of darkness. Whether they were created for that purpose, or they already existed before that, it doesn’t say. Or maybe I wasn’t able to understand it properly. I’m not exactly a scholar.”
 
   He reached down and picked up his cup. “What came next was hard to decipher. It says that the gods came down from heaven and gave the first born the Word of the Creator, and that the power of her name stopped the wars and chaos.”
 
   Selena raised an eyebrow and grinned. “It refers to the Creator as her?”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I hadn’t thought about it before, but it always refers to the Creator as her - never him. It does say that the power of her name carries with it the power of heaven and earth. It was with this power that the gods brought peace to the first born. 
 
   “For thousands of years the gods lived among them. They took physical form and built temples to honor the Creator. But the more time they spent among the first born, the more like them they gradually became. Their returns to heaven grew less frequent. In time, they began to take wives and lovers for themselves. The children of these unions were of a different race. Immortal, they were bound to earth like the first born, but like the gods they could feel the power of the Creator within them.
 
   “As these children grew they learned to use that power to create wondrous objects and change the face of the world. But they became distant from the first born and separated themselves from their earthly parents. This drove the first born mad with sorrow; they begged the gods to grant them the same power as their children. But try as they might, the gods could not change the nature of what the Creator had made. A thing forged by her hands will remain forever unchanged.
 
   “Their despair grew until they no longer took joy in anything. Many began to wither and decay. But as immortals, they could not die. Overcome with pity, the gods offered them release from their pain…through death.”
 
   “You mean the gods killed all of Felsafell’s race?” asked Selena, appalled. 
 
   “They didn’t slaughter them,” said Gewey. “They simply offered them a way out. Though the gods could not change what they were, they did have the power to kill their physical bodies and free their spirits. But once done, the gods discovered that they could not bring them into heaven. So instead, they created a realm where they hoped the first born could be happy. This became the spirit realm.
 
   “One by one the first born were released, and eventually all but Felsafell vanished from memory. The gods were pleased with what they had done and dwelled with them in the spirit realm. For thousands of years they didn’t return to the earth, leaving it in the care of their children. 
 
   “When they did eventually return, they were horrified to discover the fate of the first born re-emerging in their offspring. Wars had begun. But, by wielding the power of the Creator, the devastation was far worse than before. Lands were laid to waste, forests burned, and mountains leveled. The gods prayed to the Creator for guidance, but none came. Some wanted to kill them and send them to the spirit realm with the first born, but others refused to slay their own children. It was Gerath who came up with the solution. They combined their powers and banished their children to a distant land. But they knew that would not be enough to stop the madness. So they took the one thing from them that they still could - their immortality. And as they were not forged by the hand of the Creator, it could be done.
 
   “Angry and betrayed, the children made war on their parents. But now they were mortal and no match for the gods. For the very first time the gods witnessed true death. They wailed at the agony of losing their children and desperately tried to undo what they had done. But they couldn’t. Their children were destined to remain in a cycle of life and death for all time.” Gewey drained his cup and poured himself another. 
 
   “What became of them?” asked Aaliyah.
 
   Gewey stared into his wine and paused, then with a sigh continued. “The gods mourned for many years, forsaking both heaven and the spirit world. Finally they felt a call to return to heaven, and that was when they made a wondrous discovery. The spirits of their children had not died, but had found their way into heaven. The gods rejoiced. They thanked the Creator for her kindness and begged forgiveness for their lack of wisdom. The Creator told them to return and watch over her new creation. 
 
   “When they saw the world once again, a new race had arisen from the ashes of their children’s destruction. Humans!”
 
   There was a short silence as those present thought on what Gewey had told them. Aaliyah was the first to see the full picture.
 
   “I think I understand,” she said. “And you are right to be wary of telling this tale.” She looked to Chiron and Bellisia. “We are the children he spoke of. We are the creation of the gods and the first born.”
 
   “Is there more?” asked Bellisia. Her voice trembled. 
 
   “Nothing that your history doesn’t already tell,” Gewey replied. “The humans populated this world until the elves returned and enslaved them. The gods intervened and created the Great Barrier. But as I said, these things you already know.”
 
   “I don’t see how this changes anything,” remarked Selena. “Why would this news upset the elves?”
 
   Aaliyah met Selena’s eyes. “The faith of elves, both here and in my homeland, is based on the belief that our people were given life by the Creator. We are taught from childhood that she breathed life into our bodies and gave us our soul. Also, that we are favored above all her works. This is why she allows us to feel the flow. In gratitude, we see ourselves as guardians of her world and protectors of her faith.”
 
   A look of realization slowly crept across Selena’s face. “And now it appears that you were not given life by the Creator at all, but by the gods and the first born. In truth, it was we humans who were given life by her, not the elves.” She shook her head and held up her hand. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to suggest...”
 
   Aaliyah smiled. “I know you meant no offense. But you are correct. Where once we were noble, now we are mongrels.”
 
   “You are not mongrels,” snapped Gewey.
 
   “I know this,” said Aaliyah. “But many will be shattered when faced with such a truth.”
 
   “Perhaps it is time we did exactly that,” said Chiron, his countenance uncharacteristically grave. “I must admit, this shakes me to my foundation for the very reasons Aaliyah has just stated. I was taught my faith and believed my history. I saw my race as the light of creation and all that is best in the world. To know that I am not a child of the Creator I have worshipped all my life sends darkness into my very soul.” He looked at Gewey. “But knowing that my true forbearer has returned to me and my kin to fight at our side gives me hope. And though it will take time to banish this darkness, I will build on that hope.”
 
   “What say you to this, Bellisia?” asked Gewey.
 
   Bellisia sat in silent thought for a moment, staring intensely at the stone floor. Finally, she looked up. Her eyes fixed on Gewey and there was a fire in her gaze. “I do not see how this changes anything I believe. I trust that the words you spoke are true, and can accept that the elves are the product of a union of two races. But I cannot, and will not, believe that the gods created my soul. You said yourself that the gods thought their children dead until they found them in heaven.” 
 
   She rose to her feet and knelt in front of Chiron. “Do not let the darkness in. These fragile bodies are but shells in which our greater self resides. That is at the core of what I have always believed. It is our soul that is eternal, and it is our soul that was given true life by the Creator.” She took his hands and kissed them tenderly. “Let that be our task; to show our kin their true immortal selves.”
 
   Chiron gave her a fragile smile. “Your words comfort me and I thank you.”
 
   Bellisia returned to her chair looking determined and strong.
 
   Gewey touched Kaylia’s shoulder. “And you?”
 
   Kaylia shrugged. “I care nothing about how my people came to walk this earth. I believe as Lady Bellisia. And even if it is not so, what does it matter? My life is here and now with you. Whatever the origin of my spirit may be, it is bonded to yours, and I am satisfied.”
 
   “What will you do now?” Gewey asked Bellisia.
 
   “I will tell my people the truth,” she replied firmly. 
 
   “As will I,” said Chiron. 
 
   “And what about you, Gewey?” asked Selena. “Did you find the answers you need in the Book of Souls?”
 
   Shaking his head, Gewey removed a piece of parchment from his pocket. “Only more questions. I copied out the one passage I found that might mean something, but I’m not even sure it’s really about me. It says: “And with her Word she will bring life to the creation of heaven. From the dust he shall rise, and with him the world. To cast down the foes of heaven shall be his payment for her generous gift. For she has sacrificed so that he may live.”
 
   He frowned. “Like I said, I’m not even sure it’s about me. But one thing I do know for certain. I will not find the answers I seek here.”
 
   “What will you do?” asked Nehrutu.
 
   “I think I must find Felsafell,” he replied.
 
   “Do you know where he is?” asked Selena.
 
   Gewey shook his head. “No. But I do know where he once lived, so I will begin there.”
 
   “I loathe to think of your absence,” said Chiron. “You serve to galvanize the resolve of the people. Without you...”
 
   Gewey held up his hand. “Without me, there is still a war to be fought and an enemy to prepare for. Our first battle was waged with only a portion of our strength. You and the other elders, together with High Lady Selena and King Lousis, must gather all of it. Felsafell told me that we will only achieve victory if I discover how to use the flow of the spirit, so I must leave you to seek out this knowledge.”
 
   “Then Aaliyah and I will come with you,” said Nehrutu.
 
   “No,” said Gewey. “You are needed here. Both of you.”
 
   Kaylia stood. “Do not fret. He will not be alone. I will protect him…even if it is from himself.”
 
   “When do you intend to depart?” asked Aaliyah, her concern bleeding through her bond with Gewey. 
 
   “Tomorrow,” he replied. “But before I go there is something I wish to give Lady Bellisia.” He went to the wardrobe and retrieved the staff presented to him by Gerath. “I had intended to give this to Lord Theopolou. But now I think it was always meant for you.”
 
   The moment it touched her hand her eyes grew wide. She gasped, and for several minutes simply stared at the staff in wonder. “I thank you for such a treasure,” she finally said.
 
   “I hope it serves you well,” said Gewey. “I have seen your gift at healing. With this you can do even greater good.”
 
   “If Lady Bellisia will allow me,” said Aaliyah. “I would be honored to instruct her.”
 
   Bellisia smiled and nodded. “The honor would be mine.”
 
   For the next hour Gewey read out some of the tales from the Book of Souls. Though much of what he related appeared to be new to his audience, certain names he mentioned did indeed draw flashes of recognition from Aaliyah and the others. By the time everyone was ready to retire for the evening it was decided that, once the war was over, Gewey would write down all the stories so that the elders and other scholars could study them. He enjoyed thinking forward to a time when there would be no more struggle and killing.
 
   Once everyone had left, Gewey drank another cup of wine and then climbed into bed.
 
   “Are you sure the Spirit Hills is where we should start?” asked Kaylia as she lay next to him.
 
   “No,” he admitted. “But I can’t reach Felsafell to ask him. I’ve tried, but he only seems to appear when he decides.”
 
   “It is difficult to fathom,” she mused. “That he could be over one-hundred thousand years old is beyond my comprehension. I will certainly be asking him about this when we find him.”
 
   Gewey turned on his side to gaze lovingly at her. “I’m so glad that you’ll be with me.”
 
   Kaylia smiled. Her eyes twinkled in the dim candlelight. “You have taken your very last journey without me by your side,” she told him.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They rose an hour before dawn the next morning and prepared for the journey. Hoping it would help them to leave unnoticed, Gewey had found a hooded cloak for each of them to wear. After a brief meal they said their farewells to Selina and the others and left the temple. A horse drawn wagon awaited them just outside. Gewey knew that they could travel much faster on foot or horseback, but should any curious passerby question them, it would be far easier to claim they were a couple simply leaving the war torn west. The wagon would add credibility to this lie.
 
   As they wound their way through the narrow passage, Gewey was reminded of when their journey had begun and Kaylia had drugged him with jawas tea.
 
   She laughed, seeing his thoughts in her mind. “You deserved it at the time.”
 
   Gewey shrugged and grinned. “I don’t know about that. You could have just told me what I wanted to know.”
 
   “Then what mystery would have remained?” Her voice was light and musical.
 
   The bright morning sun and crisp cool air lifted their spirits. Gewey urged the horse on and leaned back. “I just realized. This will be our first time alone on an adventure.”
 
   “Then I think I will make the most of our time,” she replied, taking his hand.
 
   Gewey thought back to the intensely fierce elf woman she appeared to be when they first met. Little had he realized at the time how intricate her spirit really was, or how deep her emotions truly ran. And though their bond allowed them to share the innermost aspects of themselves, he was still continually amazed by how much more there was to discover. It was as if he could feel her growing and changing, strengthening their connection with each passing day.
 
   He tried to imagine what their life would be like if they returned to Sharpstone. After all that had happened, and all that was still to come, would it be a life they could realistically hope to lead? 
 
   Suddenly an image of his home flashed into his mind. He knew that it had come from Kaylia. He was wearing his comfortable elf clothes, sitting in his father’s chair, and sipping a cup of wine. Kaylia was close by in his mother’s rocker. She was dressed in a white satin robe and holding a small bundle in her arms. At first he couldn’t tell what the bundle was, but as she rocked forward he could see the tiny face of a sleeping baby. His heart was filled with love and tranquility.
 
   “You would have such a simple life?” asked Gewey.
 
   Kaylia looked confused “What do you mean?”
 
   “The vision you just showed me. It was beautiful.”
 
   “I did nothing,” she replied.
 
   He described it to her. “I thought it came from you. I felt it through our bond.”
 
   She smiled. “Then let us hope it is a vision of the future.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 10
 
   Gewey knew that the journey to the Spirit Hills would take them at least four weeks by wagon, and he intended to use that time by learning as much as he could about the flow of the spirit. However, his thoughts were becoming increasingly troubled the further away from Valshara they traveled, making it nearly impossible for him to concentrate. The enemy could certainly strike back very soon, and without him there, the battles would be far more costly. He was also concerned that King Lousis intended to sail a fleet to Baltria once Skalhalis was secured. Most of the Angrääl ships had escaped, so word of their defeat would reach the Reborn King quickly. More than once Kaylia scolded him for worrying about things he had no control over, but it was hard to not think about them anyway.
 
   They planned to make their way to the Old Santismal Road. When they reached Vine Run they would sell the wagon and head into the wild on foot. He thought about the night he had spent at the inn there with Dina. 
 
   “I’ll have to explain to Minnie why I have a different wife,” he teased.
 
   Kaylia did not find it amusing and poked him hard in his ribs. 
 
   They had camped for the first few days, but decided it best to take rooms in towns and villages once they were far enough away from Althetas for Gewey to pass unrecognized. Kaylia had a red silk head wrap Selena had given to her to hide her elf features. Gewey did not like that she needed to conceal who she was, but Kaylia assured him she wasn’t bothered by it. Besides, it was necessary if they wanted to pass unnoticed.
 
   Gewey spent most of their time alone asking Kaylia about her childhood, and very soon came to realize just how little he knew about her life. Each new tale caused him to feel closer to her. Now he truly understood just how much she loved her people and cared about their future.
 
   On the eighth day they came upon a small caravan of ten wagons camped along the roadside. Each one was piled high with furnishings and other personal possessions. The people looked haggard and weary, barely noticing as they approached.
 
   “This is what comes of war,” whispered Kaylia. “We should stop and find out to where they flee.” She glanced up at the darkening sky. “It will be night soon anyway.”
 
   Gewey pulled up just beyond the last wagon. Most of the people had gathered around a fire close to the side of the road, over which a large iron pot was suspended. A short, round-faced man approached. His curly salt and pepper hair was unkempt and matted. He wore a lightweight cotton shirt and a pair of torn brown trousers - clearly clothing not made for cold climates. His dark complexion masked his aging features well, but his uneven awkward steps and bent posture spoke of many years of toil.
 
   He smiled politely. “I welcome you, friend. But I must tell you that if you seek food, we have little enough for ourselves. And no coin to purchase more.”
 
   Gewey reached into the wagon and pulled out a large sack of potatoes. “In that case, we will share what we have with you. We only want to warm ourselves by your fire.”
 
   The man’s eyes lit up. “Then you are most welcome indeed.” He bowed. “I am Andren. Please, warm yourselves.” He looked at his own thin rags. “I can tell you, it does get cold at night.”
 
   Kaylia retrieved a sack of salted pork and they followed Andren to the fire. Most of the people gathered around it were women, children, or elderly. They looked up suspiciously, whispering softly to each other.
 
   Gewey glanced into the pot at the thin soup inside. He threw down the potatoes. “I think these might be better.” He took the pork from Kaylia. “This as well.”
 
   His offerings instantly changed their mood. In moments, the sacks were opened and laughter could be heard from everyone. Each took their turn to thank Gewey and Kaylia for their kindness.
 
   “There is far too little generosity of late,” said Andren as they settled down by the fire. “And we are truly grateful. Though I hope this will not cause you hardship.”
 
   Gewey shook his head and smiled. “Not at all. We are happy to help. But I must ask why you are here and in such dire straits?”
 
   Andren’s face was strained. “We flee the wrath of Darshan.” 
 
   His words caused Gewey and Kaylia to tense.
 
   “Darshan?” Gewey repeated, feigning ignorance.
 
   Andren cocked his head. “You mean you haven’t heard? King Halmara provoked the wrath of a god. They call him Darshan, but who knows which one it really is? Most think it’s Gerath or Saraf being called by a different name.” He shrugged. “Not that it matters. Though I am surprised you haven’t heard. I assumed you were fleeing the war as well.”
 
   “We are,” said Gewey. “But I heard nothing about a god.”
 
   “The story I heard was that he marched his followers against King Halmara and Angrääl,” said Andren. “Then he told his people to halt and bear witness as he destroyed an entire army with a wave of his hand. It is said that he burned ten thousand soldiers in an instant.”
 
   “That’s hogwash,” cut in a thin old woman wearing a shabby blue dress. “My son was there. He was one of the few who escaped back to Skalhalis after the battle. He told me that whatever it was that attacked them, it only destroyed the horses with fire. After that, King Lousis and the elves did the rest.” She spat, scowling. “Anyway, it was those bastards from Angrääl who brought this down on us. If they had never come, there would be no war. And I would still be in my own house in front of a fire instead of being out here in the cold, turned into a beggar.”
 
   “So, are all of you from Skalhalis?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “Yes,” said Andren. “We were the first to leave. But I can promise you that this road will soon be flooded with refugees. The Reborn King will return. You can count on that. And when he does…” His voice trailed off for a moment and he shook his head sadly. “When Darshan and Angrääl meet again, I wager they’ll lay waste to the entire coast. I for one have no intention of being there when it happens. I’m too old to fight, and I refuse to watch my city burn.”
 
   The pain in the man’s eyes sent a pang of guilt shooting through Gewey. Already his name was becoming a symbol for destruction and fear. Kaylia touched the back of his hand with keen understanding. 
 
   The earlier bright mood was now completely gone as the people thought of their lost homes and the loved ones left behind. Mothers without children, sons without fathers, wives without husbands. And this was only the beginning. They finished eating in silence, then prepared for sleep.
 
   From the west, Gewey heard the sound of furious hoofbeats and the rattle of steel approaching. He guessed it was at least three riders. He glanced over at their wagon; his sword was just behind the driver’s seat. Kaylia shook her head ever so slightly. 
 
   Moments later, three Angrääl soldiers in full armor came into view. Everyone stood huddled together, clearly afraid.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Andren.
 
   “For what?” asked Gewey.
 
   Before Andren could respond, the riders halted and leapt from their saddles. All bore the sigil of Angrääl on their breastplates. The tallest had a gold chevron on each shoulder. Pushing aside the refugees, he peered inside the iron pot.
 
   “You are welcome to share our meal,” said Andren. “And to warm yourselves by our fire.”
 
   The leader removed his helmet, revealing dirty blond hair, a square jaw, and deep set brown eyes. The scars on his face told of many battles, while the worn and chipped hilt of his broadsword suggested that it has spilled much blood in the past. Without any word or provocation, he walked straight up to Andren and backhanded him across his jaw, sending him crumbling to the ground.
 
   “I am Captain Lott Grusta,” he shouted, surveying the camp. “And you have no right to offer what already belongs to the Reborn King.” 
 
   Gewey reached down and helped Andren to his feet. Blood trickled from his nose and mouth.
 
   “There is no need to hurt anyone,” said Andren. “We have no weapons. Take what you want and leave us in peace.”
 
   Grusta’s eyes fell on Gewey and Kaylia. “These two look as if they may not be as helpless as the rest of you rabble. Which is your wagon?”
 
   Gewey leveled his gaze. He felt his muscles tense. “You will not be leaving here with anything. Nor will you harm these people. Get on your horses and ride away…while you still can.”
 
   The captain stepped in close so that their noses were virtually touching. He was broad in the shoulder, though not quite as broad as Gewey. The other two soldiers slowly moved their hands to their swords.
 
   “Perhaps an example must be made,” he growled.
 
   Gewey flashed a wicked smile. The flow filled his body. Just then he felt Kaylia through their bond pleading for him to restrain himself. Instead of releasing the flow of earth or air, he allowed the spirit to enter him. The night sparkled with countless flashes of tiny light. He could see the fear and desperation inside everyone there - including the soldiers. He reached out and touched their spirits, willing their fear to grow stronger. 
 
   “You should leave now,” he whispered.
 
   The captain began to tremble. Slowly he backed away and mounted his horse. He looked at Gewey one last time before spurring his horse to a gallop. The other two soldiers followed in close pursuit.
 
   For several minutes the people remained still and said nothing, as if expecting the soldiers to return.
 
   Finally Andren spoke. “I have never seen anything like that. They could have killed you where you stood.”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “They were just cowards preying on the weak.”
 
   “Well it was cowards like them who robbed us of our provisions,” said Andren. “They’re the reason we are half starved.” He slapped Gewey on the shoulder. “But now that you are with us, perhaps they’ll leave us be.”
 
   “I think we were lucky,” remarked Kaylia. She turned and walked to their wagon, Gewey following close behind. “That was foolish,” she whispered, once she was certain no one could hear. “You could have revealed yourself.”
 
   Gewey placed his hands on her shoulders. “But I didn’t. Even better, I used the flow of the spirit to put fear into their hearts.”
 
   “I know,” she replied. “I felt it. It was different to that at Valshara. It was as if you reached into their very souls and twisted them to your will.”
 
   “If I could do that to all the armies of Angrääl, the war would end quickly.” His voice contained childlike excitement. “Imagine the lives that would be spared.”
 
   Kaylia nodded, but with a skeptical look in her eyes. “Indeed it could. But first you need to master this skill, or there is no telling the damage you may do.”
 
   He took her hands and smiled. “I’ll be careful. I swear.”
 
   They returned to the camp fire. Andren and the others were talking and laughing, and before everyone went to sleep they even mustered enough enthusiasm to sing a few songs. Gewey’s heart was glad to see their spirits lifted. The hardships that the war had already brought to people weighed heavily on his mind. But his encounter with the soldiers gave him hope.
 
   The next morning they packed their gear and filed in behind the other wagons. Though traveling with a caravan of displaced women, children and elderly was sure to slow their progress, it would certainly mask their presence to any who sought them.
 
   By midday, a cold breeze was coming down from the north. Gewey passed out the few blankets he had brought with him to the neediest of the refugees, at the same time distributing the dried meat and fruits among the entire group. He knew that the further from the coast they went, the colder it would get. 
 
   He began to think of Sharpstone. Likely the first snows would be falling there soon, if they hadn’t already. Even without Angrääl soldiers traveling down the Goodbranch, business from the north would have all but ceased by now, and the grain suppliers from the Eastland kingdoms would have already finished their year’s trading. He hoped his farm was in good order. That such mundane thoughts still entered his mind made him chuckle softly to himself.
 
   After a short midday meal, they continued on their way. Andren had told him that most of his group intended to seek refuge in the Eastland, where it was said that the Reborn King had yet to invade. They asked hopefully if Gewey intended to accompany them the entire way. Not wanting to cause them despair, he evaded the question. It was obvious that his and Kaylia’s presence made them feel safe. He even considered using the power of the flow to lift their spirits, but Kaylia sensed his thoughts and gave him a scathing glance. 
 
   “Do not be a fool,” she hissed. “You cannot control it. You will end up with a caravan of worshipers, and I for one do not want this lot following us into the Spirit Hills chanting your name.”
 
   Gewey was surprised by how much of a child she could still make him feel. “You’re right, of course.”
 
   It was nearly an hour before sunset when they came across a riderless horse grazing at the side of the road. Gewey recognized the saddle and gear to be from Angrääl. After searching the area, he very soon came upon the soldiers who had visited their camp the day before. Their bodies were heaped upon the ground, with blood staining the surrounding earth from the savage wounds on their faces and throats. He ran back to the wagon and grabbed his sword.
 
   He told the others what he had found. “I’ll make sure that whoever did this is no longer nearby.” 
 
   Kaylia grabbed her long knife and followed him to the bodies. She examined the gruesome scene for several minutes, then nodded with understanding.
 
   “There are no signs of bandits or rogues about,” she said bitterly. “What was done to these men…they did to themselves.”
 
   Gewey stared at the bodies, stunned and mouth agape. Guilt and regret stabbed at his heart as he realized what he had done. 
 
   “This is why I tell you to be cautious,” said Kaylia coldly. “And this is why Felsafell said that the spirit is your true weapon.”
 
   Gewey wanted her comfort, but she offered none. It pained him to feel her anger and disappointment. “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he told her.
 
   “I do not think you did,” said Kaylia. “But even after what happened in Valshara, you still insist on using a power that you have yet to understand.” She pointed to the dead soldiers. “What if this was someone other than the enemy? Could you have borne the guilt?”
 
   Gewey looked again at the bodies, the terrified expressions of their last moments frozen on their faces. Suddenly he felt ill. He turned to Kaylia, but the instant their eyes met he felt a sudden rage rush through their bond. It was unlike anything he’d felt from her before. She clenched her fists and stormed away into the nearby brush. Gewey stood there dumbfounded. After a few minutes she returned, a look of remorse on her face.
 
   “I’m sorry. I swear I will not use the flow of the spirit on anyone again until I understand it better,” Gewey promised. 
 
   She shook her head. “It is I who should apologize. I do not understand why I became so angry. For some reason I lost control of my passions.”
 
   Gewey smiled sympathetically. “You’re just tired. And with everything that has happened, I think you’re allowed to get angry from time to time.” He took her hand. “Besides, if you can’t vent your frustrations on me, then who can you?”
 
   She did not smile back. “Perhaps you are right. Still, it was an unusual feeling.” 
 
   He looked once again at the bodies. “We should not tell the others that they killed themselves. The truth would only frighten them.” 
 
   She nodded, then pulled away from him and began rifling through the soldiers’ clothing.
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Gewey uneasily. 
 
   “We are at war,” she replied flatly. “They may have information.” She pulled a small coin purse from the captain’s belt. “And this can replace the stolen provisions.”
 
   Gewey turned away from the ghoulish scene and made his way back to the caravan. He told the others that the soldiers had been killed by bandits, also that the bandits had left a trail headed north. This brought forth sinister smiles and nods of satisfaction. When Kaylia returned she gave Andren what coin she had found, then got back into the wagon.
 
   “They had no information about their masters,” she told Gewey once they were underway. “Only a few personal letters and mementos. But even these can tell us something. Those men were from Gath.”
 
   Gewey looked at her, eyes wide. “That could mean the armies of Angrääl have already begun to march west.”
 
   “At minimum, the Reborn King must have some sort of hold there,” she offered. “We may have even less time than we thought.”
 
   From that moment on, the slow pace of the caravan was painful to bear. At night, Gewey tried desperately to reach Felsafell, but to no avail. By the end of the second week they were well down the Old Santismal Road and he was in a constant state of anxiety. Kaylia was faring no better. She was having repeated outbursts of rage that grew ever more frequent. Though mostly directed at Gewey, on a few occasions she had loosed her anger at the refugees. Soon none cared to speak to her at all, and avoided her whenever possible.
 
   Gewey began to notice the ruined pillars and broken statues of the ancient kingdoms along the roadside. He recalled the stories Dina had told him when they had first left the Spirit Hills. The Book of Souls had mentioned the cities of the first born, and he now wondered if these were in fact ruins from that time. If so, he marveled at the construction. For something to stand for so long, even as a ruin, spoke of skill beyond his imaginings.
 
   Midway through the third week the weather became increasingly cold, with snow falling briefly a few times. The towns they passed, though unwilling to allow the caravan to stay within their borders overnight, at least provided them with a place to purchase blankets and warm clothes. Gewey had given his fellow travelers a few extra coins to add to those Kaylia had taken from the soldiers. That evening, after finding a clear spot to camp, the refugees huddled together around their fire, sipping on cups of hot soup.
 
   Kaylia was unpacking their blankets when Gewey felt a flash of keen awareness through their bond.
 
   “Elves are near,” she said, before he could ask.
 
   Gewey allowed the flow to fill him and reached out. In moments, he heard them. Six elves were camped in the woods a half mile from the road. They were aware of the caravan, but showed no signs of aggression. 
 
   “Whoever they are, it seems they wish to stay unnoticed,” said Kaylia in Gewey’s ear. 
 
   “Still, we should find out who they are,” he said. “If they’re from the Steppes, we need to know.”
 
   Kaylia nodded in agreement. “If they are, we should try to avoid conflict. At present they are not interested in the caravan, and I would not want that to change.” She reached in the wagon and grabbed her weapon. “I should speak to them alone.”
 
   “I don’t like it,” said Gewey. “Your last encounter with the elves of the Steppes didn’t exactly go well.”
 
   “I don’t think they will attack me,” she said. “If I can sense them, they can certainly sense me, and they have still shown no sign of interest. I have the feeling they are not those who attacked the Chamber of the Maker.”
 
   “Even so,” said Gewey, his tone hard and unyielding, “I will be nearby.”
 
   Kaylia nodded in agreement and handed Gewey his sword. The eyes of the camp followed them as they made their way into the forest, but none dared to question them. As they drew near, Gewey could sense that the elves, nervous of their approach, had begun to prepare themselves for an attack. One look at Kaylia told him she had sensed the same thing. In spite of his promise to her, he felt a strong temptation to ease their minds with the flow, but fought against it. Should they show aggression, he would use air and earth. When they were one hundred yards away, Gewey halted and allowed Kaylia to continue on alone.
 
   Through their bond he could feel her apprehension. Flashes of her capture and time in captivity shot into his mind. He reached out and touched her, sending comforting thoughts, but this was met coldly. Something was troubling her. Her harsh reactions and ill-temper had no source that he could understand. Whenever he asked about it, she insisted that nothing was wrong.
 
   He allowed the flow to surge through him, all the time concentrating hard. At first he could hear the birds flitting through the trees and brush, their sounds mixing easily with the rustle of windswept leaves in a perfect chorus of life and harmony. But slowly he filtered all of these things out until the only sounds to reach him were the breathing of the elves and the nimble footfalls of Kaylia.
 
   “What do you want with us?” asked a rich, powerful female voice. 
 
   “You are from the Steppes,” said Kaylia. “I would know why you are so far from your lands?”
 
   “Do not feign ignorance,” said the woman calmly. “You know as well as I that there is a second split. We simply do not wish to be a part of it.”
 
   “So you venture east?” remarked Kaylia. 
 
   “As do you,” she countered. “Though we do not disguise ourselves as human. Nor would we travel among them.”
 
   “Then you share the same feelings as the rest of your kin?” Her voice showed sudden signs of irritation.
 
   “We do not choose to live as you or your people,” she replied. “Nor will we bend to the will of the Reborn King, believing as many do, his false promises of a return to our past glory.”
 
   “So you have fled?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “We seek peace and a return to our old ways.” Her voice was now sad but determined. “Though I do not hold much hope for this. Many who have tried to leave the Steppes have been pursued by foul beasts and slain. I fear that, no matter where we go, they will find us. Some have taken refuge among the ancient ruins south of here. As I understand, the humans believe them to be possessed by spirits and rarely go there. But I doubt such rumors will keep the Vrykol at bay.”
 
   The word stuck in Gewey’s mind. He had hoped not to encounter the Vrykol this far from the sea. It would surely mean that the armies would soon follow, and that time had run out. 
 
   “Do they pursue you now?” asked Kaylia. 
 
   “No,” she replied. “Though I know they have spent much of their time preventing the elves from leaving the Steppes. We were fortunate. Our elders would have us believe it was the humans who ambushed our people. But we know the truth. Large numbers of those exiled, and those like us who simply chose to leave, have been set upon by the Vrykol and had their bodies desecrated. Many of them decided to join your kin in the south. I think the fact that we went east instead may have saved us.”
 
   Gewey could feel Kaylia’s fury.
 
   “Your elders know this is happening?” Her voice was steel.
 
   “Their minds are trapped by the Reborn King,” she replied in obvious anguish. “As are the minds of many of our people. A dark curtain has fallen over the Steppes. Those who are not overcome by it are forced to leave.” 
 
   There was a long pause before the elf continued. “Your human companion moves well to hide himself from us. But I hear him now. It was wise not to bring him into our camp with you.”
 
   “He worries for my safety,” said Kaylia. “And considering what has happened, for good reason.”
 
   “He needn’t worry,” she said, amused. “Our intent is to avoid bloodshed if possible. But still, it was unwise to come at all considering you are…”
 
   There was another pause, during which Gewey could feel Kaylia’s confusion.
 
   “Come,” the elf woman continued. “Walk with me. We should speak alone.”
 
   He heard their gentle steps fade, and to his relief the other elves made no move to follow. Soon they were beyond his ability to hear their words. He was tempted to move closer but did not want to provoke them. Though he didn’t know what was being said, he could feel Kaylia’s confusion turning to panic and fear. He clenched his fist, trembling with the desire to find her and keep her safe. Finally, after several agonizingly long minutes, they returned.
 
   Without another word Kaylia came back to him and they made their way back to the caravan. 
 
   “What did she say to you?” he asked. 
 
   “Nothing I care to speak about,” she snapped. “And do not try to pry the information from me through our bond.”
 
   “I would never do that,” he protested.
 
   She looked at him sideways. “The important thing is that these elves do not mean us, or anyone else, any harm. We will leave them be.”
 
   That night, when Gewey tried to reach out with his spirit as they slept, she held him at bay. Though not forcefully, she made it quite clear to him that she intended to keep whatever secret the elf from the Steppes had given to her.
 
   As they neared Vine Run, Gewey told the others that he and Kaylia would be staying there for some time, and would therefore no longer be traveling with them. This caused great sadness and anxiety. He gave them what provisions he had remaining, and most of his gold, but this did little to soften the blow. Several of the mothers begged them to stay, even going so far as to send their children over in an attempt to sway them. By the time the dilapidated vineyards came into view, Gewey and Kaylia were cringing every time someone spoke to them. 
 
   When the caravan reached the outskirts of Vine Run they said their goodbyes and turned their wagon into the heart of the town. They could feel the tear-filled eyes watching them as they left, and the sound of called out farewells followed them far down the street.
 
   Vine Run looked much the same as it had the last time Gewey was there. None of the burned buildings had been repaired, and the streets were in even worse condition than before. Only a few villagers were about - their tattered clothes telling him all too clearly that times had become even harder. A few flakes of snow were beginning to fall, and a bleak grey sky promised a great deal more to come. 
 
   “How do these people survive?” muttered Kaylia. 
 
   “Not easily,” said Gewey. 
 
   The inn was the only building in town that looked sturdy enough to keep out the cold. He could see Minnie, the sweet old innkeeper, standing just outside. She and her husband were hanging pumpkin vines on the front door. Her chubby round face lit up as she spotted Gewey.
 
   “Well I’ll be,” she called out merrily. “It’s so wonderful to see you again.” She tilted her head to look behind him. “I see your friends aren’t with you this time. Such a pity.” She shot her husband a stern glance, and he immediately guided the wagon to within a few feet of the inn’s door. Minnie’s eyes then fell on Kaylia. “And who is this lovely creature? It’s none of my business, but I’m surprised your wife isn’t with you.”
 
   Gewey could feel Kaylia’s irritation.
 
   “This is my wife,” he replied. “The woman you met before was a friend. We posed as a couple so as to pass through unnoticed. I apologize for the deception.”
 
   She burst into laughter. “No apologies necessary, young man. With all the strange happenings, I understand you not wanting to draw attention.” She held out her plump hand to Kaylia as she stepped down off the wagon. “And you are the vision of loveliness, my dear. You will light up the inn tonight.”
 
   The pumpkin vines made Gewey think of the festival of Gerath. “Is there a celebration?”
 
   “Indeed there is,” she replied. “Our reserve stores of wine have been purchased for ten times what they are worth. That’ll be enough gold to see the town through the winter.”
 
   “That is good news,” said Gewey. “Who bought them?”
 
   “The Reborn King, of course,” she said, smiling. 
 
   Gewey and Kaylia stiffened.
 
   “Are his soldiers here now?” asked Gewey.
 
   “Certainly not,” replied Minnie. “Why would they want to stay here? They just came to purchase our wine. In fact, you missed them by only a day. They left here with ten full wagons. Almost everyone in the village was bought completely out.” A stiff breeze carried a flurry of snowflakes. “And not a moment too soon, I’d say. I was afraid we’d starve this year.” She stepped over to the door and opened it. “Now come along. My old goat of a husband will see to your wagon and horses.”
 
   After retrieving their personal packs and weapons, Gewey and Kaylia stepped inside. The common room was warmed by a fire burning brightly in the hearth, and dozen or so women were decorating the rafters and tables with pumpkin vines, various berries and flowers. Some of them quickly recognized Gewey from his last stay and called out warm greetings. 
 
   Minnie showed them to their room. Once inside, she took a long appraising look at Kaylia. “If you would permit me, I have a dress that would suit you very well.” She glanced down at her own round figure and laughed. “Long ago it fit me. But I think I would enjoy seeing it on you. That is, assuming you’ll be joining us tonight.” She reached out and grabbed hold of Kaylia’s hands. “Please tell me you will.”
 
   Kaylia forced a smile. “Of course.”
 
   Minnie flashed a satisfied grin and left them. 
 
   Gewey and Kaylia tossed their packs in the corner and leaned their weapons against the wall next to the bed. A few minutes later Minnie returned holding a square cloth bundle. She was accompanied by two young women carrying a brass basin of hot water and two towels.
 
   “I’m sorry I don’t have shoes for you,” said Minnie. “But you’ll look gorgeous anyway.”
 
   After they left, Gewey and Kaylia washed up. Minnie’s husband brought them a plate of roast beef with boiled potatoes, along with a bottle of sweet wine. When he had gone, Kaylia looked at the food and curled her lip. 
 
   “I think I will pass on this fare,” she said. “And I am in no mood for wine.”
 
   Gewey looked at her with concern. Her feelings were erratic and confused. “I’ll fetch you some tea and bread,” he said.
 
   Before she could protest, he opened the door and hurried to the dining hall where Minnie was still hard at work preparing for the feast. Musicians had arrived and were gathered around the fireplace tuning their instruments. Minnie happily made tea and gave him a small loaf of flat bread.
 
   When he returned to the room, Kaylia was frowning at the dress Minnie had given to her. It was made from deep blue satin, and decorated with a white orchid print that spiraled up its length.
 
   “Not to my taste,” she remarked. 
 
   “I think you’ll look beautiful,” said Gewey. He put the bread and tea on the table. “Of course, you always look beautiful to me.”
 
   Kaylia laid the dress on the bed and gave him a warm smile. “Then I suppose I will be satisfied with Minnie’s gift.”
 
   After a short rest, they changed clothes and ventured into the main hall. Gewey had donned a simple green cotton shirt and brown trousers. He’d also made a passable attempt at polishing his belt and boots. Minnie’s dress fitted Kaylia surprisingly well, the smooth fabric shifting around her curves as she moved. She continued to wear the red headscarf to cover her elf ears, though there was little to be done about concealing her striking eyes and obvious superior grace. In light of the recent visit by the Angrääl soldiers, Gewey felt uneasy about leaving his sword behind, but knew the sight of an armed stranger may well cause more problems than he cared to deal with.
 
   The hall was already filled with cheerful townsfolk. The musicians were playing a jaunty melody and the center of the hall was alive with people dancing and singing. Minnie spotted them right away. Throwing up her hands and beaming with delight, she pushed her way through the crowd to give Kaylia a warm embrace.
 
   “I just knew you would look wonderful in that dress,” she said. She winked at Gewey with a playful smile. “Though your husband could use a bit of refinement.” She took Kaylia’s hand and led her to a group of women talking on the far side of the room. Gewey did his best to follow them without knocking people over.
 
   “This is Malorie, Bellia, and Cheriel,” said Minnie. “Good friends of mine, and probably the only people here who you will be able to have a decent conversation with.” The women smiled politely. “As for you,” Minnie continued while turning to Gewey, her plump cheeks rosy and her eyes filling with mirth, “you can stand quietly and listen.”
 
   Kaylia looked at the women awkwardly before introducing both herself and Gewey.
 
   “What a lovely dress,” said Malorie, a woman of about forty with wavy black hair gathered in a loose ponytail that was tied in place by a silver ribbon. She was wearing a long blue cotton dress with tiny white beads sewn in a crisscrossing pattern from the shoulder to her waist. “One of Minnie’s perhaps?”
 
   Kaylia nodded. “She was kind enough to allow me to wear it for the celebration.”
 
   “Kind?” Malorie laughed. “The woman has more clothes than a princess. Most of which she hasn’t been able to wear in years. Every time a cloth merchant comes to town she gets the tailor to make her another one. And it’s not like she has them made to fit.” She leaned in and whispered. “The poor dear still thinks she’s going to regain her youthful figure.”
 
   Gewey could tell that Kaylia did not like this woman. 
 
   The other two women were dressed in a similar fashion, though their dresses lacked the intricate beading. They looked to be younger than Malorie by a few years, and were far less talkative. The conversation centered mainly on petty gossips and rumors about the townsfolk. Kaylia kept silent and nodded politely. She was just about to excuse herself when Malorie grabbed her arm and motioned for the others to come closer.
 
   “Have you heard,” she said in a half whisper. “Elves have been spotted in the woods south of the Spirit Hills.”
 
   “I heard that too,” said Bellia. “I even heard they’re planning to settle there.”
 
   “Well, you know that they live right next to humans out west,” said Malorie. “Someone told me that they’re even taking wives.”
 
   The other two women gasped. 
 
   “Have you been out west?” Cheriel asked Kaylia.
 
   “Yes,” she replied. Her voice was cold and steady.
 
   Gewey didn’t like where this was going. He could feel Kaylia’s temper rising.
 
   “Is it true?” asked Malorie. “Are elves and humans living together?”
 
   “It is,” Kaylia affirmed.
 
   “Well, I would be terrified if an elf lived next to me,” said Bellia. 
 
   “And why is that?” Kaylia asked, tilting her head slightly.
 
   “You know how much they hate us,” she replied. “I’d worry that they would kill me as I slept. And the gods help me if my daughter were to take one as a husband.”
 
   The others nodded in agreement.
 
   “First of all,” said Kaylia. “If an elf were to kill you, it would not be while you slept. And second, if your daughter caught an elf’s eye, it would speak well of her.”
 
   “I’m sorry dear,” argued Malorie. “But I happen to know that an elf can’t be trusted. If they were to settle here, it would only be a matter of time before the killing began.” She patted Kaylia on her shoulder. “You’re too young to understand, but they have hated us for hundreds of years. My mother told me the stories about the Great War. They’ll never forgive us for defeating them.” She looked at the other two women. “It’s a shame the old stories aren’t told to children these days.”
 
   Gewey knew what Kaylia was about to do only a split second before she did it.
 
   “I think you have nothing to worry about,” Kaylia told Malorie, pulling off her scarf and revealing her elf ears. “If I have not harmed you after such an insult, I think you have little to fear from my kin. The old hatreds are a thing of the past, as you can plainly see.” 
 
   The three women gasped in unison, staring in sudden terror.
 
   Gewey quickly stepped forward and pulled Kaylia away.
 
   “We should return to our room,” he told her.
 
   “Nonsense,” said Kaylia. “I have watched my kin die to protect these people’s meaningless lives, so I have earned my place at this feast. Especially being that it was bought with the gold of our enemy.”
 
   She jerked free from his grasp, pushed her way through the crowd, and took a seat at a table near to where the musicians were playing. Gewey sat down beside her, nervously scanning the crowd for a reaction.
 
   It was not long in coming. In well under a minute, everyone else who had been sitting at their table was on their feet and backing right away, as if suddenly confronted by some terrible demon. As more and more people began staring in Kaylia’s direction, the dancing and singing gradually faded. Finally, the music stopped altogether. Only anxious murmurs of fear could now be heard in the otherwise deathly silent room.
 
   “Oh my, oh my!” Minnie’s voice came from behind them, cutting right through the tense atmosphere. She rounded the table and sat directly across from Kaylia. “I wish you had mentioned you are an elf, my dear.”
 
   “What should it matter?” Kaylia shot back coldly. 
 
   “Well, for one thing, I could have prepared the folks for it,” she replied. She reached over the table and lightly touched Kaylia’s hand. “But as things are - so be it. Pay no mind to these gossips and dullards. You are my guest and that’s that.” She stood and addressed the crowd. “Do you hear me? Kaylia is my guest. Any of you who don’t like it can leave now.” Her eyes fell on Malorie. “And that includes you.”
 
   Malorie stiffened her back and huffed.
 
   Minnie’s husband walked up. Holding out his hand, he bowed. “I’ve always wanted to meet an elf, Miss Kaylia. I would be honored if you would dance with me.” He grinned at Minnie. “And just so you know, my name is Vernin, not old goat.”
 
   Kaylia sat motionless for a long moment, then took the old man’s hand.
 
   “Music!” shouted Minnie. “You’re not being paid to gawk like idiots.” She kissed her husband’s cheek. “And don’t you go hurting yourself.”
 
   After a few seconds the music resumed, allowing Vernin to escort Kaylia onto the dance floor. The crowd watched in silence as the two danced and spun with the rhythm. Vernin moved surprisingly well for a man of his advanced years, leading Kaylia expertly around the room. Gewey could feel Kaylia’s anger and apprehension dwindling.
 
   “He really is a sweet old goat,” said Minnie. “And you two don’t need to worry about this bunch. They’ll warm up soon enough once the brandy sets in.”
 
   The song ended with Kaylia hugging Vernin and kissing him fondly on the cheek. He bowed in return before making his way through the still silent crowd to the bar. Kaylia rejoined Gewey and sighed with satisfaction. 
 
   “You know that was foolish,” he said. 
 
   “Yes,” she admitted, smirking. “But tomorrow we can lose ourselves in the Spirit Hills, so I imagine there is little harm done. And I did enjoy silencing that hag Malorie.”
 
   Seeing her spirits lifted was enough to make Gewey smile. Slowly, the people returned to their merrymaking. Before long, they began coming over to introduce themselves to Kaylia. Mostly it was a simple hello and welcome, but bolder villagers were keen to know about her and her people. In less than an hour she was completely surrounded by eager townsfolk asking a myriad of questions. 
 
   Gewey recalled when he’d first met Kaylia, and of how unwilling she had been to say anything about herself or her people. Now, she seemed perfectly happy to do so. A few of the village men, apparently not wanting to be outdone by an old man, even dared to follow Vernin’s example by asking her to dance. Kaylia was pleased to oblige. A handful of people such as Malorie and her two friends still chose to keep their distance, but before the night was over, Gewey could easily have imagined that elves were commonly seen in Vine Run.
 
   It was well after midnight before the celebrations died down. No one wanted to leave while Kaylia was still there. Reluctantly, she and Gewey said goodnight and retired to their room. As they approached, Gewey noticed that their door was ajar. His muscles tensed and he instinctively pushed Kaylia behind him. The flow filled his limbs as he burst inside. 
 
   There, sitting cross-legged on the bed, smiling his customary crooked smile, was Felsafell. He wore his usual buckskin clothing, and his gnarled walking stick lay across his lap.
 
   “A lovely sight,” said Felsafell. “Bonded elf beauty and her handsome mate.”
 
   Kaylia entered and shut the door.
 
   Gewey breathed a sigh of relief. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you.”
 
   “I think you are,” said Felsafell. “And indeed you should be. Wasting time looking for an old man’s house you could never find would only serve to frustrate an eager mind. Nothing there but keepsakes and memories. None worth a copper to anyone but me.” He hopped up nimbly and looked Gewey in the eyes. “The power you used is not as you had hoped. Dangerous and vile, yet with it you must do what seems impossible.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Gewey. “When I use the flow of the spirit it doesn’t feel evil or vile, but the results are terrible and unpredictable.”
 
   “Temptation is seductive, oh yes, it is,” said Felsafell. “Pleasing and soft. And though evil it is not, vile it remains. Long ago did the gods abandon it. A world of the mindless and soulless was all they could create. Yet you must do what they could not.”
 
   Gewey recalled the people in Valshara leaving offerings at his door and shuddered at the thought of the hordes of worshipers he could create. He told Felsafell of this, and of the encounter with the soldiers.
 
   “Then you have seen what must not be,” said Felsafell. “And now you understand your foe’s greatest weapon.” He turned his back and lowered his head. “Strong it is.” His voice was oddly somber. “And a weapon he has mastered. He steals your time and hope, and he will certainly overcome this world unless you can thwart your own nature.”
 
   Gewey cocked his head. “My nature? Are you saying that my being a god is a weakness?” 
 
   Felsafell shrugged gawkily. “You could say that. Yes, you could. Your foe is human, though a god he wishes to be. It tempers his power, it does. Makes it easy to control. No worshiper does he create, nor do his victims drive themselves mad. Ensnares their hearts he does. Oh yes. Through loyalty his strength grows, but it is a loyalty taken, not given.”
 
   “So must I learn to be more like him?” asked Gewey, incredulously. “Must I be able to ensnare the will of others without turning them into sycophants?”
 
   Felsafell laughed. “Were it only so simple. A shame it is not. You must break his power without imposing your own. You must turn a hammer into a needle. A blacksmith must be a jeweler.” He smiled at Kaylia. “And your bonded mate must be at your side. Or the earth will be lost to your spirit.”
 
   “That part will be easy,” said Kaylia. “I will never leave his side.”
 
   Felsafell raised his eyebrows and smirked. “Easy you think? Will time and circumstance spare you a jagged path and a hard choice? Long I have lived in the world. I see much though learn less. But hard learned lessons are never forgotten. Sometimes love is an enemy when shared too deeply.”
 
   “I share my love with many,” countered Gewey. His voice was unwavering. “But none do I love more than Kaylia.”
 
   “I can see that told him you have not,” said Felsafell, his eyes shooting between them. “But tell him you will, or our journey together ends here. The Child of Heaven cannot march to his destiny in ignorance.” He took a step back, his face grave and resolute.
 
   Gewey turned to Kaylia. “What is he talking about?” He could feel her sudden anxiety threatening to overwhelm her. 
 
   A tear fell down her cheek as she glared angrily at Felsafell. “I would have told him in my own time.” She looked back at Gewey and took his hands. “I…I am with child.”
 
   Gewey remained silent for a moment, dumbfounded. He blinked hard and shook his head. “Are you sure?”
 
   “The elf woman from the Steppes was a healer,” she replied, her voice wavering. “She knew of my condition at once and made it known to me. That is why I have been unable to govern my anger.”
 
   Gewey felt a rush of elation, but it was mixed with fear. “Why did you hide this from me?”
 
   “We are on a dangerous road,” she explained. “I worried that your mind would be distracted from what must be done. I was afraid you would abandon your duty in order to protect me and our child. Please forgive me.”
 
   The trace of fear inside Gewey vanished as he listened to her explanation. Now, an uncontrollable wave of pure joy rushed through him. “You never have to apologize to me. Whatever I may face, I will face it with you by my side. I will not let our child be a source of fear and doubt.” He reached out and pulled her to him in a tight embrace. “Our child will be a source of strength. I swear it.”
 
   “I was afraid you would try to send me away,” she said. Her tears of happiness flowed freely. 
 
   He gently eased her back. With a tender smile, he touched her cheek. “I could never send you away. If our child is to be safe, you must be where I can protect you.”
 
   “That is well and good,” said Felsafell. “For she is needed and I am satisfied.” He moved to the door. “And even an old man knows when to leave young love to their rapture. The morning will find us among the hills I call home. With the dawn I will return.” He shot them one last crooked grin and left.
 
   Gewey and Kaylia slept very little that night. Instead, they lay staring into each other’s eyes, whispering softly and bathing in the love that flowed between them.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 11
 
     The road east from Sharpstone led directly into the Jerrica Hills that bordered the Eastland kingdoms. After Lee and Linis had satisfied themselves that they were not being pursued, they decided it was safe for the group to take the main road. If a large force were to approach they would easily hear it and have time to get everyone out of sight. 
 
   All of their remaining sell-swords had collected their pay, along with a bit extra, and had turned south to the coast. Lee didn’t mind losing men whose loyalty could be bought, though he did have concerns that a loose tongue might bring an enemy searching for them.
 
   He had always disliked traveling eastward. The road snaked through endless hills and shallow valleys, and the terrain was deceptively rugged. Tall grass hid the rocks and pitfalls from view, making a cross-country journey perilous and even more time consuming than usual.
 
   Most of Lee’s time was spent with Millet in quiet conversation. Millet again recounted the events after they had parted just north of Baltria, while Lee spoke of his journey in more detail, although not of the fate befalling Penelope. Linis, when he was not laughing and talking with Dina, kept himself busy by training Jacob in the ways of the seeker. As for the soldiers, they were a hardy and loyal group, with most of them having served Lord Ganflin for many years. Bevaris and Tristan took it upon themselves to see to their needs, and soon Linis insisted that the knights should take over command, saying that they understood human tactics and methods far better than he. Bevaris seemed most pleased by this.
 
   On the fourth day, they ran across a small caravan of merchants heading west to Helenia. Lee managed to discover that although Angrääl had not yet sent any significant forces to the Eastland, word had spread about the gathering of their armies in the north. The people were afraid, and the various kings and queens had sent tributes in the hope that they would be spared. 
 
   The snow had begun to fall in earnest by the end of the first week, forcing them to take refuge in Lathila, a small farming village, in order to purchase warmer clothing and blankets. Most of the soldiers were accustomed to the warm climate of Althetas and were ill prepared for such harsh cold. The small inn didn’t have enough rooms to house the entire party, so Lee paid a local farmer to open his barn. Dina was allowed to stay in the farmhouse and sleep with the farmer’s two young daughters. That evening, Linis and Jacob convinced Millet and Lee to accompany them to the local tavern.
 
   The tavern was typical for a small village. Hearths burned brightly on opposite sides of the room, and a long bar spanned its width from corner to corner. Cheerful townsfolk occupied most of the simple wood tables and benches, leaving only a few still available. An old man was playing a lute beside the bar; his lack of skill told Lee that he was most likely just a local making a bit of extra coin rather than a true traveling minstrel. Still, it was a welcome change from the biting cold of the long road.
 
   Concerned about drawing additional attention to their group, Linis had wrapped his head in a wool scarf to disguise his elf features. 
 
   “I do not like that you must hide,” grumbled Millet. “Not after everything you’ve done and sacrificed.”
 
   “The time is coming when I will no longer have to hide,” Linis told him. “But for now I must. Though I admit living openly among humans in the west has made it difficult for me to go back to the way things were. Only now do I realize the effect it has had on me.”
 
   Lee ordered a round of ale and a hot meal. It wasn’t long before songs were heard throughout the hall and Lee was telling tales of his youthful exploits. Jacob listened with interest, especially when Millet stopped his former master to see to it that he was telling the story accurately.
 
   It was almost time for them to depart when Lee and Linis stiffened. Their hands slid to their weapons as the door opened and a tall, cloaked figure entered. 
 
   “Vrykol,” hissed Lee. 
 
   At once Jacob leapt to his feet, but Linis grabbed his arm.
 
   “Do nothing,” the elf said.  “Wait until your father or I make a move.”
 
   The Vrykol scanned the hall before slowly approaching their table. It stopped only a few feet away and pushed back its hood. Linis let out an audible gasp as the face of an elf was revealed. Its black hair was tied in a ponytail and its dark complexion was a stark contrast to its ice blue eyes. 
 
   “Such a shame that these fine people know not of the greatness in their presence,” said the Vrykol, bowing. “It is indeed fortunate to run into you here.”
 
   “Shortly, you will not consider yourself so fortunate,” said Linis.
 
   The Vrykol tilted its head and frowned. “Now, now. It would not do if we fought here and innocent villagers were to be hurt.” Its face turned to a slight smile. “Besides, I only came to greet you. Can enemies not be civil to each other?”
 
   “You are an abomination,” seethed Linis. “I will offer you no kindness - only the edge of my blade.”
 
   Lee looked around the room. A few people were already taking notice of the Vrykol, believing it to be an elf. “Say what you have to say, then I would flee if I were you.”
 
   “Bold and rash,” said the Vrykol. “Just as I have been told. But you need not worry. My business, as well as my master’s, is done in this part of the world…for now. If you seek aid or allies, you will be sorely disappointed. And the elves of the desert are all but destroyed by now.”
 
   “So you seek to turn us back?” asked Millet.
 
   The murmurs grew as more people began noticing the newcomer.
 
   “No indeed,” it replied, amused. “As I said, I only wanted to meet you and your brave companions. The fierce Lee Starfinder, son of Saraf, and his loyal servant Millet Gristall.” Its eyes shifted across slightly. “And this must be Jacob. I have heard good things about you as well. It is no small matter to betray your own father.”
 
   Jacob’s face turned red with rage.
 
   “Leave now, beast,” growled Linis. “Or the crowd will be no protection for you.”
 
   The Vrykol ignored the threat. “And the name of Linis is certainly known to me - a legend among the elf seekers, to be sure. Only Berathis could surpass your skill. But alas, he is slain. By Lord Starfinder I heard.”
 
   Lee shot up from his seat, his sword drawn in a flash. The Vrykol stepped back, holding out his palm.
 
   “Kill me if you will,” it said. “But know that I am not alone. If I do not return to my comrades, the woman Celandine will die. At this very moment I have men outside the farmhouse where she awaits your return.” 
 
   The veins on Lee’s forehead bulged. “And if she is harmed I will...”
 
   The Vrykol gave a sneering laugh. “Save your threats. I have not harmed her. She is of no interest to me other than as a means to ensure my safe passage from this tavern.” He strode gracefully over to the exit. “I am truly honored to have met you. And I suspect we shall meet again.”
 
   The moment the door closed behind him, the tavern erupted. Shouts and curses from frightened villagers combined with speculative whispers about Lee and his companions. Not that their opinions were of any concern to him at that very moment. Brushing the locals aside on his way out, Lee ran as fast as he possibly could back to the farmhouse, the others as close on his heels as they could manage. To their great relief, they found Dina sitting quietly on the front porch wrapped in a thick wool blanket and sipping a cup of warm cider.
 
   Linis immediately headed to the barn and roused the men, while Dina went inside the house to retrieve her long knife. Within a few minutes the house was completely surrounded by Ganflin’s soldiers. After satisfying himself that the men were in position, Linis went to look for signs of the Vrykol. He returned a half hour later.
 
   “They were watching from about two hundred yards away,” he said. “They must have arrived just after we left, otherwise I would have certainly heard them.”
 
   “How many?” asked Lee.
 
   “Only ten as far as I can tell,” Linis replied. “All were human except for the creature. They headed west only a short time ago.”
 
   By now the snow was coming down hard. Lee knew that if they intended pursuit, a decision needed to be made quickly. He addressed the party. “I say we forget the Vrykol and press on. We have much distance to cover, and I will not allow the words of that fiend make me think our efforts will be fruitless.”
 
   “And if elves have come out of the desert, I intend to meet them,” added Linis.
 
   “Will we stay here tonight?” asked Bevaris.
 
   “Yes,” replied Lee. “But I fear this may be the last time we feel warmth until we reach the desert region. I will no longer risk endangering the innocent with our presence.” 
 
   Millet made his apologies to the farmer for the commotion and gathered everyone inside the barn. Bevaris and Tristan kept watch on the house while Linis patrolled the perimeter. By morning the sky was clear, but nearly a foot of snow had fallen.
 
   Travel was slow once they set out, with only Linis’ keen senses keeping them from wandering off the road. Lee hoped that the snowfall did not extend too far east, otherwise the horses could be in real danger. Without taking shelter in the towns they passed, it would be difficult to keep their mounts fed and rested.
 
   After the fifth day, Lee had to risk sending Millet and a few of the men into the village of Henna, another small farming community, for grain and extra supplies. When they returned, Millet reported that the rumors of a coming invasion from the north had already gripped the village with fear.
 
   “This is the Reborn King’s intention,” said Millet. “To make the east too afraid to fight so that he can focus his assault on the west.”
 
   “Then we will have to alleviate them of this fear,” said Linis. “Once we join with the elves, then we can show them that they do not fight alone.”
 
   “Sadly, I think they may fear an elf army as much as the one from Angrääl,” said Lee. 
 
   “Then we shall have to show them differently,” Linis retorted. 
 
   Lee noticed how closely Linis was standing to Dina. He smiled. “I think your example may help to show them the way.”
 
   “We should begin with King Luccia in Xenthia,” suggested Bevaris. “My sway there may help us. And he is by far the wealthiest ruler in the Eastland. If we gain his support, the others could well follow.”
 
   “Then that is where we will begin after joining with the elves,” said Lee.
 
   After a few more days the snow on the ground had dwindled to little more than an inch, allowing tufts of grass to peek out. The cold wind, however, was biting and relentless. When they were a day outside the city of Theodim, it was decided to take the risk of traveling cross-country; the terrain was now beginning to flatten and the ground held far fewer hazards.
 
   Bevaris, being a native of these lands, took the lead and guided them toward the Xenex Valley. From there, they would head southeast along the border of the kingdom of Comodaro until they reached the outskirts of the desert. Beyond the valley, the knight explained, warm air from the Sea of Gertharis overcame the frigid north wind. The land there, though thick with tall pine forests, was flat and much easier to traverse.
 
   The Xenex Valley was reputed to be a sanctuary for wandering brigands and outlaws. Its difficult approach from the north, coupled with multiple exits to the south, made it a perfect refuge for anyone who wanted to evade capture. 
 
   It took them almost two weeks to reach the narrow path leading down into the heart of the valley, by which time they had nearly exhausted their supplies. The charred remnants of old signal fires from bandit lookouts confirmed that its reputation was well earned. Once lit, such a fire could be seen for miles. 
 
   As they rounded a rocky bend, the whole valley came into view. The flat grassy ground was dotted with thin patches of snow. Here and there a few withered trees sprung up, their bare limbs stretching out like dead fingers reaching for the dull gray sky. Thousands of jagged boulders were scattered all along the base of the east and west rims, providing excellent cover for anyone wishing to conceal themselves. To the south, in the far distance, they could see the hazy visage of the gentle upward slope leading away from the valley. Lee guessed that it was at least a two day trek away.
 
   “If there is anyone here,” said Bevaris. “They will have seen us by now.” His voice was filled with worry.
 
   “Is something wrong?” asked Lee.
 
   “Bandits would have lit a signal fire and fled,” he explained. “If anyone is about, they do not fear us. We must be wary.”
 
   “Could someone have come up from the south?” asked Linis.
 
   Bevaris shrugged. “Possibly. But not likely. At least, not in winter.”
 
   They followed the path until it leveled out and broadened; the land before them looked desolate and uninviting. Linis and Lee rode ahead with Bevaris, looking and listening for signs of foes, but the rise and fall of a howling wind overwhelmed all other sounds.
 
   “The earth here is dead,” muttered Lee, with a hint of revulsion.
 
   Linis nodded in agreement. “Yes. The flow is weak. Something dire once befell this place.”
 
   “It is said that the gods fought over the dominion of man on this very spot,” said Bevaris. “Poisoning the valley for all time.”
 
   “Whatever the case,” said Linis. “It will make detecting danger difficult.”
 
   “We should cut straight through the center,” suggested Lee. “At least that way we’ll be able to see anyone coming from a way off.”
 
   In spite of its level appearance from the top of the valley, the ground was uneven and rocky, and it took more than an hour to find a decent clearing in which to make camp for the night. Linis and Lee were not the only ones who felt uneasy. None of the men slept well, and all of them were eager to depart more than an hour before the sun broke over the valley’s rim.
 
   A few low clouds drifted down from the north, bringing with them an occasional flurry of snow. By midday the entire company was chilled to the bone. Linis stayed close to Dina, who was being uncharacteristically quiet and reserved. 
 
   “This place is foul,” she whispered, just loud enough for Linis to hear. “Something evil lurks.”
 
   “Do not fear,” Linis assured her. “If the Vrykol are here, we will cut them down.”
 
   “It’s not the Vrykol,” she replied. Her eyes darted back and forth. “I felt something like this once before when I was in the Spirit Hills with Gewey. But this is far more intense.”
 
   Just then, a horrifying scream sounded from somewhere in the east. Everyone in the group turned to see a lone figure running toward them. It stumbled and fell every few yards, then scrambled to its feet and kept advancing. 
 
   Lee leapt from his saddle and quickly drew his sword. In an instant Linis and Tristan were at his side. Bevaris ordered the rest of the men to form up and keep an eye on their flanks and rear.
 
   As the figure drew closer, Lee was surprised to see a man in a black turban and facial scarf. He was clad in a flowing black robe, and in his right hand he held a broken scimitar. His dark eyes were wide with terror.
 
   “I don’t think he even sees us,” remarked Linis.
 
   “I agree,” said Lee. “His fear has blinded him to all but his flight. But something is odd. I am sure he is from the desert. I recognize the dress.”
 
   When the man was only twenty yards away, he finally caught sight of the party and came sliding to a halt. He spun around to look fearfully behind him, then faced Lee and the others again. His breathing was labored and his eyes showed signs of madness. An instant later he set off at a run again, this time attempting to circle around them. Bevaris spurred his horse, at the same time drawing his massive sword. In only a few seconds he caught up and smashed the flat of his blade over the man’s head, sending him sprawling and unconscious. Bevaris sheathed his blade and slid down from the saddle. Grabbing the man by the scruff of his neck, he dragged him to Lee and tossed him roughly to the ground.
 
   Linis kneeled down and allowed the flow to bring the man back to consciousness. The moment his eyes opened he let out another terrified scream and tried to rise to his feet. Lee planted his boot on his chest, holding him still.
 
   “Calm yourself,” Lee said. “What has frightened you so?”
 
   “It’s coming!” he cried desperately. “It’s coming! It will kill you all! Please, let me go!”
 
   Lee nodded to Bevaris and Tristan. “Hold him.” He lifted his foot as soon as the man was in their grasp. “You can leave once you tell us what we need to know.”
 
   The man’s eyes were wild. “No time! It’s coming!”
 
   Dina stepped forward and gently placed her hands on their terrified captive’s cheeks. “Calm.” Her voice was musical and soothing. “No harm will come to you.”
 
   The man’s breathing gradually steadied. His eyes locked on to Dina’s, though he still trembled with fear. “The beast tricked us. Led us to slaughter.” His eyes shot to Linis, as if seeing him for the first time. “He led us to our doom so that the elves could kill us all. Now he has a monster finish what is left of us.”
 
   “Who are you?” asked Dina.
 
   The man’s gaze did not leave Linis. “I am Alluzal, of the Soufis. But the elf already knows this.”
 
   Linis raised his brow, taken aback. “I have never heard of the Soufis.”
 
   Alluzal snarled. “Liar! Our people have fought with yours for generations.”
 
   “He is not from the desert,” said Dina calmly. “We are from the west.”
 
   His eyes shot from Linis to Dina and then back again. “It matters not. They are all the same.”
 
   “I have heard rumors of the Soufis,” said Lee. “But your people never leave the deep desert. Most others don’t even know you exist.” 
 
   Alluzal spat. “We don’t bother with borderland scum. They are weak and useless. They are not even fit to be slaves.”
 
   “So your people are slavers?” asked Linis. Alluzal only glared at him. “Then I understand why you would fear my desert kin.”
 
   “I fear no elf,” he shouted in protest. “I have killed dozens of your kind.” He struggled against Tristan and Bevaris’ hold. “Let me go and I’ll kill another.”
 
   Linis smiled fiendishly. “You know not what you ask. Your head would leave your shoulders before you took a single step.” In a blur of motion his blade was at Alluzal’s throat. “Now tell me this instant what pursues you.”
 
   Dina touched Linis’ shoulder. “He will tell us. There is no need for threats.”
 
   “And why would I do that, woman?” Alluzal mocked. 
 
   “Because we will allow you to go free,” she replied, unaffected by his tone. “And unharmed.”
 
   Linis lowered his blade and backed away.
 
   Alluzal’s jaw tightened. “You will all die soon anyway. The creature that took my brothers will come for you too.” He looked back in the direction he had come. “My people were deceived by the one called the Reborn King.” Alluzal looked at his captors and grinned. “I see you’ve heard of him. Well, he promised my people that he would rid us of the elves once and for all if we helped him take the lands west of our desert.”
 
   This brought a growl from Linis.
 
   “He promised us sixty-thousand of his own soldiers,” he continued. “But none came and the elves attacked us without warning. Slaughtered us they did. I was among the few who escaped. The one we called the dark elf was supposed to lead us west, but when the attack came, he and his guards had disappeared.”
 
   “He must be speaking of the Vrykol we encountered,” remarked Lee.
 
   “I don’t know what you call it,” said Alluzal. “It looks like an elf, but it’s not. Me and thirty of my brothers caught up with him and he convinced us to follow him west. He led us here, then told us to wait for his forces to arrive.” His eyes were ablaze with hatred. “But instead of an army, we were left to be killed by a demon.”
 
   “What attacked you?” asked Dina.
 
   Alluzal began to tremble again. “I don’t know what it is. But it killed us one by one. Tearing us limb from limb and…and.....” 
 
   His words trailed off.
 
   “And what?” pressed Lee.
 
   “It feasts on the flesh of men.” His voice wavered and tears welled in his eyes. “It ate my brothers. We tried to go back but it wouldn’t let us. It toyed with us like we were nothing.” He heaved an unsteady breath. “You will see it soon enough.” 
 
   With these ominous final words, Alluzal straightened his back. “I have held up my end of our agreement. I know nothing more. Release me.”
 
   Lee looked deep into his eyes, then waved his hand. Bevaris and Tristan let him go. Without a moment of hesitation, Alluzal dashed away north as fast as his legs could carry him.
 
   Lee watched him until he was out of sight. “I know you would rather see him dead, Linis.”
 
   “No,” he replied. “We hold to our bargains. And now we know that the Vrykol lied about the destruction of the desert elves.”
 
   “Yes,” said Lee. “But I am still concerned about...”
 
   Dina gasped. “Something approaches. Something foul.”
 
   Lee listened hard, but neither he nor Linis could sense anything.
 
   Linis placed his hand on her shoulders. “Can you tell what it is?”
 
   “No,” she replied. “But I can feel its presence. It is wild and full of wrath, like a rabid wolf with only one intent.”
 
   “What intent?” asked Lee. He peered out, but could see only the grass bending with the bitter wind against the rocky backdrop of the valley’s edge.
 
   “Death,” she whispered. “That is the only thing it desires. To cause death.”
 
   Lee pulled Jacob to his side and turned to the soldiers. “Keep your ranks close,” he commanded. “Whatever is out there may try to separate you from your comrades.”
 
   “Look!” yelled Jacob, pointing to where they had first seen Alluzal.
 
   A pale figure had suddenly appeared. Hunched and deformed, with a face that was twisted and mangled, it stood there swaying slowly. Stringy black hair fell over its hulking shoulders, and its thick muscles seemed to be on the verge of bursting from its ghostly skin as they rippled and tensed. It held no weapon and wore nothing but a tattered pair of black trousers.
 
   Jacob gasped. “What is it?”
 
   Before anyone could answer, a shadow engulfed the creature. In a blur of darkness, it vanished.
 
   “I think it may be a half-man," answered Lee, snarling. “I encountered something like it many years ago in the Dashivis Pass.[i]” He turned to the men. “This creature is faster and stronger than anything you’ll have ever fought against. It will cast a shadow that will blind you, and raise a wind that will deafen you. But do not flee or you will die.” With a face like stone, he narrowed his eyes and scanned the area.
 
   Lee could see the fear in Millet’s eyes. Both of them had very nearly been killed in the caves of Dashivis Pass by a half-man driven mad by the Jewel of Dantenos. In later years he’d discovered that the jewel was likely a creation of the gods that had been endowed with their powers and placed in the temples during ancient times. If this creature possessed such an object it would be strong, fast, and exceedingly difficult to kill.
 
   Twenty yards away, a shadow flashed from east to west before vanishing again. A moment later the wind picked up and swirled around the entire company. The horses reared and bucked, throwing some of the riders from their saddles. Those who weren’t thrown were forced to dismount.
 
   “Here it comes,” roared Lee, clenching his blade tightly. Glancing left to Jacob, then right to Millet, he felt a chill knotting in the pit of his stomach. 
 
   The wind howled and the shifting darkness suddenly engulfed the entire group, leaving no one able to see even a single inch ahead. At first there were cries of confusion and fear from some of the men. Screams of agony quickly followed, even rising above the ever-increasing roar of the raging tempest. For a couple of minutes everything was utter chaos. Then, as suddenly as it had started, all became quiet again. The wind died, the darkness lifted, and their vision was restored. 
 
   The scene revealed was gruesome. Three soldiers lay dead, their throats ripped out with unimaginable savagery. In addition, Tristan lay bleeding from a gash beneath his right ear. Bevaris immediately rushed to his side.
 
   “I’m fine,” the younger knight said, waving his friend off and regaining his feet. “Bloody thing only scratched me.”
 
   The other soldiers shifted nervously, their eyes shooting down to their fallen comrades.
 
   “There will be time to mourn them later,” shouted Lee. He breathed deep and closed his eyes. When he’d faced the mad half-man all those years ago he had been little more than a boy off on his first adventure. Now, he was ready. He filtered out the sound of the wind and the panicked breathing of the men, searching only for the creature. He could tell that Linis was doing exactly the same thing.
 
   Then he heard it - the slightest of footfalls off to his left. Almost immediately the darkness surrounded them once again. This time Lee knew where it was, but the creature was too far away for him to reach it in time. The strangled gurgling of throats being torn apart echoed grotesquely in his ears as two more men fell. Linis had located the creature’s position as well and moved quickly forward. A ghastly cry pierced the air as the elf’s long knife found flesh.
 
   Then, for a second time, the darkness was gone.
 
   “I wounded it,” said Linis, a pleased expression on his face.
 
   A deep, rumbling, primal roar came from their left.
 
   “I think you did,” agreed Lee. “But this thing is not easily slain and will heal in an instant.”
 
   Lee had barely finished his sentence when the beast attacked again. This time it came at them in full view, outpacing the shadow that trailed behind him. Lee barely had time to react as a pale hand reached for his neck. He ducked and stepped away, but before he could strike back at the creature it shifted direction toward the soldiers. In almost no time at all another one had fallen dead and two more were severely wounded. 
 
   Linis threw a small dagger, but the creature twisted away from it and charged at the seeker. Another blade flew over Lee’s shoulder from behind. This one found its mark, burying itself deep into the beast’s chest. It staggered for just a split second before resuming its attack. Linis leveled his blade and stepped right. His knife sliced into the creature’s exposed ribs. Lee knew that this was his chance – possibly the only one he would get.  
 
   He leaped forward, striking with his sword just as a clawed hand was about to seize Linis by the throat. Shockwaves ran up Lee’s arm as if his blade had hit solid rock instead of flesh and bone. No matter. The creature wailed and turned on Lee, its deformed face contorted into a vicious snarl. Its arm, severed at the elbow, was hanging by a single piece of white flesh. Black smoke rose from its wounds, and the air was filled with the putrid scent of death.
 
   Bevaris stepped up from behind, swinging his great blade. It stuck halfway through the beast’s neck, sending it to its knees. More acrid smoke spilled out as the knight kicked it in the back, freeing his sword. The scrape of steel on bone sent shivers up Lee’s spine.
 
   The smoke continued to rise, driving the men back, coughing and wheezing. Lee rolled the creature onto its back. Through the haze he could just make out the glint of something metallic buried in its chest, just above the heart. It was round and smooth, about the size of a silver piece. He reached down to grab it, but the second his fingers made contact he fell to his knees, as if struck by lightning. Linis and Millet rushed to his side.
 
   “That is what has changed him,” Lee told them, steadying himself. “Pry it out with your knife. But don’t touch it.”
 
   Linis pulled the dagger from its chest and dug the object out. Tearing off a piece of cloth from his shirt, he carefully picked it up. A second later the creature’s body began to convulse. Millet pulled Lee to his feet and led him away. They had only gone a few yards when the body burst into flames. Everyone stared with a combination of horror and wonder as the white-hot fire shot up, forcing them even further back. Slowly, the flames died away leaving nothing of the creature but a small pile of gray ashes.
 
   Bevaris immediately began treating the wounded while the others gathered the bodies of their fallen comrades.
 
   Linis held up the cloth containing the metal object with the tips of his fingers. “What is this?” he asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” replied Lee. “It’s different to what I encountered years ago. At least, it feels different. The object I saw then was…” He hesitated. “Well, I guess you could say it had a mind of its own. It possessed a half-man and drove him completely mad. But with this thing, I feel nothing but malice and fury.”
 
   “What should we do with it?” asked Dina.
 
   “It’s too dangerous to take with us,” said Lee. “I don’t know what it could do to me.”
 
   “Can we destroy it?” asked Millet.
 
   “We have no tools,” replied Linis. “I think we should bury it.”
 
   Lee nodded in agreement. “Yes. But be sure to mark where it lies. I will return and destroy it later.”
 
   Linis walked a few yards north and dug a hole with his dagger, leaving a small piece of the cloth wrapping sticking out of the ground. 
 
   After retrieving their mounts, they covered the fallen men with stones and said a few reverent words of prayer before continuing south. Morale was low and nerves were shaken. Lee decided that they would risk going into a town once they’d left the valley. He looked at Jacob and smiled inwardly at the bravery of his son in the face of such a dreadful encounter. It was Jacob’s dagger that had slowed the beast and saved Linis’ life. As much as he feared for the boy’s safety, he was also truly happy to have his son by his side. 
 
   His mind drifted to Penelope, and the sight of her lifeless body in his arms. At that moment he was grateful that the Dark Knight was not there to tempt him with an offer of a quiet life with his family. 
 
   He might well accept it.
 
   


 
   
 
  



 
 
   Chapter 12
 
   The moment they crested the southern slope of the valley, Lee felt a blast of warm air wash over him. The entire company sighed with relief and began packing away their blankets.
 
   Bevaris spurred his horse forward to pull alongside Lee. “If you still intend to take a short respite, the city of Molsans is less than a day south of here.”
 
   Lee thought for a moment. “Yes. I’ve been there. It’s large enough for us to pass unnoticed.” He glanced back at the men. Their shine and polish was gone, replaced by the tatters and ravages of a long road and a hard battle. “Molsans is almost due west of Dantory,” he continued. “We can re-supply and perhaps gather information. Several desert towns trade there, though not usually at this time of year. Still, we may get lucky.”
 
   They followed the trail south from the valley. By midday they came to a well-traveled road leading southeast. They passed a few merchants and tradesmen along the way, but their wary eyes told Lee that conversation was unwise.
 
   “It would seem things have changed here as well,” remarked Millet. “I remember the people of the Eastland being far friendlier.”
 
   “Yes,” agreed Lee. “We can only hope that we do not run into trouble before we leave.”
 
   They arrived in Molsans just as the sun was sinking below the horizon. The warmth had lifted their spirits, and the promise of a soft bed, a hot meal, and good wine helped considerably. The city itself was small by western standards - not even a quarter the size of Baltria or Althetas. The gates were open wide, though guarded. After a brief discussion with the sentry, together with the bribe of a few coins, they were allowed to pass.
 
   Most of the buildings were single story and constructed of a dense red brick. The cobblestone streets were clean, well maintained, and lit by a series of oil lamps held high by wrought iron poles. The merchants and vendors had already closed for the day, so the streets were populated mostly by those returning home or heading out to seek entertainment. The casual dress of thin cotton shirts and trousers worn by the local men was typical for warm climates, though the multitude of bright colors reminded Lee of the elaborate silks woven in Dantory. The women wore mostly short dresses or loose fitting pants and blouses, and kept their hair tucked beneath round cloth caps.
 
   They made their way through the city to an inn with a large oval sign that read: “The Wandering Pilgrim”. As Lee dismounted, a young waif of a boy approached.
 
   “Stable your horses, sir?” he asked.
 
   Lee took out a silver coin and handed it to him. “See that they’re well-tended.”
 
   The boy whistled loudly. Within seconds, three of his friends promptly rounded the corner of the building. Lee sighed and gave a coin to each one of them.
 
   “You never could say no to a child,” said Millet, smiling.
 
    “Let’s just hope this inn has enough rooms for us all,” remarked Bevaris humorlessly.
 
   The inn was indeed large. In fact, the main room was as spacious as anything most lords could claim to have in their house. Sturdy tables and chairs were lined up in neat rows, and a hearth burned brightly on either side of the room. Dozens of brass lanterns hung from thin chains on the ceiling, illuminating the hall with a cheery glow. The few locals scattered about immediately took notice of the newcomers.
 
   A comely young woman holding a round wooden serving tray quickly came up to them. Her mouse brown hair was tied in a loose ponytail, and her bright blue dress was stained with ale and wine. She smiled happily, setting her tray down on a nearby table.
 
   “Welcome strangers,” she said in a voice so high that it twittered like the chirping of a finch. Her eyes opened wide as the rest of the band filed in. “So many.” She shrugged. “No matter. We have room enough for all.”
 
   Once everyone had been allocated a room, they all sat down for a tasty hot meal of roast pork and carrots. The wine was good too, and soon the men were thoroughly relaxed. Lee was pleased to see smiles and laughter becoming the order of the evening.
 
   Linis, Dina, and Millet were sat with Lee, while Tristan and Bevaris had placed themselves among the soldiers.
 
   “I just hope we can get to Dantory without more trouble,” said Millet. 
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it,” said Lee. “If the elves have chased these Soufis out of the desert, we could run into more of them.”
 
   Linis scowled at the mention of the Soufis. “Slavers! I can only hope they slaughtered the lot of them.”
 
   “Actually,” said Millet, “we can use this to our advantage. That Angrääl would recruit such allies may sway the Eastland to our side.”
 
   Lee nodded. “They may well fear enslavement more than the Reborn King.”
 
   “It’s hard to imagine that these people could go unnoticed for so long,” remarked Dina. 
 
   “The desert is vast,” replied Lee. “There have always been rumors of the people who dwell there. Some claim to have seen them firsthand, but no one dares to venture very far into the emptiness of the sands. The people of Dantory and the other towns that border the desert trade with the west, so they have no reason to look east to lands so inhospitable.”
 
   “In fact,” added Millet, “they have always taken comfort that the desert was at their backs. No army would dare try to cross it, so it served as a natural defense.”
 
   “Though apparently, not as good a defense as they thought,” said Linis.
 
   Millet was about to reply when the front door flew open and two tall figures wearing white turbans and thin, tan cotton robes stepped inside. The white scarves covering their faces revealed only deep blue eyes. At each of their sides hung a long, curved blade and a water skin. They scanned the room for a moment, then removed their scarves. Even with the turban still covering their ears, Linis knew at once that they were elves.
 
   “How did they enter without me sensing them?” he muttered. Jumping to his feet, he quickly made his way to the door.
 
   The elves smiled when they saw him approach.
 
   “Greetings brother,” said the elf on the left. “I am Milu and this is Lolin. It is good to see an elf of the west at last.”
 
   The young barmaid approached, smiling brightly. “Are these more of your friends?”
 
   Linis turned, suddenly aware that the scarf hiding his own ears was slipping back. “Indeed they are.”
 
   “Wonderful,” she replied. “I’ll see to their rooms right away. And, as it seems they carry no packs, I will have food brought.”
 
   Linis motioned for the two elves to follow him back to the table, where he introduced them to Lee and the others.
 
   “I would advise you be cautious,” whispered Linis. “Humans here are not yet accustomed to the company of elves.”
 
   Milu laughed. “I have already noticed that. Though we are told such is not the case further west.”
 
   “So you are from the desert?” asked Lee.
 
   “We are,” affirmed Milu. “We were sent to scout ahead of our march west.”
 
   Linis took a moment to look at the newcomers closely. With a satisfied nod, he then told them about their encounter with the Soufis, as well as what the Vrykol had said.
 
   Milu and Lolin both sneered. “The Soufis fought fiercely and many elves lost their lives. But they were no match for us, and our army is not significantly diminished.”
 
   “Where are they now?” asked Dina.
 
   Milu eyed her curiously and reached his hand across the table. Dina at once withdrew.
 
   “Why do you pull away?” he asked. “Do you fear I will discover that you are half elf?” He let out another loud laugh. “Then ease your mind. Darshan spoke of you to our people. The name Dina is well known to us. Weila is the Sand Master I follow; she told us of you, and others such as the half-man, Lee Starfinder.”
 
   “I am Lee Starfinder,” said Lee.
 
   Milu and Lolin exchanged glances. 
 
   “Then fortune is indeed on our side,” said Lolin. “Darshan spoke of your courage and wisdom.”
 
   “I assume you mean Gewey,” remarked Lee.
 
   “Yes,” Lolin replied. “He is also known by that name. And to answer your question, my people have gathered north of the human city, Dantory. We await word from Darshan to begin our march from the sands.”
 
   “Then your wait is over,” said Lee. “Our enemy is on the move. If your intent is to aid us, now is the time.”
 
   “It is our intent,” said Lolin. “We will fight alongside our kin and restore ties long forgotten. Our destiny is at hand and we meet it gladly.”
 
   “Your aid will be most welcome,” said Linis. “In the morning we will ride east to meet your people.” He leaned forward. “But I must ask how you managed to approach the inn without my sensing your presence.”
 
   “I think you will find we are different in some ways,” explained Milu. He told them of his people’s rejection of the flow and their long life.
 
   Linis and the others marveled when Milu told them that he was nearly seven hundred years old.
 
   “Until we spoke with Darshan and Aaliyah,” he continued, “we did not know that this was unusual. And whatever the reason is for it, we did not perish once we left our desert home.”
 
   Having only recently heard about the desert elves and their powers from Linis, Lee was both curious and keen to meet them. “How many are you?” he asked.
 
   “By the time we return, our number will have reached at least forty thousand,” replied Lolin.
 
   “It’s hard to imagine so many elves hidden away for so long,” said Dina.
 
   Lolin smiled. “We were not hidden. Just unsought.”
 
   “Our stories tell of the lost tribe of exiles,” said Linis. “But I thought it was just a legend. Of course, much of our lore has been forgotten. Only the scholars know the tales in full, and even their knowledge is incomplete.”
 
   “Then perhaps once our two peoples are reunited,” said Milu, “we can put the pieces of our past back together.”
 
   Lee knew that there were urgent matters to be discussed, but he allowed the conversation to drift on to more pleasant subjects. Dina moved her chair closer to Linis and they all listened as Lolin and Milu told them about life in the desert, and of how Gewey’s appearance had inspired them to seek out their brethren in the west. As they spoke about the battle with the Soufis, Lee could see a definite look of satisfaction on their faces.
 
   “Sand Master Weila told us about her meeting with the Vrykol,” said Lolin. “And of its ludicrous offer. It must have known we would refuse. But it became clear when we attacked that it had not warned the Soufis of our intent. They were taken completely off guard. Even so, we were greatly outnumbered, and many lives were lost during the battle. Some had wanted to wait until we were at our full strength to attack, but it was feared the Soufis would march west before that could happen. The human cities would have been defenseless.”
 
   “That human lives mean so much to you, speaks well of your people,” said Dina.
 
   “The Soufis are not the only humans in the deep desert,” said Lolin. “Long have we shared the sands and traded in peace. The Creator does not give us the right to decide whose life is important and whose can be wasted. All should live free upon this world.”
 
   “I wish my kin had held the same understanding,” said Linis, regret and sadness in his voice. “It has taken the threat of annihilation to open our minds and cleanse our hearts.”
 
   “Then let them be cleansed and rejoice,” said Lolin. “The end times are upon us, and a new world will be born. Old hatreds will vanish, and the world of elves will become one with the Creator’s design. Together we will see that our people never again forget the ties that bind us.” He smiled warmly at Dina. “And we will become parents of a new race. Perhaps one that will have our strengths and leave aside our weaknesses.”
 
   “I hope you are right,” said Linis. “But before that can happen we must defeat those who seek to destroy us.”
 
   “Indeed,” agreed Lolin. “We can be with my kin within a week if we press our pace.”
 
   “Then that is what we shall do,” said Lee. “Do you have mounts?”
 
   Milu smiled and shook his head. “I assume you mean the beasts I see humans ride. We have no experience with such animals. But do not fret. We can keep pace on foot over this terrain. In fact, I would wager it will be you who struggles to keep up with us. Running over this hard ground is nothing compared to traveling through the deep sands.”
 
   “Good,” said Lee with satisfaction. “Then we leave with the dawn.”
 
   They talked well into the night before finally retiring. Linis and Dina left the inn for a time to stroll through the city together. The men were more at ease now, and the trials of the long road were like a distant memory - a tale to be told to their children.
 
   Lee couldn’t help but wonder what kind of reception an army of forty thousand elf warriors marching across the land would get from the Eastland kingdoms. Should such a thing have happened in Hazrah, panic would surely have gripped the city. But that would be dealt with in due time.
 
   The next morning Milu and Lolin were already outside waiting when Lee and the others left the inn and took their mounts. With Millet and Bevaris having already procured fresh supplies from the innkeeper and distributed them among the men, they were ready to go.
 
   As they made their way from the city, Linis removed his headscarf, allowing his elf features to be plainly visible. Though it drew several stares from passersby, no one dared to make a comment. Once outside the city, the desert elves immediately broke into a quick jog, leading them away from the main road and into the thin brush beyond. A few sparse patches of trees and bushes were the only things that broke the flat grassland.
 
   The heat of the morning sun wrapped around them like a blanket, while a stiff west wind cooled their faces. The cold of the hills had been hard to bear, but Lee knew the scorching heat of the desert could be far worse. In less than a week, most of the foliage they saw now would be gone, and the dry cracked earth and blazing sun would start to become oppressive. 
 
   “It has been a long time,” remarked Millet, dabbing his forehead with a piece of cloth.
 
   “Yes it has, my friend,” agreed Lee. “And we were both a great deal younger last time we faced the desert sun.”
 
   “I can create a cool breeze,” offered Linis. “The elves from across the Western Abyss showed me how.”
 
   Lee shook his head. “We’ll need to get used to it. Besides, I don’t intend to stay there for long.”
 
   Linis told Lee how Aaliyah, Mohanisi and Nehrutu had taken it upon themselves to instruct him and the others in the ways of the flow.
 
   True to their word, Milu and Lolin easily pressed the pace. Often the horses had to break into a run to keep up, and were forced to rest long before the elves had tired.
 
   Morale was high on the first night of camp. Linis and Dina spent much of the evening talking with Milu and Lolin, while Lee, Jacob, and Millet discussed strategy for their return march with Bevaris and Tristan. There was no way to avoid alarming the Eastland with their crossing, so Angrääl would certainly learn of it quite quickly. 
 
   “The best we can hope for is that Angrääl decides not to stop us,” said Lee. “And that the Eastland sees us as friends.”
 
   Millet drew his dagger and scratched a rough map in the dirt showing the land from the desert to the Goodbranch. “If we are met by resistance before we reach King Luccia in Xenthia, we should head south, and then west.”
 
   Tristan rubbed his chin in thought. “That puts us dangerously close to Baltria.”
 
   “Yes,” said Millet. “But the crossing there is narrow. And with forty-thousand elves who have likely never seen a river before…”
 
   “I see what you mean,” said Tristan, nodding.
 
   “And if we manage to see King Luccia?” asked Bevaris. 
 
   “Then it will depend on what he says,” replied Millet. “If he joins our fight, we will decide what to do then.”
 
    “I should ride ahead,” suggested Bevaris. “I can quell their fears of an elf attack.”
 
   They all nodded in agreement. 
 
   “I will come with you,” called Lolin, striding up. “I would like to meet the human king and convey our good intent.”
 
   Bevaris looked unsure. “An elf riding openly into an Eastland city may not be wise.”
 
   Lolin sat beside him and slapped him on the shoulder. “They will need to know us sooner or later, and I say the time is now.”
 
   “I agree,” said Millet. “There is no more use in hiding. When the elves march, their banners should fly high.”
 
   Lolin laughed. “We carry no banners. But perhaps we shall make some.”
 
   By the time they reached the outskirts of the desert, the heat was close to intolerable. All of their water supply had been exhausted in three days, and if not for Lolin and Milu’s experience in finding water in the most unlikely of places, Lee guessed that at least half of the men would have died of thirst. 
 
   Being that the elf camp was well north of Dantory, it was considered best if they avoided the city altogether. Milu told Lee and Millet that supplies were plentiful, and there was no need to trouble an already frightened people.
 
   The thought of there being life-sustaining food and water in any significant quantity within such a barren wasteland boggled Lee’s mind. He had once traveled two days into the desert and it had nearly killed him. Of course, he was young and inexperienced at the time, but he could still feel the burn on his skin and the swelling of his tongue whenever he thought about it.
 
   Nights were equally uncomfortable as the temperature dropped to near freezing. Lolin assured them that once they arrived there would be comfort and cheer enough for all. 
 
   The day they were due to arrive, Lolin and Milu called for a halt after only a few miles.
 
   “We will go ahead and announce our arrival,” said Lolin.
 
   After several hours they returned with twenty more of their kin, all dressed in similar fashion, and all carrying long scimitars on their waists. Lee dismounted at once, signaling for the others to do the same. 
 
   “We have brought refreshment for weary souls,” announced Lolin. 
 
   Without a word the elves began handing out tiny leather flasks, which the men accepted greedily. Only after draining them dry did they stop to thank their benefactors. When Lee opened his flask, the scent of sweet honey filled his nostrils. As the cool liquid soothed his parched mouth he felt renewed strength shooting through his limbs. He was unable to stop drinking until every last drop had been consumed.
 
   “We will provide you with suitable attire once we reach the camp,” said Milu. 
 
   The elves walked among the men as they made their way north. Conversation was warm and friendly, and with the help of the elf flasks - of which there seemed to be plenty - the blaze of the sun was all but forgotten. The land had now become virtually devoid of plant life, with only a few hardy shrubs and tall cacti able to survive the conditions. At first the ground was cracked and brown, but as they continued it gave way more and more to ever deepening yellow sand. In the far distance tall dunes could be seen, rising and falling like waves on a vast ocean, given life by the heat reflecting on the horizon.
 
   “We’re here,” called Lolin.
 
   Linis and Lee stared out at the empty sands.
 
   “What do you...?” began Lee, but then the faint outline of tents came into focus. 
 
   “Amazing,” whispered Linis to himself. “To keep so many hidden.”
 
   Before them were hundreds upon hundreds of unevenly spaced tents. Their rounded tops and yellow coloring, combined with the way in which they’d been arranged, gave them the illusion of being an actual part of the landscape. Thanks to their nimble, almost fluid movements, the multitude of elves within the camp also blended in equally well. In fact, Lee had to focus with all of his might merely to keep any one of them in sight for more than just a few seconds.
 
   “I think this is a skill we’ll need to relearn once we leave the desert,” said Milu. “I doubt the green lands of the west will provide us with the same advantage.”
 
   Lee rubbed his chin. “Actually, it could work very well on the plains and in the forests. It’s brilliant - and simple. With the right materials you could do it, I’m sure.”
 
   “I doubt it is as simple as you think,” corrected Linis. “But it is certainly worth a look.”
 
   Soon thousands of elves began walking toward them at a slow deliberate pace. The sound of greetings and salutations carried loudly over the flat sand. When they were about one hundred yards away the elves halted, allowing the company to approach them the rest of the way.
 
   “The Amal Molidova will wish to see you at once,” Lolin said to Lee. “Your men shall be well cared for, your beasts too.” He patted Lee’s horse gently on its sweat soaked neck. “I know nothing of horses, but I imagine they are in dire need of care.”
 
   “They are far heartier than men,” replied Lee. “These steeds are of strong stock. But you are right. They do need care.”
 
   “Who is the Amal Molidova?” asked Millet.
 
   “She is our leader,” answered Milu. “At least, she leads us in times of great need.” He cracked a smile. “Unlike the people of the west, we have little use for chiefs and kings. But when one voice is needed to guide us, the Amal Molidova is who we look to. But worry not. She is kind and wise. It was she who first recognized Darshan for who he is. She spilled a drop of his blood into the Waters of Shajir and revealed to us our destiny.”
 
   As they entered the camp, the sounds of singing and laughter filled the air. Scattered between the tents were small fires surrounded by elves drinking and smiling in the familiar way that only kin share. Lee marveled at how people could find so much happiness in such a desolate place. Eyes fell upon them as they passed by - not eyes filled with suspicion and distrust, but with a welcoming joy that lifted Lee’s spirits.
 
   They dismounted and Lolin told some of his nearby kin to tend to the horses. They stared at the animals in fascinated amusement before leading them away. 
 
   “Tristan and I will see to the men,” said Bevaris. “No need for the whole lot of us to see this Amal Molidova, I think.”
 
   Lee nodded curtly.
 
   “And who shall speak for you?” asked Lolin.
 
   Lee gestured to Millet. “Lord Millet Nal’Thain is the wisest among us - except for perhaps Lady Celandine.” He grabbed Linis’ shoulder fondly. “I am a servant of Lord Nal’Thain’s house, and my dear friend serves the Lady.”
 
   Linis shot Lee an annoyed glance. But a moment later he burst into laughter. “Quite right,” he agreed.
 
   “I would like to come too,” said Jacob. “If that is all right?”
 
   Lee grinned at Jacob. “My son is always welcome by my side.”
 
   Lolin and Milu led them through the immense camp to its very center. There, a circle of wooden blocks surrounded a large cloth pavilion, held aloft by black wooden poles. Beneath this lay a group of round pillows, atop one of which sat an elf woman clad in sky blue robes. Her angular features were framed marvelously by her golden hair, and her sparkling green eyes were made even more striking by her flawless alabaster skin.
 
   She rose to her feet as they entered and smiled brightly. “Ah, the friends of Darshan have arrived.” Her voice was musical and free of troubles. “I am Lyrial. Please, sit with me and take your ease. We have much to discuss.”
 
   “Thank you, my lady,” said Millet. “I am Millet Nal’Thain. This is Celandine, Linis, Lee and Jacob. The rest of our party is enjoying your hospitality.”
 
   “And they are most welcome,” she replied.
 
   They all sat. Shortly, an elf boy brought them each a cup of wine and then hurried away. Lolin and Milu bowed low and also excused themselves.
 
   “I am told you are the half-man, Lee Starfinder,” said Lyrial, looking deep into Lee’s eyes. “You are the mentor and companion of Darshan.”
 
   “I am,” he affirmed. “Though I’m sure he no longer needs my guidance.”
 
   Lyrial let out a childlike laugh. “We all need guidance. Even a god must look to those wiser than himself.”
 
   “Then I hope he has found someone wiser than me,” he replied.
 
   She smiled. “And you bring your son. He has your strength. I can see it.”
 
   Jacob gave a respectful bow of the head. “My father is a great man - a fact I have only recently come to realize. So I thank you for your compliment, my lady.”
 
   She bowed her head in return before looking to Millet. “And Millet, Darshan mentioned you in his tales as well. You have the look of one with great conscience and care. But it would seem that you are now lord rather than servant.”
 
   “I am Lord of the House Nal’Thain,” he said proudly. “Though Lee once held that honor.”
 
   “And Linis, chief among seekers,” she continued. “Darshan holds you in high regard. He spoke of your great skill, and of the friendship you offered when first he journeyed from his home. We will certainly be in need of your instruction once we are beyond our beloved desert.”
 
   “I would be honored,” said Linis. “That you and your kin are now known to me is a gift from the Creator.”
 
   Lyrial nodded, then looked closely at Dina. “I have very much desired to meet you, Celandine. Darshan spoke of your courage when you rescued him from the servants of our enemy.” She reached out and touched her hand. “When this business is done, we must speak in private.”
 
   Linis stiffened.
 
   “You need not fear,” assured Lyrial. “We have no ill intent. This I swear.” She took a sip of wine. “I think we should now speak of what we can do to aid Darshan.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Millet. “Unfortunately, time is becoming our enemy.”
 
   “Then we shall move swiftly,” said Lyrial. Her tone was strong and commanding. “Our battle with the Soufis is over. Their remnants are scattered and without hope. At this moment we are ready to march west until we find the sea.”
 
   Millet explained their intention to win over the Eastland kingdoms.
 
   “Then we shall follow you to that end,” said Lyrial thoughtfully. 
 
   “What about the desert cities?” interjected Jacob. His tone was that of a young boy in the presence of his elders, but he kept his head high and his back straight. 
 
   “They are too few and disorganized,” said Millet. 
 
   “He does have a point,” countered Lee, trying not to sound like he was coming to his son’s defense. “Perhaps we should leave a small company of people behind to try and gather their support.”
 
   Millet shook his head. “We cannot afford the time, or the swords. If we can sway the Eastland kingdoms to join us, then we can send men back. But I don’t think we should do anything before that.” He looked at Lyrial. “How soon can your people break camp?”
 
   “Tonight if you wish it,” she replied boldly. 
 
    “That fast?” The surprise on Millet’s face was clear. He chuckled. “I think perhaps we will rest at least one night, unless you have objections.”
 
   Lyrial shrugged. “I have none.”
 
   “Then Lee will explain our route,” said Millet. 
 
   For the next hour Lee explained how they would travel. Bevaris had rightly suggested some days earlier that they should go north and skirt around the Xenex Valley. It would add a few extra days to their journey, but if Angrääl had sent forces, they wouldn’t want to be caught in the valley with an army guarding the narrow and steep path that was the only way out. Even if the enemy numbered in the mere hundreds, they would be sure to lose many elves before fighting their way through.
 
   Lyrial told them of their supplies and weapons. They traveled light, much like the elves of the west, and each warrior was able to carry enough food and drink to last at least two weeks and still stay strong. They wore no armor, so speed would certainly be on their side.
 
   Lee was concerned that should they run into heavily armored troops, they could be overmatched. But as nothing could be done, he dismissed the thought. 
 
   The night had come and the temperature was dropping quickly by the time they were finished. An elf girl brought them thick red blankets and a bundle of elf robes.
 
   Lyrial stood. “The blankets will serve you well during the cold nights, and the robes will keep you cool until we are no longer in the desert.” They thanked her in turn. “Then, if there is nothing further,” she continued, “I will have you taken to your comrades.” She took Dina’s hand and held her fast. “Stay.”
 
   Dina smiled at Linis, clearly amused by his over-protective look. 
 
   Lee slapped his shoulder. “Come my friend. Let us find some wine and meet more of your kin.”
 
   Millet and the others bowed and two elves led them away.
 
   Once they had left, Lyrial released Dina’s hand. “I know of your story.” Her voice was low, and her face grave. 
 
   Dina tilted her head and frowned. “That I am half elf is no secret. And you’ve already made it clear that you know of this.”
 
   “It is no secret, as you say,” she replied. “And I do not imply shame. But this is not what I speak of.” Lyrial leaned in closer. “I know of how you came to be - and of how you came to live among humans. I also know of the role Linis played.”
 
   Dina looked mildly surprised, though not angry or uncomfortable. “I’m surprised Gewey remembered to tell that tale. I suppose he left out no detail of our adventures.”
 
   She shook her head. “Gewey…as you call him, did not tell me of it.”
 
   A cold chill seized Dina’s spine. “Then who did?” she whispered. 
 
   “It was me,” came a soft voice.
 
   Dina stood up and spun around. Before her stood a tall elf woman wearing soft, white, linen robes. Straight, black hair fell most of the way down her back. Her features were sharp and beautiful, with lightly tanned skin that glistened in the moonlight. But most noticeable of all at this very moment were the tears welling in her hazel eyes.
 
   Dina knew instinctively who she was. A loud gasp slipped out. “Mother!” she cried. Her body trembled and her mind reeled. Her breaths were shallow and quick. 
 
   “Yes, my love,” she replied. “It is me.”
 
   “How...?” She stepped forward, but became faint and lost her balance. Hands gently supported her.
 
   “You should sit, child,” said Lyrial. She eased Dina carefully down. 
 
   Dina’s mother sat across from her, tears falling one after the other. “I have missed you so much.”
 
   Dina was unable to speak. The sight of her mother’s tears and the sound of her voice               was overwhelming. A million emotions knotted in her throat as she swallowed down her sobs. A full minute passed before she was able to say anything at all. 
 
   “How is it you are here?” she eventually asked.
 
   “I do not know how much you have learned of what happened, and why I had to leave you,” she said.
 
   “Linis told me everything,” she whispered. 
 
   Lyrial stood. “I will go now.” She looked down at Dina’s mother and nodded. “Nahali. You know where I am if you need me.”
 
   Dina blinked and shook her head. “Nahali?” 
 
   Her mother smiled lovingly. “That is my name here. You may use it if it is easier for you.”
 
   “No,” said Dina. Her own tears now began to flow. “You are my mother.” Moving across, she embraced Nahali, clinging desperately to her as if afraid she would suddenly disappear. 
 
   Nahali held her close as they both wept for joy. “You cannot know the happiness I feel.”
 
   Dina had no idea of how much time had passed before they finally let go of each other and sat back. Dina took a cloth from her pocket and dried her eyes. Nahali did the same. 
 
   “Linis is with you, I hear,” said Nahali. 
 
   Dina nodded. “Yes. And I am certain he will be pleased to see you.”
 
   Nahali smiled. “I would very much love to see him as well. But first I would tell you of what happened to me. I have been in agony all these years, knowing that you thought me dead.”
 
   “Linis told me that he spared you,” said Dina. “But he didn’t know where you had gone. I wanted to look for you but…” 
 
   Her tears returned. “I should have…”
 
   Nahali held up her hand, her eyes full of a mother’s love. “You did what you had to do. Had you sought me out, you would never have found me. That you followed your path has brought you to me, and for that I thank the Creator.” She took a deep breath. “But now I must tell you how I came to be here.”
 
   “Please - tell me everything,” Dina said.
 
   Her mother began. “After Linis spared me, I fled north along the Goodbranch River, hiding among the humans in their towns and villages. I found it easy to deceive them. Your father had told me of the people in the east and their manner of dress, so I wore a scarf to hide my features and told people I was from the desert. Most believed it, and those who doubted me took it as a sign I was hiding from someone. But none suspected the truth. I moved from place to place for a time, but it became more and more difficult to keep going. I had no gold, and was forced to hunt and trap in the wild. I knew my kin would eventually discover me if I didn’t keep close to the towns, so I continued further north, beyond where our people roam. When I neared the mountains I tried to lose myself in the surrounding forests. The game was plentiful and humans seldom ventured too far from their homes, so it was easy to remain hidden. I stayed there for several years. But then, something happened.” Her eyes grew distant.
 
   “What was it, mother?” asked Dina. “What happened?”
 
   “I was called away.” Her voice seemed disconnected, as if she had somehow stepped outside of herself. “I felt an irresistible pull to the east. It was as if I was being called home. I tried to resist, but the more I tried the stronger it became. Finally, I relented and left the mountains. Each step I took seemed familiar, and each day my heart was less burdened. The guilt and loss I felt remained, but I could feel strength renewing my spirit. Eventually, I arrived in the desert.”
 
   She smiled and glanced over her shoulder. “As desolate as it may appear, I could feel life springing forth from the sand. It was like I could almost reach out and touch the Creator.” She laughed softly. “Of course, I had no idea what to do next, so like a fool I wandered off into the deep desert. With one flask of water and three days of food, I was near death in less than a week. If the elves of the desert had not found me, I surely would have died. At first I thought I was dead. I had given up, and laid myself down for a final time on the scorched earth. Then I heard the sound of cheerful elf voices coming to me like a distant echo. They carried me to an oasis where they had camped and nursed me back to health.
 
   “At first I was afraid. I kept asking myself: ‘What if they know of my crimes?’ Foolish perhaps. But I had lived for such a long time in constant fear, and it was difficult to let those feelings go. However, I soon realized that they knew nothing of me, or my kin. These were elves unburdened by the hatred of my people. I have lived among them ever since.”
 
   “So did you tell them why you were there?” asked Dina.
 
   Nahali’s smile was sweet, but her eyes were sad. “No. I told them nothing. I still feared that my kin could discover me. But it did not matter. They asked me nothing, and simply accepted me as one of their own. In fact, it was not until Darshan spoke of you and his story spread that I went to Lyrial and told her my tale in full.” She reached over to touch Dina’s cheek. “And now you are here. My beautiful girl is here.” She smiled and sighed. “I have missed so much of your life. And now that you know what became of me, I would hear all about you.”
 
   Dina related all the details of her life, beginning with her induction into the order of Amon Dähl. While recalling her first encounter with Linis she had to pause and take a deep breath in order to hold back the sobs. When she was finished, she embraced her mother once more. “Did you ever discover what it was that called you here?”
 
   “In a way,” she replied. “There are spectacular wonders in the deep desert. Things that I can scarcely believe exist. I have never been able to completely understand much of what I have seen, but it is clear to me that the hand of the Creator is directly involved. I am certain that is what called me here, and what makes it difficult for me to leave.”
 
   “If you ask it of me,” said Dina. “I will stay here with you.”
 
   Nahali shook her head. “No! It is I who will come with you. My exile is at an end, and I will walk hand in hand with my daughter in the land I once called home. And I will do so proudly.”
 
   “I would like that,” said Dina. 
 
   A wry smile crept over Nahali’s face. “Tell me - how long have you loved Linis?”
 
   Dina blushed, suddenly feeling very much a child. “Almost from the moment I met him. And he seems to love me in return.”
 
   Nahali held her head high. “Naturally. He would be a fool not to.” Her serious countenance softened until she began to laugh. “And he is quite handsome as well, if I remember correctly.”
 
   Dina rocked back and forth with laughter. “I would say I haven’t noticed, but…”
 
   “He will make a fine mate,” said Nahali. “He is noble and strong.” 
 
   “I can bring you to him if you’d like,” offered Dina.
 
   “Tomorrow,” she replied. “Tonight is for us, and I will have you to myself.”
 
   The rest of the evening they talked and laughed as if they had never been parted. Dina fell asleep under the pavilion cradled in her mother’s arms…contented.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 13
 
   Gewey and Kaylia rose just before sunrise and gathered their things. Minnie was already about cleaning the common room, but when Gewey told her that they would be leaving their wagon behind, she scolded him harshly for making his wife walk in the snow. However, after it became evident that he would not be deterred, she insisted they have breakfast and sent them on their way with a small bundle of dried fruit, a wedge of cheese, and one of her few remaining bottles of good wine.
 
   A blanket of new snow covered the ground, which together with the light from the approaching dawn gave the earth a ghostly glow. The wind had stilled, allowing the vapor from their breaths to billow out. Gewey instinctively wrapped his arms around Kaylia.
 
   Kaylia pushed him off, pretending to be irritated. “I am not fragile. And the cold does not bother me.”
 
   Gewey shrugged and stepped away. “Then you are hardier than I.” He looked out at the quiet town. The streets were empty, and thin black smoke issued from the chimneys. “Where is...”
 
   “Felsafell is here,” came the voice of the old hermit from the corner of the inn. He was wrapped in a thick fur blanket. “And even the very old feel the bitter bite of winter’s jaws.” He bounded away, waving for them to follow. “Come now. Many miles and many trials ahead.”
 
   The road was empty as they left town; the only life they saw was a few squirrels and a white hare searching the ground in the bare vineyards. Felsafell barely left a footprint as he went along, and after only a mile burst into song. 
 
    
 
   A measured sand in Creator’s hands,
 
   A river flows where the spirit knows,
 
   A destined cry of fallen sky,
 
   A heaven sent tomorrow
 
   The herald sings of flightless wings,
 
   The time will come when battles won,
 
   Will lay to rest on creation’s chest,
 
   A song that lifts our sorrow.
 
    
 
   “That sounds familiar,” said Gewey.
 
   “An old song it is,” replied Felsafell, his voice still carrying the tune. “Young I was when first I heard it.”
 
   “How old are you?” asked Gewey. “The Book of Souls says your people lived over a hundred-thousand years ago.”
 
   “Immortal yes,” he answered, and twirled on his heels. “And old I am. Death cannot find me, but I can look for death. Though I forget too often. An old mind and a weary heart…oh yes. I forget to seek it.”
 
   “So you wish to die?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “When my journey ends and my work is done,” said Felsafell. “I will be paid what is owed. Rest and reunion will be my reward.”
 
   A sudden realization struck Gewey. “That is what you meant when I saw you in the spirit world after I fought Harlando. You want me to kill you.”
 
   Felsafell burst into merry laughter. “No, oh no. I would not burden your heart with such a thing. When evil is vanquished and your father released, I will seek him out. And he will send me to my brothers and sisters. But first there is much to be done.”
 
   By midday the snow began to fall once more. Gewey responded by using the flow of the air to warm them, and the flow of water to keep them dry.
 
   “A useful skill,” remarked Felsafell. “It is indeed.”
 
   “Why is it your people can’t use the flow?” asked Gewey.
 
   “Why can a deer not fly?” he replied offhandedly. “Why can a snake not walk? The Creator made us, and change we cannot.”
 
   “But the Book describes you very differently than you appear,” countered Gewey. 
 
   Felsafell shrugged. “One can put a dress on a bear, but a bear it remains. It does not transform into a comely maid.”
 
   “I see,” said Gewey, his face twisting into a half-frown. “At least, I think I do.”
 
   Felsafell halted and sniffed the air. “Into the hills we go.” In an instant he left the road and was moving nimbly into the forest.
 
   The snow-covered ground was riddled with hidden roots and shallow holes, making Gewey grateful for his training. Even so, Kaylia still had to catch him several times.
 
   Just before nightfall Felsafell led them to a small clearing, where Gewey used the flow to melt the snow and dry the ground. Soon they had a warm fire and were eating the fruit and cheese Minnie had provided for them.
 
   “Night has come,” said Felsafell, his eyes cast skyward. “Tonight the stars are hidden, but still I know the way. Sleep while you can. Soon I must show you what you must see.”
 
   Gewey and Kaylia covered themselves with a wool blanket and huddled together beside the fire. Within moments they were both fast asleep. Gewey’s dreams held images of Kaylia holding their child in her arms. But instead of delight and joy, his heart was filled with fear and anxiety. Should their enemies gain knowledge of the child, they would certainly try to use it against him. I must defeat the Dark Knight before Kaylia gives birth, he told himself. Whatever the cost! Fear was replaced by unrelenting determination. At that moment he was shaken awake.
 
   Felsafell was kneeling beside him. “Wake now, Child of Heaven. The night will reveal the door. And in you must go.”
 
   Kaylia was already packing away their blankets. She used the flow to create a short blast of air to douse the fire. Smiling at Gewey, she told him: “You are not the only one with useful powers.”
 
   Gewey smiled in return. It still amazed him how much she had learned from Nehrutu and the look of pride and happiness in her eyes warmed his heart. 
 
   Felsafell led them to a narrow trail. Oddly, the snow had not settled on it, leaving the rough, root covered earth exposed. Tiny silver pebbles were scattered about, gleaming and twinkling in spite of the fact that the clouded sky hid the moon from view. As they continued, the air grew warmer to the point of discomfort. The trees, covered with tiny flowers and ripe berries, were as lush and healthy as they would be in spring. The trail dipped and turned several times until ending in front of a tall hill, thick with soft grass. 
 
   Felsafell stopped and turned to Gewey. “You must go forward alone.” 
 
   Kaylia opened her mouth to protest.
 
   “We cannot enter,” said Felsafell, before she could utter a word. “Only one vision will this place reveal at a time, and no more. Alone one must enter, and alone must they see.” He took Kaylia’s hands. “When his is done, you must go alone as well.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Gewey. He looked at the hill closely. “There’s nothing here. It’s just a hill.”
 
   Felsafell looked at him critically, his kindly face turned to a scolding stare. “After what you have seen? The wonders you witnessed…have you learned nothing? I can smell the scent of the sands still on you, where the Creator spilled her blood. And still you think your eyes tell all?” He shook his head.
 
   Gewey nodded and looked at Kaylia. “I’ll be fine,” he said.
 
   He took a few steps forward and the hill immediately faded away. In its place stood a small house built of red cedar. It was about the same size as Felsafell’s home. The scent of lavender and honey filled his nostrils, and the darkness of the night had now turned to bright day. He looked up. There was no sun in the sky, just a never ending blue with wisps of white clouds. The door was ajar, and a warm light from a hearth reflected off the wood. Cautiously, Gewey peered inside. 
 
   A grey stone hearth was directly ahead against the far wall. The rest of the room was bare except for a thick brown rug in the center. Sitting cross-legged atop the rug was a young woman in a tan tunic and trousers; her black hair and smooth, ageless skin soaked in the light to create a faint aura around her body. Gewey felt a strange sensation as he looked at her. Something was not quite right. Her dark eyes twinkled as she met his gaze and smiled.
 
   “Come in,” she said. Her voice was that of a young girl not quite out of her teens. “I have been waiting a very long time for you.”
 
   Gewey took a tentative step forward. “Who are you?”
 
   “You ask who I am,” she replied. “But you really want to know what I am. You are not the first to ask this question, but you are the only one who can puzzle it out.” She giggled girlishly at Gewey’s hesitation. “Don’t worry, it will come to you.”
 
   Gewey took another step forward. As he did so, his feeling of uncertainty increased. “Are you really here?” he asked.
 
   She cocked her head. “A strange question indeed. But the answer is yes. I am no spirit or phantom. I am flesh and blood and here with you now.”
 
   “If you had seen what I have seen then you wouldn’t think my question so strange,” said Gewey. He took another step, followed by another, and another, until he was at the very edge of the rug.
 
   “Then you have already been to the desert,” she replied playfully. “You have been to the temple and ridden the blood of the sands.”
 
   “You have seen these things yourself?” asked Gewey incredulously. 
 
   “I have seen many things,” she replied. “Not as much as the old hermit outside, but much nonetheless.”
 
   Gewey took another pace, but the moment his foot touched the rug a flash of realization swept over him. “Vrykol!” His voice boomed out and his hand shot to the hilt of his sword.
 
   The girl was unflinching. “In a way, yes. I’m known as the Oracle of Manisalia, but I have had many other names. Vrykol is not among those I enjoy.” She leaned back on her elbows. “Do you intend to kill me young godling?”
 
   Gewey was unsure what to do. “How can you be the Oracle?” His voice stammered. 
 
   She shrugged. “I am who I am. Though what I am seems to concern you more. And were I a creation of the betrayer, your worries would be justified. But I am not.” She nodded to the space in front of her. “Sit and take your ease. I promise I will help you to understand.”
 
   Gewey remained still for more than a minute. Finally he moved closer and sat on the rug. “Know that if you attack me, your head will leave your shoulders before you can move an inch.”
 
   Her laughter sounded loud. “A fair deal if ever I heard one. But as I have already said, I have no intention of harming you. I am, as you say, a Vrykol - at least, that’s a crude name for what I am. One used out of fear and misgivings by those we tried to help. I was created long ago by Pósix, goddess of the dawn and light, to do her will on this earth. There were once many others like me, but they have long since been slain.”
 
   “I have heard that the gods once created assassins,” said Gewey. “They were said to be like the creatures the Reborn King has made.”
 
   The Oracle frowned. “We were nothing like that. And we were never assassins.” Her voice was ice. “We were servants - nothing more. I was given the gift of prophecy by Pósix herself to guide humans through hardship. I have never held a sword, let alone taken a life. History has done my kind a great injustice.” Her voice softened. “But that is another tale and matters little.”
 
   “Why are you here?” asked Gewey. His heart wanted to believe her, but he knew better than to be too trusting.
 
   “I was forced to flee,” she replied sadly. “Had I not, I would have been brought to Angrääl and corrupted. This place is known only to myself and the hermit. All others who could find it died many ages ago. Now, it is all but forgotten.”
 
   “Are you to give me a prophecy?” asked Gewey.
 
   She smiled and shook her head. “No. I cannot foretell the future of a god. Your path is hidden from my sight. My duty was to guide the mortal world, though it seems that task is at an end for now. But I can tell you that what you are about to face will not be easy. You have come to test your spirit. And for one such as you, that can be extremely dangerous.”
 
   Gewey looked into her unblinking eyes. “Dangerous how?”
 
   “In a few moments, your soul will be revealed to you,” she replied gravely. “And for the gods to look so deep is…well…a very serious thing.” Her smile returned. “But then you are as much human in your heart as those you are charged with protecting. That would be clear to me even had I no eyes to see.” She sprang to her feet. “But this is no time for chatter. Your friends await your return, and the old hermit would not appreciate it if I kept you overlong.”
 
   As Gewey rose he noticed a narrow wooden door had appeared beside the hearth. “Will you come in with me?”
 
   She shook her head. “I cannot. Only one at a time can enter. The exposed soul of any person is a private affair. Even more so when that person is a god.” She held out her hands. “If it is not too much to ask, I would touch you once. I have spent many years anticipating your arrival, and I would desire that as reward for my patience.”
 
   Gewey thought for a moment, then reached out and took her hands. Instantly, he knew she had told him the truth. He could feel the touch of the gods flowing within her. But unlike the vile taint of the Vrykol, her spirit was not trapped unwillingly.
 
   “I am sorry I doubted you,” whispered Gewey. “This thing you are is…beautiful.”
 
   “Your doubt is understandable, and I thank you for your kind words,” she replied wistfully. Releasing his hands, she danced gracefully to the door. “You should have seen Lee Starfinder when he met me. Poor boy didn’t know what to do. I think it might have been the puppy I had that perplexed him.” She sighed. “I must ask the hermit for another to keep me company.”
 
   This brought a chuckle from Gewey. Suddenly he missed his friend. “Thank you,” he said, bowing low and turning the knob. “And I will ask Felsafell to bring you a new puppy.”
 
   The moment the door swung open, the house disappeared. Before him now was a long stone hallway that vanished into the darkness. His footfalls echoed loudly as he walked, and the dusty stale air dried his throat. He coughed and spat, wishing he had brought a flask. The hall continued on and on until he began to wonder if it had any end at all. He was on the point of turning back when a dim ball of light appeared a few yards ahead. As he drew closer the ball began to pulse slowly and evenly. Then, when he was close enough to reach out and touch it, there was a blinding flash. After a few seconds his sight began to readjust.
 
   He looked around. The hallway had vanished. He was standing atop the first in a series of natural rock pillars, each one large enough to hold a couple of dozen men. He walked to the edge and looked down, but was only able to see for about one hundred feet before a dense fog clouded his vision. The sound of a horse snorting nervously came from behind. Glancing around, he saw a great black steed standing near the lip of a massive cliff face. It stamped and shifted, its powerful neck thrusting its head up and down. 
 
   “Is anyone here?” His voice echoed repeatedly, but there was no reply. He looked back once again at the horse and sighed. 
 
   The next pillar was close enough to jump onto quite easily. What’s more, it seemed to be the only obvious way forward. Taking a deep breath, he allowed his legs to spring into life. All was still and calm as he pushed off the edge and flew through the air. However, just as he was about to land, the pillar he was aiming for vanished and transformed into a smooth black granite courtyard surrounded by a one hundred-foot high sheer wall. In the center of this stood a ten-foot tall white obelisk. At the far end, cut into the living rock, was a stairway leading upwards. A flickering light shone down these steps, throwing shadows to and fro. Gewey looked behind him. The pillars were all gone. In their place was a dense mist, swirling and twisting over a great chasm.
 
   “Hello!” he yelled. Again, all he could hear was the echo of his own voice.
 
   He approached the obelisk and ran his hand over its smooth surface. There was something familiar about this place, but it was like trying to remember a childhood dream - just beyond his grasp. Shaking his head in frustration, he climbed the stairs. At the top he saw before him an immense alcove with polished white marble walls inlayed with gold and precious jewels. Scattered across the smooth floor were pieces of a shattered statue depicting a warrior. Gewey could tell that the figure was once roughly ten feet tall and had stood with outstretched arms.
 
   “This was the resting place of the Sword of Truth,” came a voice to his left. It was like a gentle breeze over crystal wind chimes. He turned, at the same time reaching for his sword.
 
   Standing before him was a woman dressed in pure white silk robes. Her hair was the color of honey, the tiny ringlets falling over her shoulders and down her back. Her slim figure swayed with an unearthly grace, and her ivory skin and azure eyes were perfect in a way that Gewey had never seen before – almost too perfect. Her beauty was so enthralling that he found himself blushing at the sight of her. He had not felt this way since the first time he’d kissed Kaylia.
 
   Finally, he managed to speak. “Who…who are you?” His voice cracked, and his tongue felt dry and swollen.
 
   She smiled warmly. “I am your guide, Darshan. I am here to show you the path.”
 
   “You know me?” he asked.
 
   She laughed a sweet gentle laugh. Gewey laughed in return, even before he realized what he was doing. “Of course I know you,” she said. “I was there at your birth. I stood beside your father when the divine light helped you draw your first breath.”
 
   Gewey’s mind reeled. “Are you my…mother?”
 
   She drew closer. “No, my darling child. I did not have that honor. You know me as Ayliazarah, goddess of fertility and love. But I have had many names.” She scrutinized him for a long moment. “This will not do,” she said softly, closing her eyes briefly.
 
   As if a spell had been broken, Gewey felt his senses returning. Though still lovely beyond compare, she no longer seemed to exceed the realm of mortal beauty.
 
   “What did you do?” asked Gewey. 
 
   “Nothing really,” Ayliazarah replied. “I hid my true nature so that you would not be ensnared.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” His tone became suspicious. “How can you be here? I thought the gods were trapped in heaven.”
 
   “We are.” She stepped forward and took his hand. Her skin was hot to the touch, though softer than the finest silk. “I am as you saw your father - an essence left behind. And like Gerath, I was intended for a specific purpose. I exist as a guide for those who seek to test themselves.”
 
   “Test themselves how?” he asked. 
 
   “To peer into one’s own soul is the ultimate test,” she replied, her voice now serious, though still musical and kind. “And it is a test you must now take. For the world depends on you becoming what you must be. As do those trapped in heaven.” She waved her arm in a slow arc and her form began to fade. “Fear you not. Though you will not see me, I am still here.”
 
   As she disappeared completely from sight, a low rumbling noise began. The ground directly beneath Gewey began to shake violently. He watched as the pieces of the ruined statue crumbled and turned to dust: seconds later a great pillar of fire erupted from its still intact base in the center of the alcove. The heat was enough to drive him back to the edge of the steps.
 
   A deep, thunderous voice came from within the fire. “And now that the gentle liar has gone, you can know why you are really here.”
 
   “What is this?” cried Gewey. Drawing in the flow, he unsheathed his sword. “Who are you?”
 
   “For one so powerful, you know very little,” the voice replied. “Do you not know me? We have spoken before.”
 
   “You!” he hissed furiously. “What do you want?”
 
   Harsh laughter raked at Gewey’s ears. “What does it matter? I have what I want. The war is mine, and so is this world. By the time you return to help your friends, it will all be over. You have lost.”
 
   “You lie!” shouted Gewey. “Be gone or face me now.”
 
   “I am no liar,” he replied scornfully. “It is you and your kind that has lied to the world. Hatred and strife is the result of the sins of the gods. But now it has come to an end. Soon they will all perish. All but you. I offer to spare you and you alone.”
 
   Gewey laughed contemptuously. “You have made this offer before. And as before I tell you this…I will destroy you.”
 
   “You cannot,” he said flatly. “I am beyond you now. You can no longer threaten my reign.”
 
   Gewey sniffed. “If that is so, why spare me?”
 
   “You are special,” he replied. “You are an earth bound god with the spirit of a man. You are far too valuable to waste. In time you will serve me, though it may take a thousand years for you to relent. But what is time to an immortal? I will watch as you rail against the world - and against me. And when you have exhausted your rage I will take you unto my bosom. By then, of course, all that you know and love will have become dust, their spirits drifting eternally in the doldrums of oblivion.”
 
   Gewey sneered. “That is unless I join you now, I suppose. You will save all the people I love from certain death. You are a fool if you think me so easily deceived.”
 
   “It is not I who will save them,” he said. “You will save them on your own. You have the power within you, but you don’t know how to control it. I can teach you the flow of the spirit. With it you can make the people you love immortal.”
 
   “Don’t listen to his lies!” shouted a familiar voice from just behind Gewey. Before he had time to turn, Lee pushed past him, his blade already drawn. 
 
   Gewey almost lost his balance. “Lee!” 
 
   “Get back, Gewey,” roared Lee, his eyes fixed on the fire. “He’s trying to get you to surrender your will.”
 
   Mocking laughter burst forth. “Lee Starfinder. The rash fool I have allowed too long to remain among the living.”
 
   From the heart of the fire a spear shot out, piercing Lee’s chest. He dropped his sword and fell to his knees. Gewey raced to his side.
 
   “Are you real?” Gewey asked desperately. “Or is this a part of the test?”
 
   Lee pulled the spear free and tossed it aside. He looked at Gewey apologetically. “I’m sorry. The Reborn King has corrupted this place. I would never have allowed you to come here, but I couldn’t find you in time.” He slumped down, blood soaking his shirt and spilling onto the marble floor.
 
   Gewey eased his friend onto his back and tried to heal him, but the flow was repelled. Letting out a loud grunt of frustration, he tried again. Again he was pushed back. “I can’t stop the bleeding,” he cried out.
 
   Lee gripped his wrist. “He won’t let you. He wants me dead.”
 
   “You can save him,” This time the Dark Knight’s voice was tender and compassionate. “If you allow me to show you how.”
 
   Gewey reached out and touched Lee’s mind. It felt real. His body was warm and he looked just as he had in Valshara, only more travel worn.
 
   “I always believed in you,” said Lee. His voice was becoming weak and his eyes distant. “You will do what’s right.”
 
   Gewey drew all of the flow he could stand, but it was useless. 
 
   “Time is running out,” The voice of the enemy was only in his mind this time. “Let me in, and we can save him.”
 
   Gewey shook his head furiously. “No!” He drew in the flow of the spirit. The familiar laughter and bells filled the air. He looked down at Lee and could see his spirit rising. He had done this before in the desert - he had saved Aaliyah. But then it was instinctual, and he had no idea how he’d actually achieved it. Even so, he had to try. Summoning up all the resolve he could muster, he tightened his hold on the flow and managed to keep Lee’s spirit within its body. But unlike Aaliyah’s spirit, Lee’s was resisting him. It was trying to force its way out. Gewey held it fast, watching in horror as his friend’s body convulsed and jerked in a gruesome dance. 
 
   “What is happening?” he cried.
 
   “Did you think all souls are the same?” the Dark Knight scoffed. “How different is a half-man from an elf? Do you even know where to begin? Look at him. Look at what you have done.”
 
   Gewey stared in horror as Lee’s skin shriveled and blistered. Huge veins bulged from his face and forehead. Suddenly his eyes popped open. They were black and empty. He let out a blood curdling screech and scrambled to his feet. Gewey tried to hold him, but he was too strong. Lee ran to the far end of the alcove and began tearing at the marble wall with his nails, shaking his head violently. 
 
   “Should I end his suffering?” The Dark Knight sounded as a father teaching a son. “Shall I undo the evil that you have done through your ignorance?”
 
   Gewey couldn’t speak. The sight of his friend and mentor in such hellish torment racked him with guilt. Picking up his sword, he slowly approached Lee. He could feel the fear coming from him. Blood ran down the wall where he had ripped off his fingernails in his madness. 
 
   “I’m sorry my friend,” whispered Gewey. With a single quick stroke he took Lee’s head. The body continued to claw at the wall for a few more seconds before dropping to the floor. Black ooze poured out, pooling at Gewey’s feet. “I reject you,” he shouted. “If this is real, then I have more reason to destroy you. If not…”
 
   A howling wind suddenly rose. The light faded until he was in complete darkness. Though he stood tall, he could not feel the ground beneath him. After a few seconds the wind died and he was alone.
 
   “So it wasn’t real?” asked Gewey. 
 
   “It could be,” echoed the voice of Ayliazarah. “Many things you will face could come to pass. Before you is a road with numerous forks. Your soul is what drives you to your destiny, and that is what you will face. The death of your friend, the corruption of the flow, the temptation to give life - some of these things are real, others could be should you choose to allow it. But beware. This was the doorway. Beyond this place, you will lose yourself. You will forget where you are. You will truly believe that all you see is real.” There was a long pause. “Now you must decide if you are to continue and face the truth of your heart.”
 
   Gewey took a breath, remembering his first visit to the spirit world. Back then he had forgotten where he was for a time. As a result he had very nearly ended up being trapped there forever. And if anything went wrong this time, Kaylia would not be coming to rescue him again. 
 
   “And if I fail?” he asked.
 
   His words were met by silence. 
 
   It was decided. “Very well. I will go on.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 14
 
   The scent of the mint lamb combined wonderfully with the sweet wine in his glass, making Gewey’s mouth water. He picked up the bottle. The label read ‘Vine Run’, prompting him to think of Minnie and her old goat of a husband, Vernin. Taking a sip, he leaned back in his chair, a contented smile on his lips as the warm glow of the fire soothed him. He admired the tapestries and paintings that hung on the walls of the dining room, as well as the plush, blood red Dantory rug. However, it was the crystal encased silver lanterns hanging above the mahogany table that he loved most of all. They were a gift from...? He rubbed his chin and chuckled. He couldn’t remember how he’d acquired them.
 
   The door opened and a young maid entered carrying his plate. The smell of mint filled the room even more strongly, giving everything a wholesome feel. The maid placed his food in front of him and turned to leave. Her red curly hair was tucked neatly under a cloth cap, and the tiny freckles on her nose gave her a girlish quality - not exactly pretty, but cute and sweet.
 
   “Umm!” Her name escaped him. “Thank you ....”
 
   The maid stopped and curtsied, her eyes down. “Frannie, my lord.”
 
   Gewey smiled. “Yes, of course.” How could he have forgotten? “Frannie, do you remember where I bought those lanterns, or perhaps who gave them to me?”
 
   She looked confused. “You did not buy them, my lord. They were here when you arrived. But if I’m not mistaken, the king had this house built for you. Perhaps he would know.”
 
   “Yes,” murmured Gewey. “The king.” He waved his hand dismissively. Frannie curtsied again and scurried out.
 
   Gewey ate his meal and finished the bottle of wine. He looked up again at the lanterns. Why couldn’t he remember about the bloody things? It was maddening. A few minutes later Frannie returned with two other servants to clear the table and pour him a snifter of plum brandy. He sighed with pleasure as it touched his lips. To think he had once hated this stuff.
 
   The door opened again and a man entered. He was dressed in a fine green silk shirt with a ruffled collar, black trousers, and a black satin cape. A thin gold crown rested on his wrinkled brow. Although his frame was bent and he seemed much older than Gewey remembered, he was still able to recognize his visitor as King Lousis. The deep lines on the king’s face and the silver in his hair spoke of a man at the end of his days, rather than the proud and strong leader who had fought the armies of Angrääl. But of course! That had been years ago. Gewey laughed at his own absentmindedness.
 
   He stood and bowed. “Your highness. Welcome.” He offered the old king a chair.
 
   Lousis grunted as he sat. “Thank you, Darshan. These old legs are not as strong as they once were. What I wouldn’t give to be as I was when the Second Great War began.” He chuckled and coughed. “Well…maybe even a bit younger than that.”
 
   Gewey took his seat and poured Lousis a glass of brandy. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”
 
   Lousis raised an eyebrow. “You called me here, Darshan. You asked me to bear witness to the execution.” He looked closely at Gewey. “Surely you have not had a change of heart? That blasted elf tried to kill you.”
 
   The image of an elf standing over his bed with a knife in his hand flashed through Gewey’s mind. He had barely been able to roll away in time and pin his attacker to the ground with the flow. But the elf’s face was clouded, making identification impossible. “No! Of course not,” Gewey said. “Such things cannot be tolerated.”
 
   Lousis looked at him with understanding. “I know he was your friend, and I know you fought together. But he has not been able to accept the peace you have created. He thinks you are a traitor.”
 
   It was then that his memory cleared a little. Linis! It was Linis who had tried to kill him. “He blames me for something to do with Celandine. What happened to her?”
 
   Lousis was taken aback. “Don’t you remember? She was killed during the second assault on Valshara, just as the war was ending.” He shrugged. “It was a confusing time I suppose, and there was so much turmoil.”
 
   The war! It was over? But how…how did it end? How did Linis ever become his enemy?
 
   Gewey lowered his head. Linis’ face appeared in his mind. Hatred and fury blazed in the elf’s eyes as he tried to strike him down. “I’m sorry,” said Gewey. “I’m not myself today. Tell me about the end of the war.”
 
   Lousis straightened. “I beg your pardon? The end of the war? Why?”
 
   Gewey took a deep breath, letting the air out slowly. “As I said, I’m not myself today. I would like to hear the tale, if you would humor me.” He could see the king was unable to refuse. But of course not. Lousis was but a vassal. Darshan was the true authority; that much he knew for sure.
 
   “Well, I guess I should start after you returned from the east,” said Lousis. “We had just learned that the elves from the desert had been destroyed by an Angrääl army as they tried to cross the Goodbranch River. We had already been defeated at Baltria, so the Reborn King had us surrounded.”
 
   Each word Lousis uttered brought a new memory rushing back. But everything was still distant and surreal. “Yes. I recall now. Kaylia…” 
 
   How could he ever have forgotten Kaylia?
 
   “You miss her still, Darshan. I know you do.” Lousis looked as if he were afraid to say her name.
 
   Gewey’s mind was in turmoil. Where was she? A tear fell down his cheek as an inexplicable sadness washed over him.
 
   “I should go,” said Lousis.
 
   “No,” ordered Gewey sharply. “Continue.”
 
   Lousis stiffened and nodded. “As you wish.” He took a large drink of brandy and cleared his throat. “When news of Lord Starfinder’s death came, you went into a rage. Kaylia and Aaliyah tried to stop you, but you rode south to where the Angrääl ships had landed at the Tarvansia Peninsula.” Lousis smiled. “People still sing songs of that day. The High Lady Selena sent men to follow you, but it was over by the time they caught up. You drove thirty thousand soldiers back into the sea, and then burned their ships as they fled. It was said that you flew through the sky casting fire and smoke from above.”
 
   It all started coming back to Gewey - the screams of the men, and the stench of burning flesh. But most of all he remembered his rage. The soldiers had ravaged Lee’s body so terribly that Linis thought it best to cremate him and only bring back the ashes. Gewey looked up at the mantle where the urn still rested. 
 
   “We thought we had bought time,” Lousis continued. “We hoped that such a slaughter would be enough to delay them long enough for us to recover from the defeat at Baltria. But we were wrong. They sailed into our harbor in such vast numbers that even the elf navigators couldn’t stop them.” This time a tear fell from Lousis’ eye. “They massacred us, burned our city, and drove us north.”
 
   Gewey could still hear the sobs of the Althetan children holding onto their slain parents while Angrääl soldiers marched through the streets. Even with all his power, he had been unable to stop them. They were too spread out. The longer he stayed in Althetas, the more people they killed. He remembered weeping as he rode beside Aaliyah and Kaylia when they finally fled the city. He remembered the sorrow he felt from Aaliyah as well. Nehrutu had fallen hours before while trying to save his kin as their ships were sinking into the harbor.
 
   Lousis had stopped talking. Gewey smiled weakly at the old king and filled his glass. “I know this seems odd. But I need to hear it.”
 
   “If it helps you, it is my pleasure,” he replied, taking another sip before continuing. “Our soldiers and the remaining elves fled to the Steppes. What we found was horror. The Reborn King had sent a vast army and killed nearly every living being there. Entire elf villages were gone; burned to the ground. Fearing that Angrääl was waiting for us further north, we tried to turn east, but there was nowhere left to run.
 
   “When the enemy finally caught us we were but forty thousand strong and outnumbered ten to one. Still, with your power on our side, we held on to hope. For three days we fought, and for three days we drove them back. They scrambled to place Vrykol where they could stop you from annihilating them, but each time you broke their hold and shattered the lines. By the fourth day, we thought we had won. The army of the Reborn King was weary and disheartened and their losses were mounting. Then…he came.”
 
   Memories raced through Gewey’s mind like a river flooded by melting snow. The thought of the battle made him shiver. So many dead. So much blood. 
 
   “The Reborn King himself rode onto the battlefield.” Lousis’ hands began to tremble. “It was as if a great storm had rolled in and splintered the world.”
 
   Gewey tried to remember the moment, but it was shrouded in mist. Only the feeling of despair was clear.
 
   “I watched as the bravest and strongest of us fell to their knees and wept.” Lousis drained his glass. “Even I was paralyzed with fear. The great king of Althetas - unable to move. With a wave of his hand, five thousand men died instantly, their bodies bursting into white-hot flames. It was then that you stepped forward to meet him. Darshan faced the Reborn King at last.”
 
   Gewey bowed his head. The fear still gripped him. Only with a great effort was he able to keep his hands steady.
 
   This time it was Lousis who filled Gewey’s glass. “I can still see it as clearly as I see you now. You and the Reborn King, mere feet apart. Two gods at war. I have always wondered what you and he said to each other, though I understand why you never speak of it.” Lousis leaned back and paused. 
 
   “And?” asked Gewey, desperate to know more. 
 
   Lousis shrugged. “And nothing. The war was over. You ordered our surrender and made peace with Angrääl. We were allowed to return to our homes and begin rebuilding our lives.” 
 
   He stared into Gewey’s eyes. “You’re not all right, are you? It’s this business with Linis. But it’s not your fault. He could have gone east to the desert with the rest of the elves instead of choosing rebellion. Remember, it was he who tried to kill you, not the other way around.”
 
   The rest of the story flashed into Gewey’s memory. He had stopped the Reborn King by serving him. The elves, fearing extinction, chose exile to the desert. He had convinced the king to leave them in peace, but some would not accept these terms and felt Gewey had betrayed them. A week after their surrender, agents of Angrääl found a group of those resistant to the peace agreement hiding in Valshara. The Reborn King ordered them all killed. Dina was among them.
 
   He could still see the look in Kaylia’s eyes when she found out that he had done nothing to prevent it. The day she left was utter agony. Aaliyah, he remembered…she was the one who had broken their bond. It was as if his heart had been ripped from his chest. Just thinking about it brought a cold feeling to the pit of his stomach. 
 
   “Kaylia,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Darshan,” said Lousis. “Why are you doing this to yourself? Kaylia has been gone for years. She and that witch Aaliyah.”
 
   Gewey shot Lousis and angry glance. “Aaliyah was no witch.”
 
   Lousis lowered his eyes. “I beg your forgiveness if I offended you. But it was you who swore that you would flay her alive should you ever see her again.”
 
   Gewey rubbed his temple. “No. I am the one who should apologize. I think you’re right. This business with Linis has affected my mind.”
 
   There was a knock at the door. An Althetan guard entered and saluted. “My lords, I have been instructed to tell you that the prisoner awaits sentence in the courtyard.”
 
   Gewey sat motionless, deep in thought. 
 
   “I know this is hard,” said Lousis. “But you must...”
 
   Gewey held up his hand. “Have him brought here. And see to it that his bonds are secure.”
 
   The guard looked unsure. “But, my lord. Ambassador Sialo said...” Gewey’s eyes silenced him at once. “Yes, my lord,” the man said, hurrying from the room.
 
   Lousis sighed. “You know this must be public, don’t you?”
 
   Gewey’s expression was stone. “I will speak with the elf that was once my friend before I end his life.”
 
   King Lousis rose from his seat. He wobbled and gripped the chair with an embarrassed grin. “Too much brandy.”
 
   Gewey got up to take hold of the old king’s arm. It felt thin and frail. “You’ve earned your brandy, your highness.”
 
   Lousis smiled warmly. “Indeed I have.” He opened the door and paused. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
 
   Gewey nodded, his face taut. “So do I.”
 
   He sat back down at the table and waited, staring at his half empty glass. He wasn’t sure why he was doing this, just that something told him he must. A few minutes later four guards entered with the prisoner. He may have been in tattered rags, and his face bruised and swollen, but there was no mistaking Linis. The moment he saw Gewey he tried to jerk free, but even his elf strength was not enough to overcome his tight bonds and four strong men.
 
   Gewey stood up. “Hold him still.” He approached the elf and placed his hands on his battered face, using the flow to heal him.
 
   This only served to increase the fury burning in Linis’ eyes. “You should just kill me, traitor.” His voice oozed hatred. 
 
   Gewey ignored his words. “Leave us.” The guards looked at each other nervously. “He cannot harm me.”
 
   After one more moment of hesitation, they bowed and left.
 
   The second the door closed, Linis charged. But before he had taken more than a couple of steps, Gewey shot a burst of air that threw him back against the wall.
 
   “That is not going to help you,” he said calmly. 
 
   Linis glared, but didn’t move. 
 
   Gewey sat back down. “Please sit.” 
 
   Linis remained defiant. “Why am I here?” he hissed. “What do you think to accomplish?”
 
   “I am trying to understand why you hate me so,” he replied.
 
   Linis spat. “You know very well why. She is dead because of you. My unorem.” Tears welled in his eyes. “My sweet wife. Her body burned and ravaged, all because of you!” His voice raged. “And if that betrayal was not enough, you send my people into exile and ally yourself with the very creature who slaughtered them.” He took a menacing step forward. “There are less than ten thousand of us left. Did you know that? Ten thousand! All because of your cowardice.”
 
   “It is not my fault we lost the war,” Gewey retorted angrily, before regaining his calm. “We would all be dead if I had not accepted the Reborn King’s offer of peace. If the war had continued there wouldn’t even be ten thousand remaining. And I’ve done everything I can to protect the elves. It was I who stopped the king from wiping you from the face of the earth. How is that a betrayal?” He got to his feet. “And there was nothing I could have done to save Dina.” He was unable to look at Linis. He knew that was a lie. 
 
   Linis laughed contemptuously. “You can’t even lie about it properly. The sin is too great - even for the mighty Darshan. And now you will turn a blind eye as your master makes war on the elves across the Abyss.”
 
   He met Linis’ gaze. “There is no such plan. If there were, I would know of it.”
 
   Linis shook his head and gave a wicked smile. “You claim to rule in the name of your master, yet you know nothing? You cannot possibly expect me to believe that.”
 
   “I tell you that I know of no such plan,” said Gewey. “What proof do you have?”
 
   Linis grunted. “None that you would believe.”
 
   “Tell me anyway,” he pressed.
 
   “I captured an Angrääl captain,” said Linis. His face was proud, yet sinister. “I tortured him for a week, and imagined he was you every time he begged for death. The man held out for quite a while actually, but in the end he revealed everything to me. I saw the ships myself there in Baltria’s harbor. They were filled with thousands of Vrykol.”
 
   Gewey tensed. Thousands! If that were true then the Reborn King had broken his word. No more Vrykol were to ever be made…by either of them. So many of the creatures could easily lay waste to the distant elven land. “There is one way for me to know the truth,” he said, cautiously approaching Linis. “Show me.” He closed his eyes and allowed his mind to drift toward his former friend. At first the elf resisted. “Do not make me force you,” said Gewey firmly. Linis eventually relented. 
 
   It took only moments for Gewey to see what he needed to. “It is true!” he exclaimed. Fury began to boil inside him. He turned and strode to the other side of the room. “They will have no warning. It will be a slaughter.”
 
   Linis huffed. “You speak as if you care. Even with this knowledge, you will still do nothing.”
 
   The fury rose. The old sensation he’d once feared, he now willingly embraced. The killing was to end. That was the bargain they’d made. He had sold away his spirit to protect life, and now killing on a scale that made his mind reel was about to happen. 
 
   He spun around and faced Linis. His eyes were ablaze. “How long ago was this?”
 
   “Just before I came here to kill you,” replied Linis. 
 
   Gewey stared at the elf for several minutes, motionless and silent. He then reached in his belt and pulled out a small dagger. Before Linis could react, he crossed the room, spun him around, and cut his bonds. He placed the dagger in Linis’ hands.
 
   Ripping open his shirt, Gewey spread his arms wide. “Then kill me now, or once again fight by my side.”
 
   Linis did not hesitate. He pushed Gewey with all of his strength, sending him sprawling across the table. Even before the falling wine glasses shattered to pieces on the floor, the blade was at Gewey’s throat. Linis pressed the sharp edge into his flesh, sending blood trickling down his neck. For a dangerously long few seconds the elf’s wild eyes reflected his inner turmoil as he battled with conflicting emotions. Then, letting out a primal scream, he slammed the knife into the tabletop and stepped away.
 
   Gewey wiped the blood from his neck while getting to his feet. “I take it you realize you’ll need my help.”
 
   “This changes nothing,” said Linis through his teeth. “I still hold you accountable for Dina’s death. But if you are really willing to help me, my kin must be warned.” He clenched his fists. “I will set aside my vengeance…for now.”
 
   “Good,” said Gewey. “We will warn them, I swear it. We set sail before dusk.” He went to the door and cracked it open. The guards were still outside. “Wait here,” he told Linis. “I need to get you clothes and a weapon.” 
 
   The soldiers snapped to attention as Gewey stepped from the dining room. 
 
   “Escort Ambassador Sialo to his chambers,” he ordered. But the guards didn’t move. He reached out to grab the one nearest to him, but his hand passed through as if the soldier were only mist. He drew back in shock.
 
   The guards faded away into nothing and the world became dark. Suddenly, he remembered everything.
 
   “It wasn’t real,” Gewey said, the words catching in his throat. But it was real…he knew it.
 
   “It was what could come to pass,” came the voice of Ayliazarah. “You saw yourself as you could be. A betrayer of your friends and servant of your greatest foe.”
 
   Gewey fell to his knees. “I would never…” But he knew his words were a lie. “Take me back. I want to go back,” he pleaded. He wanted to hold Kaylia and tell her that he would never allow these things to happen.
 
   “This is who you are,” she said tenderly. “There is no turning back.”
 
   Gewey was struck with dread at the thought of the next trial. Finally, he took a breath and gathered his courage. 
 
   “Then so be it,” he said. “I am ready.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 15
 
     Gewey stared out at the ruined city of Althetas before lowering his head in despair. The fires had long since died, but the scent of burned timbers still caught the breeze as a reminder of its destruction.
 
   “Why Althetas?” asked Linis. 
 
   Gewey looked up. “Why not?” He dismounted. “I can think of nowhere else. Can you?”
 
   Linis shrugged. “I don’t understand why you keep trying. They are all gone. There is nothing left to find here.”
 
   Gewey closed his eyes. “There is at least one more. It was my failure that caused this, and it is my duty to set her free.”
 
   Linis slid from his saddle. “It was no fault of yours. You did what you could.”
 
   “I was weak,” said Gewey. “Weak and afraid. I fled and left the world to its fate.”
 
   “You tried,” countered Linis. “No one else could have done more.”
 
   Gewey reached out with the flow. Nothing. Still he had to go on. “Don’t you understand? I could have saved them all, but I was too much of a coward. That day when I faced him…I could have destroyed him. And if I had, they would still be alive. She would have never…”
 
   Linis grabbed Gewey shoulders and turned him so they faced each other. “What are you talking about? The Reborn King defeated you. I was there. I saw you fight him. He was just too strong.”
 
   “No,” whispered Gewey. “I was too weak. There was a moment when I could have defeated him. But it would have killed us both.” A tear fell down his cheek. “To my shame, I ran away.”
 
   Linis looked at him intensely. “That is not true.”
 
   “I’m afraid it is,” admitted Gewey. “When the moment came, I realized the sacrifice I needed to make and I ran. What you saw was my shame.”
 
   “I refuse...”
 
   “Damn it!” shouted Gewey, jerking free. “Can’t you see? I am to blame for everything. All of it.”
 
   “Why have you never spoken of this before?” asked Linis. His voice was cool and understanding. 
 
   He turned his back. “Because even after all these years, I am still a coward. I feared to lose your friendship. I knew that my shame cost you everything. I was afraid.”
 
   “Tell me what happened,” said Linis. “I will hear it and make my own judgment.”
 
   Gewey’s shoulders sagged. “Very well. It was just after Lee and Jacob were killed during the battle for Althetas. You were still fighting in the Steppes with Dina and Aaliyah.”
 
   The mention of Dina brought a visible reaction from Linis. Gewey rarely spoke her name, and now wished he hadn’t.
 
   “King Lousis had been severely injured, so High Lady Selena took control of the city. We were reeling from the battle and had found out that another Angrääl fleet was on its way. Our defenses were in ruins and our army decimated, so Selena made the decision to abandon the city and retreat to Valshara.”
 
   Linis nodded. “This much I know. We received word after the first assault. We were being forced from the Steppes, so I ordered the elves to withdraw and join you.”
 
   “Yes,” said Gewey. “We hoped you would arrive in time. But as it turned out, it didn’t matter. We defended the passage to Valshara for six days. The bodies were piled so high that our attackers were forced to climb over their own fallen comrades just to enter the fray. For a time it looked as if we had a chance. Then, on the morning of the seventh day, Angrääl pulled back. We prayed that they had given up. But they hadn’t.”
 
   Gewey wiped away the sweat beading on his forehead. His hands trembled.
 
   “Then he rode onto the field. I knew at once who he was. I could feel his mind pressing in on me. I tried to keep him out, but he was relentless. I knew I had to face him. Kaylia tried to stop me, but the Dark Knight’s challenge would not go unanswered.”
 
   Linis nodded. “That was when we arrived. I wanted to charge in, but some unseen force held us at bay.”
 
   “It was him,” said Gewey. “He intended to face me alone and end the war. He knew that if he defeated me, there would be nothing left to stop him.”
 
   Gewey pictured the last moments with Kaylia just before he rode out, her face awash with fear. He could still feel her final embrace and the touch of her lips as she kissed him goodbye.
 
   “I failed her,” His voice was distant and mournful. “I failed everyone. My horse reared and threw me the moment we exited the passage. I remember the Dark Knight’s amusement as his laughter bounced back and forth off the rocks. But even now I can’t see his face, only his armor. It was so black it was like it killed the light, leaving a hole in the world. And his sword…the sword, was gripped tightly in his hand.”
 
   “But I saw the rest,” said Linis. “I saw you fight him. I saw him disarm you. You only ran because there was no other choice. He would have killed you.”
 
   “No,” shot Gewey. “You only saw what your eyes told you. When we fought, there was another war being waged within our spirits. He tried to break me, but I fought back with all my strength. I could feel his power surrounding me and pressing in. For a moment I thought his will would overcome mine, but then I saw his weakness. His desire to destroy me was rooted in his own failures, and it was there that he was exposed. But he was not without defense. If I destroyed his spirit, I knew mine would be destroyed as well. He knew it too and dared me to vanquish him. Welcoming me to join him in oblivion.”
 
   Gewey dropped to his knees. “I hesitated, paralyzed by fear. It struck at my heart like an arrow as I saw the nothingness of where my soul would be sent. So I ran. I abandoned everything and everyone and ran. That is my greatest shame and my unforgivable sin.” He looked up at Linis who was staring at him expressionlessly. “Now you know the depths of my cowardice.”
 
   Linis said nothing for several minutes. Then he stepped forward and offered Gewey his hand. “Come, my friend. Come and receive my forgiveness.”
 
   Gewey looked away. “How can you forgive me? I cannot forgive myself.”
 
   “You were little more than a boy,” Linis replied. “No one should have expected you to save the world on your own. The entire weight of our sins was set upon your shoulders. Had the elves and the humans not been so short sighted and selfish - had their hatred for one another not run so deep - the war would never have fallen for you to win alone. It was never right for us to expect so much.”
 
   “I wish I could believe that,” said Gewey. He took Linis’ hand and allowed the elf to help him up. “All I can do now is right as many wrongs as possible.” 
 
   Gewey had not been back on his feet for more than a second when a flash of recognition struck his mind. He stiffened his back. Unsheathing his sword, he took a step toward the broken gates of Althetas. “She is here,” he said, turning to Linis. “I must do this alone.”
 
   Linis sighed and nodded. “I wish you luck, my friend. I will be waiting.”
 
   Gewey forced a smile before setting off toward the gates. 
 
   As he entered the city he was saddened by the memory of how grand and rich Althetas had once been. Now it was nothing but a burned out pile of rubble littered with the skeletal remains of the dead. Those who had stayed behind after the siege had hoped the armies of Angrääl would spare them, being that they were not soldiers. What they did not know was that the Reborn King had no intention of occupying the city - or any other city. 
 
   Hours later, Gewey was still winding his way through the streets, listening for signs of his quarry. Several times he thought he heard her and reached out with his mind, but could find nothing. He passed by where the manor of King Lousis used to stand. A blackened pit that held the bones of Althetan prisoners was all that remained. He allowed the flow to rage through him and filled it with ruined earth and crumbled rock. 
 
   “Why are you here?” The familiar voice came from behind him.
 
   He spun around and gasped. There she was. Her face was twisted and deformed, her clothes ripped and stained, and her once beautiful hair was a tangled mat. Still, he knew her at once. “Kaylia,” he said.
 
   “I am no longer Kaylia, you fool,” she replied. Her voice gurgled and hissed, and her eyes were black as soot. “She died the day you turned coward.”
 
   “I refuse to believe there is nothing of her left,” said Gewey. His voice was strong, but the sight of his love stabbed at his heart.
 
   Kaylia let out a hideous laugh. “Why would you care? You abandoned her; you left her to be twisted and corrupted by your enemy.” She stepped forward. “What remains of Kaylia knows nothing but hatred for you. Be grateful she cannot speak. You would not want to hear her words.”
 
   He could hardly bear to see what she had become. His tears fell freely. “I am sorry my love. I have come to release you from your torment. Please let me help you.”
 
   This brought on more harsh laughter. “You have not the power. No one has. Not even my master can undo what has been done.” She reached in her belt and drew a rusted dagger. “But you already know this, don’t you?”
 
   Gewey touched her mind, but could feel nothing of Kaylia inside. Only pain and death. “Yes.” His voice was almost inaudible.
 
   “So you have come to take my head,” she mocked. “You think I will be just another Vrykol, easily falling to your blade?”
 
   “No,” said Gewey. “I will not take your head, my love.”
 
   Her face twisted into a dreadful snarl. “Then you have come to die.” She leapt at Gewey, her blade aimed at his throat.
 
   Gewey released a blast of air, throwing her back and flattening her to the ground. Kaylia struggled violently, but he held her down. Then he drew upon the flow of the spirit. Kaylia’s black eyes grew wide with terror. She let out a horrifying scream. Only seconds later, her body began to shrivel and curl. Finally, in a burst of power, her spirit was released.
 
   Gewey let out a tortured wail as he saw her. The light of her soul was tainted and broken. He reached inside, desperately trying to touch the part of her that still remained. It was like sifting through an ocean of filth, but nothing was going to stop him. Eventually he found it - a single point of light. With all his strength he drew it out and separated it from the clinging, corrupted waste. Carefully, he guided the light toward him, striving to envelop it with his own spirit. 
 
   “I must save you,” he cried, even though her light was rapidly fading. Desperately he tried to give her his power. It was useless; she was nearly gone. Her light flickered, but just before it disappeared completely, Gewey finally took her into himself. “Forgive me,” he whispered, weeping uncontrollably.
 
   As the light of her soul faded for the final time, a single word echoed in his mind. 
 
   “Forgiven…”
 
   Gewey glared up at the corrupted spirit swirling in a mass of evil and malice. With uncontrollable rage he struck out at it, clawing and tearing until it was ripped apart and out of sight. His rage now exhausted, his legs wobbled and he dropped to the ground, still weeping.
 
   The light of the day was dwindling quickly. Choking back his tears, he made his way to where Linis was still waiting patiently by the horses. As he approached, everything began to fade into a thin mist. Gewey ran toward his friend, but before he could reach him the world suddenly became black. 
 
   Once again his memories flooded back. This time, his heart felt broken beyond repair.
 
   “Why did you show this to me?” he shouted. “Is this what I am? A coward?”
 
   “Yes,” called the tender voice of Ayliazarah. “We are all cowards in our own way. The part of you that fears death and loss. The part of you that wants to run and hide. All that walk the earth carry this within them. Only you are different. You hold the fate of us all in your hands. The consequences for you are far more severe should you fail to overcome your demons. For you to know yourself is the only real weapon you have.”
 
   “Then these things don’t have to happen?” asked Gewey, wiping his eyes.
 
   “I do not know,” she replied. “Perhaps - perhaps not. The choices of the spirit are fraught with peril. In the end, only you can know which is the right path.” 
 
   Gewey closed his eyes and took a breath. “Then let us continue.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 16
 
   He was at home in Sharpstone; the fire in the hearth gave out a pleasing warmth and its dancing light cheered the room. Kaylia was sitting in the rocking chair that Gewey’s father had made for his mother. Cradled in her arms, he could see an infant wrapped snuggly in a white cotton blanket. The vision warmed his heart, and this time his memory remained. A small boy, no older than three or four, was sitting cross-legged in front of the fire playing with a small wooden horse. His eyes were deep blue and his raven locks shimmered in the light. 
 
   “Kaylia,” Gewey called out, but she did not look up.
 
   “She cannot hear you,” said the voice of Ayliazarah. “Unless you choose.”
 
   “Unless I choose?” Gewey repeated. “Unless I choose what?”
 
   “Unless you choose to stay,” she replied. “This can be your future. In this place your enemies cannot find you. You can live here in peace and happiness. You can raise your children and be with your wife forever.”
 
   “But it wouldn’t be real,” said Gewey. “That’s not really Kaylia, and those aren’t really my children.”
 
   “Of course they are,” she said with a sweet laugh. “Well, in a way. What you see before you is a reflection of your heart’s desire. But should you choose to remain here, Kaylia will be with you, now and for all time.”
 
   “You’re saying I can make it real?” asked Gewey. The sight before him brought more tears, but this time they were tears of joy. “I can have this life?”
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “But there is a cost. If you remain, you can never leave. The door will lock, and as the gods are trapped in heaven, so shall you be trapped here. The world will be left to its fate, and your enemies will be victorious. But you shall live on forever, with your love by your side.”
 
   “But if I leave here and the other visions I’ve seen come true,” countered Gewey, “there will be no hope for the world anyway. I can see my wife and children before me. They are alive and happy. The alternative futures I was shown tell me that the world is no better off with me in it. Why should I not stay?”
 
   “Perhaps you should. But what you have seen has changed what you will do.” Her voice sounded like a swift wind. “You saw your heart, nothing more. The future is always uncertain. You must decide if you will risk all you desire in order to change the future and save the world.”
 
   Kaylia began humming softly to the baby in her arms.
 
   “Where’s daddy?” asked the boy.
 
   Kaylia looked at him and smiled a mother’s smile. “He is on his way, my love. He will be with us soon.” Her eyes drifted to the door. Gewey could see a hint of sadness on her face. 
 
   His heart felt as if it would burst. He wanted so much to stay. More than anything. Here, he could keep them safe. Here, death and sorrow could not touch them.
 
   “So the decision is made?” asked Ayliazarah.
 
   Gewey walked slowly to where his son was sitting and knelt beside him. He reached out his hand, but stopped just before it touched the boy’s face. “It is made,” he said. Rising to his feet, he looked one last time at Kaylia. Her eyes were still fixed on the door. “I cannot stay here.”
 
   Ayliazarah’s form appeared beside him. She touched his hand and smiled. “Then it is time for you to know the rest.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Gewey.
 
   The house faded, to be replaced by the dunes of the deep desert. 
 
   Ayliazarah swept her slender arm in a flowing arc. “This is where you were born. This is where your mother gave you the spark of life. Here is where all life began, and where it must someday end.”
 
   “So you know who my mother is?” His heart pounded.
 
   She laughed and twirled around in an elegant dance. “Of course I do. She is the mother of all. And through her will, all life is given the spark of the divine.”
 
   “You can’t mean...” He couldn’t finish his thought. 
 
   “You, Darshan, are the last of our kind,” She continued to dance, leaping impossibly high and landing without leaving a single footprint in the sand. “The mother gave you a part of her grace.” She stopped abruptly. “And then left us forever.” Her words now boomed and echoed like thunder. “She took Gerath into her infinite majesty, and through that union you were born. The moment you came to be, our connection to the Creator was lost for all time. She sacrificed herself to atone for our sins.”
 
   Gewey couldn’t accept it. It was impossible. “This cannot be. It would mean…it would mean…”
 
   “It means that your birth heralded the end of the Creator.” She turned and looked at Gewey. “Though her power remains, we can no longer hear her voice. It means that should you fail to defeat the betrayer and free the gods, all life will end. He will destroy the world and consign all that lives to eternal oblivion.”
 
   Gewey shook his head wildly. “No! This cannot be! Why would the Creator have done such a thing?”
 
   She approached him and held his face in her hands. “We cannot know her mind, or her motives.”
 
   “But so many have died,” snapped Gewey. “Just because I was born. She could have prevented it. Why didn’t she?”
 
   “I dearly wish I had the answer,” said Ayliazarah. “But even were I not merely a shadow of my true self, I would still be ignorant. But do not despair, for there is hope. Should you fulfill your destiny, our sins will be forgiven and our connection restored - and with it, the grace of her word to be spoken throughout all the lands.”
 
   Gewey looked into her eyes. “What must I do?”
 
   She pulled him close and tenderly kissed his cheek. “You must return and protect those you love.”
 
   “But what if I fail?”
 
   “I have faith in the Creator,” she replied. “And I have faith in you.”
 
   Without thinking, he embraced her. “I am afraid.”
 
   She stroked his hair. “I know. But you will find the courage in your heart.”
 
   Slowly the light around them dimmed until there was nothing but darkness. Then, the scent of honey and lavender returned and he realized that he was back inside the small house. The Oracle was sitting on the rug, grinning up at him.
 
   “It’s over,” he whispered.
 
   “Did you find what you were looking for?” the Oracle asked.
 
   “How long was I gone?” he said, ignoring her question.
 
   “Minutes,” she replied. “At least, from my perspective.”
 
   Gewey’s head was spinning as he tried to understand what had happened. He stumbled toward the door but stopped just as he was reaching for the knob. How could he face Kaylia? How could he tell her what he had seen? How could she love him after she discovered what he had done? He could feel her concern through their bond. She was waiting for his return and was already experiencing his sorrow and remorse. He knew he could not hide it from her.
 
   “Whatever you saw,” said the Oracle. “It was what you needed to see.”
 
   Gewey looked over his shoulder. “I should have stayed,” he said, turning the knob and opening the door.
 
   Kaylia immediately rushed forward and wrapped her arms around his neck, but Gewey pushed her away.
 
   “What is wrong?” she asked. “What happened?”
 
   Gewey knew that he had to tell her. There was no way he could not. 
 
   “Your heart is heavy,” said Felsafell. “Your mind burdened. But your love is a vessel that will help you bear it.”
 
   Gewey lowered his head and closed his eyes. For a full minute he stood in silence. Finally, he looked up and told them what he had experienced. “I beg you to forgive me,” he said after his tale was told.
 
   Kaylia cupped his chin in her hands and kissed him lovingly. “You have saved us, my love. Now you know what is possible. You faced your weakness and still chose to fight. None of what you saw will come to pass - I swear it.” She touched her belly. “Our child will be born in a world free of the perils that threaten to destroy us.”
 
   Gewey nodded and smiled. “Yes. Together we will prevail.” He kissed her long and deeply. “But I beg you not to go in there.”
 
   “She must,” said Felsafell. “As you faced your demons, she must also face hers. But not to fret. Fierce and strong is this one. Oh yes. One more kiss goodbye and in you go.”
 
   As Kaylia approached the door, she paused to look at Felsafell. “Have you ever been inside?”
 
   Felsafell shrugged. “My demons have long ago been vanquished. Nothing for these old eyes to see, oh no. But tell that dear girl in there that the hermit sends his greetings.”
 
   Kaylia smiled and entered the house.
 
   “Are you sure she’ll be alright?” asked Gewey.
 
   Felsafell sat cross-legged on the ground. “An elf carries secrets, but the gods carry the world. She will face what she must face. But her mind is strong and her love without end. She will endure.”
 
   Gewey gathered some twigs and used the flow to start a small fire. He needed to take his mind off Kaylia or he’d drive himself mad. “Are you really as old as the Book of Souls says?” he asked.
 
   Felsafell grinned. “Old I am. The first were my people to walk the earth and see the stars. And now I’m the last.”
 
   “The Book also said that your people warred with each other and nearly destroy the world,” said Gewey. 
 
   “All too true,” he replied. “Madness took immortal minds. Despair reigned. But I cared not for blood and fire. Found this place I did, oh yes. Long I dwelled inside its bosom. From time to time I ventured forth, but again and again my people failed to see reason. But when I emerged at last and forever, the gods had given my brothers and sisters the gift of death. Only our children remained, but madness soon took them as well. But these things you know. The Book of Souls speaks truth, it does.”
 
   Gewey tried to imagine what it must be like to live for so long, but the thought was too much for him to comprehend. He changed the subject. “Do you think I can defeat the Dark Knight?” 
 
   Felsafell held up his hands. “I know not the extent of your power. But you have weapons your enemy has not.” He cocked his head and smiled. “You do not fight alone.”
 
   Gewey asked the old hermit what the world was like before elves and humans came, but his answers were confusing and disjointed, leaving Gewey even more confused. After less than half an hour Kaylia emerged. Her face was grave and Gewey could feel that she was upset.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
   Kaylia nodded. “I am fine.”
 
   He took her hands. “What did you see?”  
 
   “Only what I needed to see,” she replied.
 
   “Do not ask an elf to reveal her secrets,” warned Felsafell lightheartedly. 
 
   Kaylia shook her head smiling. “What I saw was private and had nothing to do with the task at hand.” She kissed Gewey’s cheek. “I will tell you once I have had some time to think. Until then, please allow me to keep my secrets to myself.”
 
   Gewey took her in his arms and hugged her tightly. “Of course. I was just afraid for you. The visions I saw nearly broke my spirit. I hated the idea of you enduring the same.”
 
   Kaylia looked at Felsafell. “The Oracle sends her greetings and reminds you of your promise.”
 
   Felsafell suddenly looked sad and careworn. “I need no reminder.” He turned and looked up at the stars. “Come. My house is not far away. We shall rest in warmth and comfort, at least for a time.”
 
   He led them down the trail and back to the snow covered paths of the Spirit Hills. About an hour before dawn they caught sight of Felsafell’s home. It was just as Gewey remembered, though the thatched roof was in need of repair and the wicker chairs on the front porch were overturned and scattered. Felsafell bounded up to the door and disappeared inside. Before Gewey and Kaylia could catch up, he reappeared in the doorway. 
 
   “Go inside,” he said. “Take your ease. Food we need, and none is left.” With that, the old hermit skipped away and vanished into the forest. 
 
   Inside, Gewey found a cord of wood wrapped neatly beside the hearth and started a fire. The house had the empty feel of being long abandoned - he could see from the scattered clothes and hides on the floor that Felsafell must have left in a hurry. He and Kaylia unwrapped their blankets in front of the fire to enjoy the warmth, though even in the winter and with a damaged roof, the house still managed to keep out the cold rather well. By the time Felsafell returned it was more than cozy, and Gewey could feel an overwhelming desire to sleep. 
 
   “Eyes open,” called Felsafell. In his right hand he held three rabbits, and in his left a handful of wild onions. “Food first, then sleep you can.”
 
   Gewey struggled to his feet and helped to prepare the rabbits. Soon the house was filled with the scent of roasting meat and the sharp smell of wild onions. Kaylia crinkled her nose and walked out onto the porch, saying that the smell was too much for her. Gewey joined her just before it was time to eat. She was gazing into the depths of the forest, still wrapped in her blanket.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked.
 
   Kaylia smiled. “I am fine. Onions never bothered me before, but I suppose being pregnant will have some disadvantages.”
 
   He stood behind her, holding her in his arms. “I imagine we will both need to learn quite a bit.” He kissed the top of her head. “Are you afraid?”
 
   “I would be a fool not to be,” she replied. “But together we will face it.”
 
   Felsafell came outside and handed Kaylia a cup of thick purple liquid. “This should serve you well, my dear.”
 
   Kaylia put the cup to her nose. It smelled like wine turned vinegar. She looked at Felsafell doubtfully, but the old hermit nodded. In a single gulp she drained the cup. Her mouth immediately twisted in disgust.
 
   “It tastes like…” she began. A moment later, a smile crept over her face. “I think I am ready for our food now.”
 
   They sat on the floor to eat while Felsafell rummaged through his pantries and found a bottle of honeyed wine. The rabbit was bland and simple, but Gewey and Kaylia devoured it as if they hadn’t eaten in days. 
 
   “Now that you have learned so much,” said Felsafell as he gathered up the dishes, “What will you do?”
 
   Gewey thought for a moment. “In one of my visions I was able to use the flow of the spirit to separate the soul of a Vrykol from its body.” He couldn’t bring himself to say it was Kaylia’s body he spoke of. “If this is possible, then I have a weapon against Angrääl that they cannot account for.” He looked up at Felsafell. “But to use this power otherwise is too dangerous. I have seen what happens when I try to change people with it.”
 
   “Then restraint you will use,” said Felsafell. “As did your kin. Servants and madness was all they could create. Your choice is wise, yet I fear it may not help you. When pressed to defeat, your heart will grow desperate, and you cannot forget that his armies are vast. Should those you love face death, the temptation will be great to save them.”
 
   “I saved Aaliyah when she was poisoned in the desert,” said Gewey. “But in my vision I was unable to save Lee.”
 
   “Every spirit is different,” explained Felsafell. “If an elf she is, then her spirit is free. Easy to save compared to a half-man. A gift left by the gods for them. A gift from your father and from my kin.”
 
   Gewey could feel fatigue in his mind, and knew that Kaylia was feeling the same. He lay back on his blanket, his arm beneath his head. “Tomorrow I will return to Valshara. After what I witnessed, one thing is certain. The Reborn King intends to bring the hammer down hardest in Althetas, and I should be there to help.”
 
   Kaylia rested beside him, her heart troubled. Gewey pulled her close and listened as Felsafell sang a sweet melody. 
 
   It wasn’t long before sleep took them both.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kaylia awoke at midday and carefully slipped from Gewey’s arms. She looked down at her unorem. His face was tense, constantly twitching from the nightmare she could feel he was wrapped within. She longed to comfort him, but knew she must leave him to rest. Felsafell was sitting at the table humming softly to himself. 
 
   “Back to speak to the Oracle?” he asked, without even looking at her.
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “I was afraid to do so before. But I know now that I must, or be driven mad by what I saw.”
 
   “Afraid to speak?” Felsafell laughed softly. “Dread indeed it must have been. Your fire blazes like the sun, and your courage steadfast as a mountain. What sights and sounds could make you falter I wonder?”
 
   “I am afraid that what I saw could come true.” Her voice was a whisper. “And the fear is too much.”
 
   “Then the Oracle is the one who can help,” he said. “If help can be found. Her eyes see much. More than an old man’s can.”
 
   She walked to the door and looked back at Gewey’s sleeping form. 
 
   “Worry not,” said Felsafell. “He shall sleep far into the day. And you travel swiftly, with knowledge of the way.”
 
   Kaylia left the house and headed back to the path leading to the Oracle. This time the distance seemed much less, as did the depth of the snow. Still, the cold bit hard, and she was grateful for the warmth that surrounded the path. As the house appeared she could see that the door was again ajar, almost as if she was expected. For a moment she considered turning back, but quickly dismissed the thought, angered by her own fear. She silently cursed her weakness before entering. 
 
   The Oracle was still sitting on the rug, sipping on a cup of wine. She smiled at Kaylia and offered her a seat.
 
   “I will speak to you now,” said Kaylia. 
 
   “I thought you might return,” she replied. “Your vision disturbed you, did it not?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “As with anyone, even the young god, what you have seen reveals your heart. You cannot think of it as a window to the future.”
 
   “But it seemed as real as me sitting here now,” Kaylia retorted. 
 
   “In a sense it was,” said the Oracle. “The choices you made were real. The possibilities were real. But you must try to understand that time is not what you imagine it to be, and our lives are not as simple as the result of a single decision.”
 
   Kaylia looked at her, confused. “Then what is this place? If what I witnessed cannot, or should not be, what is the point?”
 
   The Oracle laughed. “The point? I’ve never been sure there is one. This place is as old as the world itself, and served a time and people long since turned to dust. Gewey needed it to see himself and the impact of his choices. You, on the other hand - if I were to guess - I think you saw the sadness he may be faced with, and that is breaking your heart.”
 
   Kaylia lowered her eyes. “I stood at the Temple of the Far Sky and watched him being dragged from this world by the gods. The war was won, our child was born, but he could not stay. The pain I felt through our bond was without measure. He fought to remain with us, but the danger to the world was too great. I have never felt such despair. But that was not what disturbed me most.”
 
   “You knew it was for the best,” said the Oracle, completing Kaylia’s thought.
 
   Kaylia nodded. “And more! I was glad. He had killed so many, and would kill thousands more if he remained. The only thing I could think about was protecting our child…from him.”
 
   The Oracle reached forward and took her hand. “The path you saw was what your heart fears most. You know better than anyone how powerful he is, and will become. Other than the betrayer, he is the most dangerous being that has ever walked the earth. Even more so than the gods themselves. To bring about the end of the world with love and good intent is no better than ending it with fire. You were not given your vision as a punishment, nor to blacken your heart. You were given it so that you may know yourself and to prepare for what may come.”
 
   “But I never thought I would take joy from our separation,” said Kaylia. “Yet I did – I felt joy and relief. I was terrified of him. As I sit here now I can feel his mind within me. It gives me strength. To think that this could be turned to fear is unbearable.” She met the Oracle’s eyes. “It is said that you have the gift of prophecy. What do you see for us?”
 
   The Oracle sighed sadly. “The door to heaven is sealed, and with it the substance of my power. But I can tell you this. You have the power within you to keep your love bound to this earth. You can keep his heart human. What you saw need not be. Many times I have been asked to foresee the destiny of the love between two people, and many times I have given to them words of tragedy. Yet I am faced with the unknown when I look at you and Gewey Stedding. Not because he is a god, and not that he is bound to an elf. When I see the two of you in my mind, I see a strength that only the Creator can fathom. So take courage. For never before have I encountered two people who could reshape the very meaning of the world through love and will alone.” 
 
   Kaylia thought on this for a minute, then stood. Her anxiety was turning to relief and determination, and she was now grateful to have seen her vision. For now she knew it was not a fate set in stone, nor was her heart unable to endure. “I thank you, Oracle.”
 
   She bowed. “Perhaps we shall meet again.”
 
   Kaylia bowed in return and left. 
 
   It was early afternoon when she arrived back at Felsafell’s house, and she could feel that Gewey was still sleeping. Felsafell was sitting on the porch in a wicker chair with eyes closed and a sly grin on his lips.
 
   “You look more at ease,” he said.
 
   “You see with eyes closed?” remarked Kaylia.
 
   “I see more than you can guess,” he replied. “I see that we will not leave these hills without incident.” His eyes popped open. “The Vrykol are near.”
 
   Kaylia spun around, her hand flying to her blade.
 
   Felsafell rose and moved beside her. “They will not attack us here, oh no. They wait. They watch. Tomorrow we face them. Oh yes. To arms we go.” He placed his withered hand on Kaylia’s shoulder. “Worry not. Old Felsafell will keep the watch. Rest and be calm. Join your mate and ease his dreams. Torment is no way to spend your short moment of peace.”
 
   “Can you tell where they are?” asked Kaylia.
 
   Felsafell nodded. “Even the powers that have corrupted my kin cannot hide them from my sight.” He motioned for her to go inside. “Now go. Leave me to worry.”
 
   She took another full minute to scan the forest before finally doing as instructed. Gewey’s face was still twitching from his nightmares, so she lay beside him and called out, bringing him from his terror into her loving embrace. Soon they were both enraptured with the desire they shared.
 
   All else was forgotten - at least for a time.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 17
 
     King Lousis stared out over the expanse of the Western Abyss, half expecting to see enemy ships on the horizon. It had taken him most of the morning to ride from the city gates to the harbor, but he needed to see the blue water and taste the salty air. Two elf ships had been diligently patrolling the waters between Skalhalis and Althetas, but the Abyss was unfathomably massive, and in spite of elf reassurances, he still feared a surprise attack.
 
   Althetas’s own ships were now ready to sail for Baltria. With soldiers already starting to board their vessels, one hundred warships, led by elf power and skill, would soon be bearing down on the enemy. Lousis longed to join them, but his principal duty was to the city - the council had at least convinced him of that. Nehrutu was a capable leader and had been made admiral of the fleet. He had immediately assigned elf seekers to every ship, and through these they were able to communicate without flags or smoke. Lousis smiled at the thought of Angrääl soldiers trying to match their maneuvers. 
 
   Ground preparations had also gone well. Lord Ganflin and other nobles had practically emptied their treasuries in order to strengthen the city’s defenses, and the muster of both elf and human armies was complete. Nearly one-hundred thousand troops were camped near Valshara. It had taken immense resources to keep them supplied, but Ertik had shown himself to be masterful at logistics and organization, so things had run smoothly thus far.
 
   It had been suggested that they send the army south. Winter was sweeping through the lands north and west, and no invasion was generally expected until spring. Lousis, however, was not convinced of this. Knowing that the forces of Angrääl were from a harsh and frozen land, he felt that the comparatively meager snows that fell south of their home were unlikely to be much of an obstacle to them. 
 
   Seeing as how no word had yet come from Theopolou or Mohanisi, there was still concern regarding the elves of the Steppes. But there was little that could be done. If they had failed in their mission, Lousis would know soon enough. In the meantime, the northernmost kingdoms were keeping a watchful eye for any signs of attack.
 
   Lousis’ guard stood at his back. The elf elders, Lord Chiron in particular, had insisted that he double his protection by including elf fighters. The morale of the city hung in the balance. Should the Reborn King send assassins and the Althetan monarch be killed, fear and panic would grip the people like a vise, and that they could ill-afford. This rankled Lousis. He was a warrior and hated being coddled, but in his heart he knew they were right. 
 
   “Your highness,” called the voice of Eftichis.
 
   The elf lord had become a welcome companion during the past few weeks. He seldom spoke of the coming war, or of anything else that would likely cast a shadow over the spirit. Lousis had heard about his fight with Gewey at the Chamber of the Maker, and marveled at his deep sense of honor. 
 
   The king turned to see the elf’s face darkened by worry. “What is it?”
 
   “We have just received word that Angrääl has landed on the Tarvansia Peninsula and is already marching north,” he replied.
 
   A cold chill shot into his stomach. “How many? And how far have they gotten?”
 
   “We think at least sixty-thousand. But there may be more. It is unclear how far they have penetrated. I imagine it will depend on how stiff resistance is.”
 
   “King Victis will not be easily defeated,” said Lousis. He began walking swiftly toward his horse. His guard instantly surrounded him and kept pace. “What of the elf lands to the east?”
 
   “Should they march east they will find it well protected,” said Eftichis. “Even with the bulk of our forces here, we are not undefended. But as of this moment we have not heard anything that suggests their attention is focused on the elves.”
 
   “No,” mused Lousis. “They’ll take the port of Althetas first. Then your people will be unable to stop them.” 
 
   “We cannot sail for Baltria until this attack is dealt with,” said Eftichis. “If we do, we leave the city and harbor undefended.”
 
   King Lousis stopped short. A sly smile crept upon his face. “Yes. Indeed it would.” He continued with renewed vigor and speed.
 
   The moment Lousis and Eftichis reached the manor, the king ordered his generals and admirals to gather in the council chambers. By the time they arrived, he was already poring over maps and charts laid out on the table. 
 
   Lord Chiron and Lady Bellisia were attended by several elf seekers. Lord Maynard Windcomber, Lord Brasley Amnadon and Lord Jeffos Windermere arrived with a few other human commanders, while Nehrutu was accompanied, as always, by Aaliyah. 
 
   “By now you all know that Angrääl has landed on the Tarvansia Peninsula,” announced the king. Everyone nodded. “Conventional wisdom will tell us to keep our ships here and surround the harbor, while we march south from Valshara to meet them.”
 
   “That would be my recommendation,” said Maynard. “If we sail south and they meet us on the open sea, or worse, somehow get by us, Althetas will be defenseless other than the city guard.”
 
   Nehrutu stepped forward. “They would have to sail very far from shore to avoid detection. If we spotted them, the navigators would be able to keep them from landing ahead of us.”
 
   “But neither of you is taking into account the speed in which this attack has come,” countered the king. “It has taken us nearly a month to make ready. They have landed after sailing from Baltria in the same time.” He looked around the room. “They must have departed while we were still fighting the first battle. Given that, we cannot possibly know how many ships may be coming.”
 
   “What do you propose, your highness?” asked Maynard.
 
   “I think the Reborn King intends to crush us here and now,” he explained. “To do so, he must take Althetas. I say we sail our ships out of harm’s way and march fifty thousand soldiers north. Then we allow the enemy to enter the harbor and approach our gates. Once they arrive we close in behind them. The rest of the army will go to Skalhalis in case I’m wrong and they land there instead.”
 
   “But if they see the harbor is empty, they’ll suspect...” Maynard began.
 
   “They won’t,” said Lousis, cutting him off. “We will set a blockade of merchant vessels flying the Althetan banner. Once the Angrääl ships are spotted, the fleet will retreat into the harbor and dock. They’ll think we are fleeing into the imagined safety of the city, frightened by their power. It will take them a full day to march an invasion force to the city gates. By the time they realize they have been duped, they’ll be trapped.”
 
   Nehrutu nodded approvingly. “A sound plan. You keep our fleet out of danger and force them to engage on our terms.”
 
   “But, your highness,” objected Maynard. “You will leave the southern kingdoms without support. Can you not at least send the other half of our army to their aid?”
 
   Lousis grimaced. “No. Not until I know the strength of our enemy and the condition of our southern forces. If they are already defeated, and I’m wrong, I could be sending them to their death for nothing. We will need to be able to meet them with full strength. But if I’m right, this attack on the peninsula is a ruse designed to draw us away from Althetas. If they land in Skalhalis and it is undefended, they will have a foothold in the northern kingdoms.”
 
   “Should we send word to King Victis?” asked Maynard, clearly displeased. 
 
   “No,” said Lousis. His voice was stern and commanding. “We cannot risk the plan being discovered.” He turned to Chiron and Bellisia. “I need your seekers to head south at once and discover the strength and position of Angrääl.”
 
   They nodded in unison. Bellisia gave one of her seeker escorts a quick glance. He bowed and immediately sped away.
 
   “I hope you’re right, your highness,” muttered Maynard.
 
   “As do I,” said Lousis.
 
   They spent the next hour charting where the fleet would lay in wait, after which the meeting adjourned for the commanders to make their preparations. 
 
   “Where will you be?” asked Lord Maynard as they were leaving the chamber.
 
   The king grinned. “Not hiding. I will take command of the guard.”
 
   Maynard scowled, but said nothing.
 
   King Lousis decided to go to the dining hall, but by the time he got there, six more soldiers were surrounding him. All were wearing the colors of Lord Maynard’s personal guard. Lousis protested, but the guards merely apologized and remained anyway. Whatever their commander had told them, it was clearly sufficient to outweigh the king’s displeasure.
 
   It took most of the day to organize the merchant vessels for the decoy. At first some demanded extra gold or tariff exemptions in exchange for the use of their ships, but a short talk with Nehrutu quickly ended the debate. Chiron and Bellisia sent word to the main army and had seekers patrol around the city looking for spies that might give away the plan. By the next morning the fleet was ready to sail and the merchant vessels ready to take up their positions.
 
   King Lousis ventured down to the docks to watch them depart. He was accompanied by his escort, which by now had grown to twenty men and elves. A cold chill ran down his spine as he watched the fleet slowly sail away. Part of him hoped he was wrong. Even if Angrääl fell into his trap, there would still be war inside his beloved city. He would need to allow them to land for the plan to work. That meant death and destruction for his people, not on some distant battleground, but right on their doorsteps.
 
   He thought of King Victis and squeezed his eyes tightly shut. An army of sixty-thousand men was far more than the southern kingdoms could match without aid. He knew that many would die. Villages and towns would be burned, and cities sacked. But if he was right, this was their only hope. If Althetas were to fall, the war would be over. The path west would be clear and Angrääl would have possession of the two largest ports in the world. If that happened, they wouldn’t need to march. They could literally starve out any kingdom that opposed them.
 
   Once the army arrived, Althetas became a beehive of activity. The city walls were reinforced and defenses put in place around the harbor to slow the advance of invading soldiers. The moment everything was ready, Lousis ordered the gates closed and travel south forbidden.
 
   Skalhalis was prepared as well. Although he knew an attack there was indeed possible, Lousis didn’t think it likely. Still, he’d had the elves send seekers to keep watch on the city for signs of enemy scouts, or perhaps even an advance force. 
 
   But a week had now passed without any sign of attack. Lousis was becoming increasingly anxious and spending most of his evenings at the harbor staring out across the Abyss. With no news coming in via messenger bird, and the elf seekers yet to return, he was even beginning to make tentative plans to send forces south. 
 
   On the morning of the eighth day, there was a knock on his chamber door. Lousis donned his robe and rubbed his weary eyes. Lord Maynard entered wearing full armor, his face tight with concern.
 
   “What is it?” croaked Lousis. He grabbed a cup of water from his bedside table to sooth his dry throat.
 
   “You were right,” said Maynard. “Angrääl ships approach from the southwest.”
 
   Lousis felt a wave of adrenaline rush through his aging body. “Are we ready?”
 
   Maynard lowered his eyes. “Your highness…”
 
   “Spit it out!” he commanded.
 
   “Three hundred ships,” he said unsteadily. “At least three hundred ships will land within four hours.”
 
   Lousis swallowed hard. “So many.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. While I live they will not take this city. Check the defenses and man the walls - and have my armor brought to me at once.”
 
   Maynard bowed and hurried out. 
 
   Lousis’ anxiety was now turning to dread. How could they have so many warships? How could Angrääl have mounted such a massive attack from just one port? He could hear orders being shouted from outside his door, together with the pounding of countless heavy boots running through the halls. He pictured the Althetan harbor in his mind, trying to see if he should change their plan of defense. He glanced up at the painting of his father. It stared at him tauntingly.
 
   “Do you think you could have done better?” he shouted.
 
   A young boy came in with Lousis’ armor piled high in his arms, the sheer weight of it making the thin lad stumble. Lousis held back a laugh as he took it from him. Two Althetan soldiers entered a second later. 
 
   He looked at the boy and smiled. The blond youth wore a thick leather tunic stuffed with cotton. It looked far too big on him, and gave him an even more awkward appearance. “What’s your name boy?” he asked.
 
   “Fre... Fredman, your highness,” he replied nervously.
 
   Lousis looked at the guard, his eyes unyielding. “You two wait outside. Young Fredman will help me into my armor.”
 
   The guards slammed their fists to their chest in a salute and left.
 
   “So, lad,” said the king. “Are you afraid?”
 
   Fredman couldn’t bring himself to look the king in the eye. “Yes, your highness. I’m ashamed to say that I am.”
 
   He gave the boy a fatherly grin. “No need to feel ashamed. I’m afraid as well.” 
 
   This time the boy met the king’s eyes, a confused look on his face. 
 
   “What? You think a king can’t be scared?” Lousis continued. “I just heard that three hundred ships are bearing down on my home. Only a great fool wouldn’t fear that. Fear tells us when to fight, boy. It tells us when something is worth fighting for. I fear for the lives of my people, and the well-being of my city.”
 
   “Do you fear for your own life, your highness?” he asked.
 
   Lousis paused for a moment. His eyes grew dark. “I do. But not because I am afraid of death. I fear only that my passing will herald the death of Althetas.” He shook off his sudden melancholy. “But it is the same with any king. We all imagine ourselves to be far more important than we really are.”
 
   “I think you’re very important, your highness,” replied Fredman. “I think the city would fall without you.”
 
   Lousis smiled and walked over to the painting of his father. “Do you know who this is?” 
 
   “I’m not sure, your highness,” he replied. 
 
   Lousis chuckled. “No. I didn’t imagine you would. This is my father. His reign lasted longer than any king in our history. When he died the entire city despaired.” He touched the image with his fingertips. “I was terrified. So much so that I couldn’t properly mourn his death.” He turned to Fredman. “The first week after my coronation there was a massive fire in the merchant quarter. Fifty people died. I didn’t know what to do. My father was gone and I felt as if he had taken the heart of the city with him.”
 
   “What did you do?” asked the boy. 
 
   “I hid,” said Lousis, with a laugh. “I hid in this very room, staring at my father’s image. I begged the gods to bring him back to save me.”
 
   “What happened?” asked Fredman. It was clear he was having a hard time imagining the ageing king hiding in his bedchamber.
 
   “Eventually I was called out to speak to the people,” he answered. “So I put on my bravest face and went down to the merchant quarter. I can still remember how scared I was. I just knew they were going to blame me for this disaster. I knew they would say it happened because my father was gone. But they didn’t. I climbed atop one of the few buildings that had escaped the flames and looked out on the devastation, then down at the faces of the people. They were looking to me for solace and hope. Not my father - me. In that moment I came to understand that the soul of the kingdom was inside of me, just as it had been in my father before, and his father before him. I fear that the city cannot survive without me because Althetas lives in my heart. With every single beat, it is forever here.”
 
   He placed a hand over his chest to emphasize his point before allowing Fredman to place the shining breastplate over his head. “And I’ll do anything to keep that heart alive,” he concluded.
 
   With his armor donned, he dismissed the boy and called for his guard. An elf warrior entered wearing shining black leather armor with a white lily painted on its breast.
 
   “We will see to the docks and then go to the command center,” Lousis announced. Grabbing his sword from where it hung on the wall, he attached it to his belt.
 
   When they arrived at the docks he could see the sails of the massive Angrääl fleet stretching across the horizon. Their own merchant fleet was already docking and disembarking. Lousis chuckled to himself. The plan had been to let the enemy think they were afraid of their might. Well, at least that part of the trap was no longer a ruse. Troops scurried about taking up their positions; the barking orders of their commanders sounding like an obscene melody. 
 
   “We must leave, your highness,” said one of the guards. 
 
   Lousis took one last look before turning away and riding back to the city. The command center was near to the city’s main gate. It was well defended, and even if Angrääl troops circled around they would be hard pressed to breach the walls or batter the gate down.
 
   A large pavilion had been erected, in the middle of which was a round table with a map spread out on it. Standing alongside the table, Lord Chiron and Lady Bellisia were talking quietly with Lord Maynard. Aside from these three, plus a few soldiers and runners, the pavilion was empty. Most of the commanders were with their men. Everyone bowed as the king approached.
 
   “All is ready, your highness,” announced Maynard.
 
   Lousis couldn’t help but admire the old general. He knew he had family in the southern lands and desperately wanted to go to their aid, but never once had he mentioned them to the king.
 
   “Then there is nothing for us to do but wait,” said Lousis.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 18
 
     Nehrutu ran silently through the forest with Aaliyah at his side and an army of elves at his back. The flow raged through him like a torrent, illuminating the night and making clear every detail of the trees and brush. Even though they were still five miles away from the city walls, he could already see the sky glowing red from flames. He hoped that Angrääl had not breached the gates, but as they drew closer, his hopes diminished. 
 
   The humans were still several miles behind. Even without their heavier armor they would never have been able to keep up. Not that it mattered. The road from the harbor, though wide and well constructed, could not have accommodated their entire force at once. As it was, the fifteen thousand elves he had with him would be forced into a bottleneck. Speed was their only ally, and if the enemy were already inside the walls it would certainly complicate matters.
 
   He listened to the hushed footfalls of his kin, impressed by their dexterity, especially as this was achieved without the aid of the flow. He knew how fierce they were in combat and allowed himself a smile. Whatever they were about to face, they would certainly triumph.
 
   The light from the flames grew brighter as they neared the city, and sounds of clashing steel could clearly be heard over the roar of a thousand battle cries. Nehrutu reached out for signs of Vrykol, but to his great relief could find none. Pulling his blade free, he let out a primal yell. His brethren answered, their voices piercing the air like a thousand silver trumpets.
 
   When they finally emerged from the woods and ran onto the harbor road they were only half a mile away from the city. From here, Nehrutu could see that the massive gates had indeed been shattered, also that flames were rising from the market quarter just inside the walls. Angrääl soldiers were still pouring in through the broken gates, while Althetan archers positioned on the high walls above continued to rain down arrows. But this line of defense could not last for much longer. The archers would soon be forced back once the enemy reached the guard tower steps that would allow them access to the ramparts.
 
   The elves struck before the Angrääl soldiers even knew they were there, ripping into their flank and causing sheer terror as they hacked their enemy to pieces with cruel steel. Nehrutu and Aaliyah let flames erupt into the soldiers nearest to the gates, scattering them like ants. From atop the wall, cheers rang out and the archers instantly redoubled their assault. 
 
   The elf attack penetrated deep, forcing the soldiers back. Even so, Nehrutu knew that once the enemy had recovered from the surprise, his fighters would be outnumbered by at least three to one. From the corner of his eye he saw Aaliyah slicing through two men in rapid succession, then sending a ball of flame into the center line. Again and again he pushed forward, killing at least a dozen soldiers with fire and steel. But the Angrääl commanders were now organizing their men much better. Soon the advance was halted and Nehrutu was faced with an impassable wall of shields and spears. One by one the elves began to fall.
 
   In a massive counter attack, the Angrääl soldiers suddenly surged forward. These troops were unlike any of those they had encountered near Skalhalis. With eyes bulging unnaturally large and crazed, they bellowed out their frenzied battle cries like men possessed. Several times Nehrutu was only just able to avoid being impaled. His heart then gave an almighty jump as he glanced over to see blood pouring down Aaliyah’s right shoulder. He cut down three men while maneuvering himself toward her. 
 
   “Pull back,” he shouted, both aloud, and through their bond. 
 
   She ignored him, instead casting another fireball directly ahead, igniting wood and flesh. Nehrutu looked to the walls. The Althetan archers were gone. “Pull back now,” he repeated, this time even more forcefully. She glared at him, still unwilling to respond. There was nothing else for it. He moved in front of Aaliyah and forcibly pushed her away from the lines. “The archers have fled,” he told her. “We must protect our kin.”
 
   Just as the words came from his mouth he spotted Angrääl bowmen taking up positions on the ramparts. Aaliyah saw them too. She nodded and retreated to the rear where elf bows were already bent and ready. The thwack of a hundred bowstrings sounded, sending white fletched elf arrows streaking through the air. Bodies dropped from the walls, screaming on the way down. The return volleys were deflected by a tempest sent skyward by Aaliyah and Nehrutu. An instant later it was calm again as the elf archers let loose another round of certain death.
 
   In spite of this success, they were still being forced back as the Angrääl soldiers gained more momentum. After half an hour Nehrutu feared they might be forced into full retreat, but then he heard the clamor of steel and heavy boots coming from behind. He looked around. The humans had run far more swiftly than he would ever have thought possible.
 
   The human reinforcements charged in, engaging the enemy with unparalleled fury and skill. Nehrutu knew that most of the men were from Althetas. The sight of invaders at their shattered gates and their beloved city in flames was clearly giving them unnatural strength and determination. Within minutes they had regained lost ground and turned the tide of the battle. Nehrutu suddenly felt a deep kinship with all those who lived within the city walls. He imagined what he might feel should it be his land that was being invaded. 
 
   Angrääl had apparently run out of archers and the ramparts were now clear. He ran to the left flank and ordered it to pull back. One of the human captains scowled when he heard this.
 
   “We have them,” the captain protested. “Why leave them an avenue for escape?”
 
   “To save lives,” Nehrutu replied forcefully. “Never corner a wild beast. They fight twice as hard. And I will not sacrifice lives unless I must. Let them retreat to their ships.”
 
   The captain grumbled briefly, then saluted. “As you say.” He raced off to spread the word.
 
   Nehrutu understood the captain’s feelings. The light from the fires on the other side of the wall was becoming ever brighter. To watch one’s home burn must be agonizingly hard to bear. 
 
   He joined Aaliyah and ushered her further to the rear, well behind the archers who were still showering the enemy with arrows. From here, he ordered an area set up for the wounded.
 
   “Our skills in battle are no longer needed. We should attend the wounded,” he said. Much of his strength was now drained. Aaliyah’s eyes however, still blazed with the heat of battle. Never before had he seen her so fierce. It reminded him of Kaylia when they had first arrived on these shores. He wondered if Aaliyah’s connection to Gewey had anything to do with this change.
 
   Soon the wounded were being carried to an area a few hundred feet back from the rear lines. Ignoring the still fevered battle, they set about their work.
 
   “We have done this far too often,” remarked Nehrutu. 
 
   Aaliyah was tending an elf who had been run through by an Angrääl spear. She looked up with a fragile smile, her warrior’s face now replaced by that of a concerned parent. “This is only the beginning.”
 
   Another hour had passed when a young Althetan soldier ran up, jubilant. “My lord. They are retreating.”
 
   Nehrutu nodded, unable to smile. “As soon as you are able, send word of our situation to King Lousis.”
 
   The soldier bowed and sped off. 
 
   Nehrutu glanced up at the walls of Althetas. Indeed the enemy was in retreat. The fires behind the walls made it easy to see. Dozens of elf and human healers had come to help, but more were still needed. 
 
   He closed his eyes and thought of home, wondering if he would ever see it again.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 19
 
   King Lousis paced back and forth under the pavilion. He desperately wanted to be somewhere - anywhere but where he actually was. He glanced across at Lord Chiron, who just grinned with amusement. Striding over to a small table, he grabbed a bottle of wine and lifted it to his mouth. Something then caused him to hesitate. Letting out a curse, he replaced the bottle without having taken a drink.
 
   “I do not think a small measure of wine will addle your senses,” remarked Chiron. “In fact, it might do you some good.”
 
   Lousis didn’t bother to look up. “I can’t abide this waiting.”
 
   Chiron laughed. “Frankly, I could wait forever. If it takes our enemy a hundred years to arrive, it is still too soon for my taste. I have seen more than a full measure of war during my life and am in no hurry to see more.”
 
   Bellisia placed her hand on Chiron’s shoulder. “Perhaps you could be a little less…jovial.”
 
   Chiron chuckled. “My lady, since the moment Gewey told us what is written in the Book of Souls, I have had to look at life from a different perspective. And for my part, I will keep my spirits as high as my heart allows.”
 
   Bellisia looked at him crossly. “You should still be considerate.”
 
   “No,” Lousis interjected. “He’s right. Our hearts cannot be filled with darkness. That alone can defeat us.” He reopened the bottle and this time took a long drink. “We have had one triumph, and now we will have another.”
 
   Chiron stepped forward and took the bottle. Bellisia did the same, albeit without the mirthful grin of Chiron. Maynard, who was standing in the far corner, grumbled at first, then shouted for more wine. For the next few hours until dusk, runners continued to bring news that all was prepared. Lousis stared blankly at the map of the city, wishing there was more he could do. But there was not. All that could be done, had already been done.
 
   Lousis tensed as he saw a messenger approaching with a fearful look. He handed the king a small piece of parchment.
 
   “It has begun,” muttered Lousis. He felt almost relieved.
 
   For the next two hours King Lousis and Lord Maynard received report after report of the enemy’s assault. Mostly they were doing nothing more than firing arrows over the wall from behind large wooden shields. 
 
   “Something tells me that they will unleash their real intentions soon, your highness,” said Maynard. “For certain they did not send so many just to shoot arrows at us from afar.”
 
   His words were proved correct. A few seconds later a messenger arrived, pale and out of breath. “They’ve battered down the city gate,” he gasped.
 
   Lousis and Maynard exchanged shocked glances.
 
   “That should have taken them hours, if not days!” Lousis exclaimed. “How did this happen?”
 
   “They rolled up a battering ram,” the messenger explained, fear in his voice. “One like I’ve never seen. The end was wrapped in white sackcloth…” He paused. “One strike. That’s all it took. Just one strike before the gates burst into splinters and flames. The force instantly killed twenty men standing close by inside. It ripped them apart as if they were made of silk.”
 
   Lousis tried to picture the scene in his mind. “Are we holding the market?”
 
   The messenger shook his head. “We have pulled back just beyond and are holding them away from the merchant and tavern districts.”
 
   Chiron touched Lousis’ shoulder and pointed in the direction of the west gate. They could see the red glow of flames and thick black smoke rising. At that moment his guard surrounded the pavilion.
 
   “If they are within the walls,” said Chiron, “we may be forced to flee.”
 
   “No!” shouted Lousis. “Nehrutu will still come. We will not lose Althetas!”
 
   Reports of the enemy advance continued to pour in throughout the next hour. After the death of two guard captains, Lord Maynard left them to take direct control of the defense, while Chiron and Bellisia began treating the wounded that were being laid down around the pavilion.
 
   It was nearing midnight when Maynard returned to the pavilion, his face covered in soot and his armor spattered with blood. He cursed and spat. “The devils are burning everything. Half the city is in flames.”
 
   “Any sign of Nehrutu?” asked Lousis.
 
   “We are cut off from the west gate,” explained Maynard. “There is a company of bowman barricaded within the guard tower, but we can’t get to them. If reinforcements have arrived, there is no way to know. We’ll have to wait for them to break through.”
 
   A sweat-soaked soldier ran up and saluted. “The enemy is pushing toward your manor, your highness.”
 
   Lousis’ hand instantly shot to the hilt of his sword. Maynard tried to step in front of him, but the king was having none of it. Pushing the commander aside, he set off at a run toward his home. His guards immediately chased after him. 
 
   “Bloody hell,” grumbled Maynard, following on with Chiron and Bellisia beside him.
 
   Smoke filled the streets, stinging Lousis’ eyes and burning his throat. He knew he should have stayed at the command center, but the thought of invaders in his home - his father’s home - was more than he could bear. As the manor came into sight he let out a loud sigh of relief. Beyond the gates, several hundred Althetan soldiers had formed a protective ring around the building. On seeing their king, their cheers erupted and swords rattled against shields. 
 
   “This is foolish, your highness,” said Maynard, finally catching up. “You would risk your life for bricks and mortar?”
 
   Lousis fixed his eyes on Maynard’s. “It is far more than just bricks and mortar. It is my home, and the home of every king that will rule after me. Our history lives inside those walls, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let anyone destroy it.”
 
   The sounds of battle continued to echo throughout the streets, as if the city itself was crying out in agony for each moment the invaders trespassed within its walls. The king’s guard pushed their way through the lines, escorting Lousis to the rear. 
 
   An Althetan captain made his way to Lousis and bowed low. “We are honored to have you with us, your highness, but if the enemy attacks in force we may not be able to protect you. Perhaps it would be best if...”
 
   “Who ordered the king’s manor protected?” asked Lousis.
 
   The captain looked confused. “Ordered? No one.”
 
   “Then why are you here?” asked the king, at the same time looking to Maynard. 
 
   The captain’s face showed pride and resolve. “This scum may burn the rest of the city to rubble. But they’ll not touch the king’s manor. As long as it stands, the city will live on.”
 
   “You see, Lord Maynard?” jeered Lousis. “It’s not just bricks and mortar.”
 
   Maynard grunted. “You do realize, your highness, that the manor gate and fence was not designed to hold off an attack.”
 
   “If it slows them even a bit, it will help,” countered Lousis.
 
   Half an hour passed. The glow from the burning buildings drew ever closer and brighter until the flagstone street directly beyond the manor fence was reflecting vivid orange. Shadowy figures could be seen running back and forth between the large houses that surrounded them.
 
   “Can you tell if they are ours?” Lousis asked Bellisia and Chiron. 
 
   Both shook their heads. 
 
   They could hear the thunder of boots drawing ominously closer. The glint of blades and armor then appeared from behind the houses. Moments later, hundreds of Angrääl soldiers charged toward them, their battle cries heralding their madness and fury. Dozens of shields crashed into the wrought iron fence, and just as Maynard had predicted, it gave way almost immediately before being trampled completely flat by enemy boots.
 
   Lousis shouted a challenge. In response, his soldiers raced to meet the enemy, their fevered cries ringing with blood lust. Shields collided with ear splitting cracks, and for a moment both sides came to a thudding halt. Gradually though, the overwhelming numbers of Angrääl began to inch the king’s men back toward the manor walls.  Swords sought flesh from behind shields, and men on both side screamed in agony as the blades found their mark. 
 
   Lousis tried to move forward, but Bellisia placed herself between him and the fray, pushing him back. 
 
   “If we fail, go inside,” she ordered. Without waiting for a response, she leapt to her left to help hold the flank.
 
   Angrääl soldiers were now beginning to break through a few at a time. Half of the Althetan defenders had fallen as more and more enemy reinforcements came in from the streets. Lousis looked over his shoulder. The door to his beloved home was only a few yards away. A few feet in front of him, Bellisia, Chiron and Maynard were fighting fiercely to hold off more than a dozen men. Even though his guard was now all but destroyed, those few remaining were still trying desperately to surround him. Just then, he heard an anguished cry and saw Maynard clutching at a sword that had pierced his gullet. 
 
   “No!” shouted Lousis. Without hesitation, he went running over. With a single swing of his sword he hacked off the arm of his friend’s killer.
 
   Blind rage was engulfing him. Again and again his sword lashed out as he pushed his way to the front. The voices of protest from his men became nothing more than a distant echo. Pain shot through his arm as his armor was laid open. Yet another blow knocked the helmet from his head. Still he was undaunted, and three more men fell to his fury. Another enemy sword found the flesh of his left thigh, but the blood running down his leg only fueled his anger. Chiron and Bellisia appeared by his side, their eyes glowing red from the nearby flames. Lousis allowed himself a slight smile, then struck off the head of an Angrääl axeman.
 
   All but about twenty of the Althetans were now slain, including Lousis’ entire guard. This harsh reality gradually stifled his anger and quieted his madness. His sudden rage had surprised the enemy, forcing them to give ground. But he knew this could not last. Within moments he and the others would all be dead. He braced himself to die like a true king in the final onslaught. 
 
   A trumpet sounded three times, its call instantly turning the heads of the Angrääl soldiers. For a moment there was silence. The trumpet sounded again, reinforcing its message. The king watched in utter amazement as the soldiers first of all drew slowly back, then, as they passed over the fallen fence, turned and fled.
 
   Without pausing any longer to wonder at this development, Lousis rushed straight over to Maynard’s fallen body and knelt beside him. His eyes were barely open, and blood trickled from the corners of his mouth, staining his beard. The Angrääl blade still protruded from his belly. Seizing hold of the hilt, Lousis pulled it free. Maynard cried out in pain.
 
   “My friend,” said Lousis softly.
 
   Maynard looked up at the old king and smiled weakly. “My king. You were magnificent. I am honored to have seen you fight so bravely before I die.”
 
   Bellisia and Chiron stood over them, their faces grave.
 
   “Save him,” begged Lousis.
 
   Removing the staff Gewey had given to her from her back, Bellisia knelt and placed it over Maynard’s wound. For several minutes she was motionless, her eyes shut. “I can do nothing,” she finally said. “He has lost too much blood. I am sorry.” 
 
   Lousis leapt up and grabbed one of his remaining soldiers. “Send for my physician. She is near the pavilion. Run as fast as your legs can carry you. Tell her she must hurry.”
 
   With a short nod, the soldier bolted off.
 
   Bellisia reached out and touched Lousis’ shoulder. “She will not arrive in time,” she whispered. “And there is no human medicine that can help him now.”
 
   Tears welled in the king’s eyes as he lowered his head. “I must try.” He sat beside Maynard and rested the man’s head on his lap. 
 
   “I am ready,” said Maynard. His voice was distant and strained. “I have served enough.” He grasped hold of the king’s hand, his breaths now coming in labored gasps. “Please…let an old soldier rest.”
 
   Choking back his sobs, Lousis nodded, squeezing Maynard’s hand until it finally went limp. Reaching down, he gently closed the general’s dead eyes. “Goodbye, my old friend.”
 
   Lousis wiped his eyes, stood up, and gathered his remaining soldiers. “See that Lord Maynard’s body is taken inside the manor and cleaned,” he ordered two of them.
 
   He then turned to Bellisia and Chiron, who were already tending to the wounded. “When my physician arrives, have her assist you. I’m going to find out why we are still alive.”
 
   Lousis led the remainder of his men beyond the grounds and into the street. Cautiously, they followed the route along which the enemy had retreated. Some of the houses close to the manor were aflame. Clearly, Angrääl intended to leave nothing untouched. 
 
   They made their way to the edge of the garden district and halted in the shadows. The streets leading to the market were jammed full with Angrääl soldiers, their massive numbers impeding their hasty progress.
 
   “They’re fleeing, your highness,” shouted one of his men with a combination of relief and confusion.
 
   “Perhaps,” said Lousis. “Or perhaps our reinforcements have arrived and they go to the greater fight.”
 
   They watched for a few more minutes before heading off in the direction of the pavilion. Everywhere they passed, the city seemed to be full of burning buildings and weeping people. The dead and dying littered every avenue, many of them calling out for help with their final breaths. 
 
   On arriving at the command center, Lousis could see several captains and commanders already gathered. Among them was Lord Brasley Amnadon. The king had hoped to see Eftichis there as well, and immediately became concerned by his absence. Everyone saluted and bowed as he entered.
 
   “The enemy is in retreat,” announced Amnadon. His eyes were weary and his face smeared with blood. “I believe that Nehrutu has arrived. It is the only thing that can explain their pulling back. A few more hours and the city would have been all but lost.”
 
   “How many have died?” asked Lousis, not really wanting to hear the answer.
 
   “I don’t know, your highness,” he replied. “At least half the guard I would guess. But we made them pay. They lost far more than we. Had they not been able to smash the city gates so quickly...” His eyes burned. “I thought that only the elves and Darshan could achieve such a thing.”
 
   “If the description I heard was accurate,” said Lousis, “I don’t think it was caused by the same power as they possess. More likely it was some new weapon.”
 
   Lousis spotted the runner he had sent out to the west gate returning. He slid to a halt, out of breath. “Nehrutu has arrived your highness.”
 
   Lousis squeezed the boy’s arm in acknowledgement, then walked to the map. “Where are the rest of the men?”
 
   “When the enemy began to retreat I pulled them back to the southeast, near to the grain storehouses,” replied Amnadon. “We were in no condition to give pursuit.”
 
   “And what is their condition now?” he asked sternly.
 
   “They can resume the fight if you so command,” he replied, though with a hint of uncertainty. 
 
   “Then have them attack at once,” Lousis ordered. “We will not lick our wounds while Nehrutu still fights.” He looked over all his commanders. “Gather your courage. Lord Maynard is slain. Let his name be our battle cry as we chase Angrääl back to the pits of hell.”
 
   The news of Maynard’s death caused everyone to stir. Tears filled nearly every eye. Faces twisted in anger and sorrow. 
 
   Drawing his sword, Amnadon called out at the top of his voice. 
 
   “Maynard!” 
 
   His cry was taken up by all. Still chanting their dead general’s name, they stalked into the city to take their revenge. Lousis smiled inwardly at the honor and bravery of his people. But he could feel the pains seeping into his muscles, and his legs were growing heavier with every passing minute. Dragging himself over to a chair, he sat down hard and let out a long weary sigh. His head was swimming, and for a moment his vision blurred.
 
   “Are you all right, your highness?” asked a nearby soldier.
 
   Lousis forced a smile. There was no guard smothering him now, he noticed. With a heavy grunt, he pushed himself up to his feet. “Find some wine and drink with me,” he told the soldier. His legs wobbled, causing him to drop back down into the chair. “I am old and haven’t fought so hard in many years.” As the soldier ran off, Lousis caught a fresh scent of the flames engulfing his beloved city. He let out a mighty roar of anger.
 
   The soldier returned with the wine and they sat together briefly, drinking to the memory of those who had died. The cool liquid soothed Lousis’ throat and warmed his belly. He wondered if peace was now within reach, or whether his life would be forever plagued by war. After dismissing the soldier, he shouted for another bottle. He no longer cared to keep his wits. The taste of the wine helped to ease his mind a little, though it did nothing for the heaviness in his heart.
 
   “They are retreating to their ships,” came a voice.
 
   At first Lousis didn’t respond. He drained the bottle he was holding and tossed it to the ground alongside the three others already discarded. 
 
   “Your highness.”
 
   This time he looked up. It was Eftichis. Lousis smiled, his spirits lifted. “I feared you dead.”
 
    “Many times this night I nearly was,” he replied.
 
   Lousis looked around and wondered how long he had been sitting there. He held out his hand and Eftichis helped him to his feet. “My city burns.”
 
   “We will put out the flames,” said the elf. “And we will rebuild your city. Do not despair. We have cast out the enemy and wounded them deeply. Though many have died, we are victorious.” He noticed the king’s unsteady legs and the wounds he’d sustained in battle. “Why have you not been treated?” Before Lousis could respond he raced off. A few minutes later he returned with Lady Bellisia. 
 
   Lousis had all but forgotten his injuries. Bellisia cleaned his wounds, using the flow to make certain the bleeding had stopped. 
 
   “You are very fortunate Nehrutu taught me this skill,” she said, noticing the empty wine bottles. “Wine thins the blood. You could have bled to death.”
 
   Lousis chuckled. “My time has not come just yet. I still have work ahead. I will see my city rebuilt and the war won. Only then will I allow myself the long sleep and join my forefathers.”
 
   “You need rest, your highness,” said Eftichis. “At least for a short while. You cannot continue as you are.”
 
   Lousis wanted to protest, but his voice abandoned him. Slowly he lowered his head and allowed Eftichis to lead him to a bedroll that had been prepared a few yards from the pavilion. All of a sudden he felt old and weak, powerless to keep his eyes from closing before his head had even touched the pillow.
 
   Even so, sleep was briefly denied. For a short time his mind would not release him from thoughts of the battle in front of his manor, nor of his holding the dying Lord Maynard in his arms.
 
   “And there I have left my strength,” he whispered. Seconds later his breathing was steady as he entered a dreamless slumber.
 
   The light of the dawn awoke him. His muscles still ached and the wine had left his head pounding. In spite of all this, his mind was clear. He sat up and stretched.
 
   “Good morning, your highness,” It was Aaliyah. She and Nehrutu were standing a few feet away, together with Eftichis and Lord Amnadon. 
 
   Lousis struggled to his feet and looked up at the smoke still billowing from the smoldering buildings. “It is good to see you all. But you should have awakened me sooner.”
 
   “There was no need, your highness,” said Amnadon. “Angrääl has been defeated and we have already begun putting out the flames. Nehrutu has set up a hospital just beyond the east gate and the wounded are being brought there.”
 
   “Where are Lord Chiron and Lady Bellisia?” he asked, half yawning.
 
   “Resting,” said Aaliyah. “I had to insist. They are not nearly as powerful as Nehrutu and I, and even we are very nearly drained to the point of collapse. There are many injuries. Far more than the few kin I have with me can treat in a single day.” 
 
   Her words struck at Lousis’ heart. “How many?”
 
   Aaliyah sighed despondently. “Tens of thousands. Angrääl did not spare your people their wrath. They made no distinction between a soldier and a citizen.”
 
   “Also, we just received word from the south,” said Amnadon. “The peninsula is theirs, as well as half of Tarvansia. It seems that King Victis has managed to stop their advance for the moment, but how much longer he can hold them is uncertain.
 
   Lousis’ anger began to rise. “How soon can we be ready to march?” 
 
   “We can be ready in two days if pressed,” Nehrutu replied. “But I suggest you wait a few days to repair your defenses. The city is still vulnerable.”
 
   “You have three days,” said Lousis. “Then we go to expel Angrääl from our lands once and for all.” Suddenly his limbs were revitalized and his fatigue gone. “I want the commanders gathered in the council chambers an hour before sunset. And send word of our intent to Skalhalis.”
 
   All bowed in unison and watched as Lousis strode away. His tall frame looked regal and strong - his steps sure. Amnadon motioned for a few soldiers to follow, but they were very nearly forced to break into a run to keep up with their monarch.
 
   The thought of King Victis fighting desperately to defend his people was steeling Lousis’ resolve. He swore on everything he believed in that he would drive this scum into the sea and save the people of the Western Abyss.
 
    Even if he were to die achieving it.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 20
 
   With Shen standing silently at his side, Mohanisi looked at the distraught faces of the elders gathered inside the former home of Oliana. It had taken several weeks for all of them to arrive, and most looked distant and confused. The light of the lanterns made evident their pale unhealthy complexions, as if a foul disease had stolen their spirit.
 
   “I know many of you are still uncertain as to why you are here,” said Mohanisi in a clear deep voice.
 
   A thin elf woman stepped forward. “What is uncertain to me is how we are here. I have no memory of my journey - or of much else. It is as if my life has been ripped apart and cast into the wind. I can barely see the faces of my own children.” 
 
   “The destruction of the Reborn King’s evil has touched each of you differently,” explained Mohanisi. 
 
   A short male wrapped in a thick fur blanket shook his head wildly. “I cannot accept what has happened. I saw my brother engulfed in darkness and my village tear itself apart.”
 
   “The object your brother carried was tainted by evil,” explained Mohanisi. “And it would seem that all these objects were connected. When I destroyed the dagger possessed by Oliana, this somehow destroyed every one of them. I am sorry. I did not know that would happen.”
 
   “And had you known?” asked another. 
 
   “It would have changed nothing,” he admitted. “I did what needed to be done. And though you are in pain now, you are free. And in time you will heal.”
 
   Shen touched his shoulder. “They are too wounded. They need more time.”
 
   “We have no time,” he replied sharply. He turned to the gathering. “I know you are confused, but the enemy who trapped your spirits will not wait for you to regain your strength. He marches on your brethren in the south, and seeks the destruction of our entire race.”
 
   A dark haired elf man in grey robes spoke next. “I am Frenil, elder of the Lor Nabi tribe. I watched as my father died and my people went mad. In my grief I swore revenge on whoever had brought this evil down upon us. But it is not the death of my father, or the pain of my people that drives me. It is that our will and spirits have been stolen and corrupted. We killed our brothers and sisters. We made war on our kin. For these sins I cannot seek redemption.” 
 
   He turned to meet Mohanisi’s eyes. “When I received word that the same thing had happened throughout the Steppes, and that the elders were gathering here, I hoped to find a way to unburden the rage in my heart. I prayed to the Creator that I would learn what had happened to my people. You have given me what I sought.” 
 
   Spinning around, he addressed the others. “I will fight, wounded or no. If I must, I will go alone, but this Reborn King will pay for what he has done.”
 
   Murmurs of agreement mixed with those of fear and doubt. 
 
   “You have told us that our kin have arrived from across the Western Abyss,” Frenil continued, “and that they fight with our people in the south. Also that it was their power...” 
 
   He turned again to Mohanisi. “Your power, which freed us. It can be no coincidence that our legends tell of our bygone kin returning to show us what we have lost.” He paused and lowered his head. “For that reason alone, I would go to war.”
 
   “And what of the humans?” cried an angry voice.
 
   Frenil’s eyes scanned furiously for the source of the objection. “Our hatred of humans is what weakened us. Do you not see that? Our fear. Our clinging to old ways. It was what allowed the Reborn King to blind us in the first place.” He pointed to Mohanisi. “If this noble elf who has saved the souls of everyone in this room, fights with humans - so shall I.” With this final statement, it was as though he had expended his final bit of energy. With sagging shoulders, he returned to his seat. 
 
   Shen leaned over to whisper in Mohanisi’s ear. “We should allow them time to discuss this alone.”
 
   Mohanisi nodded, then rose. “I leave in two days. You have until then to decide.” He strode from the room, Shen at his heels. 
 
   The morning was frigid, though the wind calm. The dim light of dawn revealed the depth of sorrow set upon the village by the curse. Elves wandered aimlessly with vacant expressions, occasionally stopping as their eyes grew full of tears. Some dropped to their knees and wept, while others cursed and spat angrily. But even this was an improvement over the insanity of the first few days. Some had torn out their eyes and slashed their own throats. Others had run into the sea and drowned. A few seekers such as Shen had managed to hold their minds together sufficiently to gather the children before any harm could come to them. Gradually though the madness had subsided, to be replaced by utter despair. 
 
   “I will speak with the prisoner again while we await their answer,” said Mohanisi.
 
   Shen frowned. “He has not uttered a word since his capture, nor eaten a morsel. How he still lives…”
 
   “His spirit remains possessed,” said Mohanisi. “For whatever reason, the destruction of the dagger did nothing to help him.”
 
   “Why are you obsessed by this?” asked Shen.
 
   “He was important to Theopolou,” he replied earnestly. “He intended to save him. So if I can, I will.”
 
   Shen sighed. “I wish I had known Theopolou better. My mind was so clouded when last we met, I can scarcely recall the encounter.”
 
   Mohanisi smiled. “You should be proud. Even when possessed you behaved with honor. You stood as his second and ensured your people’s redemption.”
 
   “It is strange.” Shen’s voice was now a whisper. “I can recall days - weeks at a time. But then there are gaps. Time I have lost to oblivion. I remember you. I remember Theopolou’s fight with Oliana. I can even remember wanting her to be defeated. But it is like remembering moments from my early childhood. The memories appear distant in my mind.”
 
   Mohanisi touched his shoulder fondly. “The poison lingers and it will take time for it to completely drain away. But you are strong and of good heart. You will see it through.”
 
   They walked to the small building where he and Theopolou had been held when they first arrived. One of Shen’s fellow seekers guarded the door.
 
   “Has he eaten?” asked Shen.
 
   The seeker shook his head. “Nor has he made a sound. If I could not see his breathing, I would think him dead.”
 
   “In a way he is,” remarked Mohanisi. “But I hope to restore him to the land of the living.” Reaching to his belt, he removed a small flask. While he took a long drink, the scent of jawas tea filled the air. He could feel the fire running through his veins as the tea strengthened his power.
 
   “How?” asked the seeker.
 
   “By attempting the impossible,” he replied.
 
   He opened the door and light flooded the room. The glow orb had ceased to work, and the lanterns left inside to replace this lay shattered in the corner. In the center, a ragged figure was curled up on the floor. Mohanisi filled himself with the flow and shut the door behind him.
 
   “Are you willing to talk?” he asked. There was no movement or response. “Malstisos. Speak to me.”
 
   Mohanisi reached out to touch his mind, but was met by fierce resistance. He’d tried this several times before during the past week, but had been unwilling to attempt to force his way through. But now he knew he must. He pressed in, breaking down the barriers and overwhelming his spirit. 
 
   “Enough,” cried Malstisos, desperately clutching at his head. He rolled over and faced Mohanisi. His features were gaunt. His skin pale and blotched. “What do you want of me?”
 
   Mohanisi sighed. “I only want to save you.”
 
   Malstisos let out a disdainful laugh. “Save me? Perhaps you should save yourself.”
 
   Mohanisi shrugged. “Perhaps. But Theopolou held you in high regard, and I will do what I can.”
 
   “Theopolou was a fool,” he replied. 
 
   “Theopolou was many things,” said Mohanisi, steel in his tone. “But a fool was not among them.”
 
   Malstisos sneered. “And you are an even greater fool. You follow a false hope and a false god. You will bring doom to all who are willing to listen to your words.” He sat up and brushed the dust from his shirt. “Your efforts to enter my mind will continue to fail too.”
 
   “Perhaps,” he replied thoughtfully. “But I have come to believe that you cannot be free of your curse unless I use more…” He paused. “More intense means.”
 
   Malstisos huffed. “You are powerless. Unless you intend to torture me. And even that will do you no good. I will not betray my master.”
 
   Mohanisi leaned forward. “I have no intention of torturing you. What I am about to attempt may very well kill us both. Only Darshan is powerful enough to draw from the spirit of the world, yet I must try.”
 
   The name Darshan caused Malstisos to wince, but he remained defiant. “Do what you will, fool.”
 
   Mohanisi drank what jawas tea remained in his flask, then sat down on the floor. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes. For several minutes he was completely still as he searched for the flow of the spirit. 
 
   Eventually, he heard a soft hum. Distant at first, it grew closer and closer until it completely surrounded him. Then the hum changed to bells and laughter. The sounds were so small and delicate that at first he thought he was imagining them. He reached out to touch them with his spirit, but they were elusive - just beyond his grasp. Summoning up all of his skill, he reached out again until the limit of his power stopped him short. The sounds were still soothing, but as unreachable as before. 
 
   Finally, he sighed in defeat and relaxed his mind. But to his amazement, this seemed to encourage the spirit to come closer. He reached for it, but it pulled away. Again and again it danced around just out of reach, as if taunting him. He recalled Aaliyah telling him of the time she had touched the spirit of the world. She told him it was tender and pure – that it wrapped around her like a mother’s arms.
 
   He opened his eyes and surrendered his will. At that moment he felt it. The pure spirit of the world. It was as warm and joyous as an elf child’s heart. Tiny lights twinkled and danced all around him like the reflection of the moon’s glow on a calm sea.
 
   He looked over to Malstisos. He was surrounded by a shadow of bile and corruption.
 
   “I see your pain,” whispered Mohanisi. 
 
   “Stay away!” screeched Malstisos. His eyes turned dark and menacing.
 
   Mohanisi ignored his words and reached out with his spirit. The shadow of filth darkened and swirled as he came near. Then, just as he touched it, the world around him abruptly vanished. His vision blurred and his head began to swim. 
 
   When his eyes slowly regained focus he could see that he was standing in the ruins of a ravaged city. But this was like no city he had ever seen before. The three story buildings were made from pitted and worn black stone. Gruesome thorny vines snaked around the buildings in sinister patterns to form ancient elf letterings, each spelling out foul curses. The narrow streets were covered with dirt and ash, and smelled of rotten flesh and putrid earth. Smoke rose from the rooftops, yet no flames could be seen.
 
   “Is anyone here?” called Mohanisi.
 
   His question was answered by a series of ghastly screams that echoed off the forbidding stone walls and then quickly faded. 
 
   He took a tentative step. The grit of the street crunched beneath his boot. Another scream pierced the air, and this time he could almost make out words within the agonized cry. He reached for his sword, but it was not there. He tried to draw power from inside himself and found nothing but a foul emptiness. It was then he realized that he was virtually defenseless. Fear began to grip his heart.
 
   Steeling his nerves, he continued walking down the street, his eyes shooting back and forth from building to building. Shadowy figures appeared in windows, but vanished before he could tell what they were. 
 
   “I am being hunted,” he whispered. He stooped to pick up a jagged piece of rubble. “But I will not be easy prey.”
 
   Again he heard a scream, and this time the word ‘pain’ could clearly be heard within the wretched cry. He tried to make out where the voice was coming from, but the echoes dulled his hearing. On and on he walked, the feeling of being stalked growing ever stronger. Each building looked more decrepit and broken than the last, until after he had walked for about a mile, they were nothing more than massive mounds of shattered rock and dust.
 
   A great wind rose up, stirring the ashen street and stinging his eyes. He gripped the rock tight. He knew it was only a matter of time before…
 
   He stopped. “Where am I?” he muttered. “How did I get here?”
 
   He felt a gentle tug on the left leg of his trousers. Jerking away, he raised the rock to strike. But there, shielding his eyes from the ash-filled wind, was an elf child. Barely as tall as Mohanisi’s waist, the boy was dressed in a gold silk robe. His long, silvery blond hair was blowing wildly. He looked up with frightened eyes that were on the verge of weeping. Slowly, Mohanisi lowered his rock and knelt down. 
 
   “How did you get here?” he asked.
 
   The child whimpered, then threw himself into Mohanisi’s arms. “They are after me.” His tiny voice trembled as he clutched at Mohanisi’s shirt. “They want me dead.”
 
   He held the boy, trying to comfort him. “Who wants you dead?”
 
   “I cannot say it,” he cried. “Do not make me. If I say it they will find me.”
 
   Mohanisi eased the boy back and held his gaze. “Where are we?”
 
   He sniffed and sobbed. “Please help me. Do not leave me.”
 
   He brushed the ash from the child’s face and smiled. “I will not leave you. But…” Just then the bells and laughter returned and he remembered. He eyed the boy suspiciously. “Who are you?” His voice was now harsh and commanding.
 
   “I do not know,” he admitted through his tears. “I do not know who I am. Please do not leave me.”
 
   Mohanisi thought for a moment. He looked around at the rubble of the ruined city. “This is not real. It cannot be.” He focused on the child. “I will save you. But you must help me. You must guide us from this place.”
 
   “If I do,” said the child timidly, “they will kill you too.”
 
   Mohanisi dropped the rock and reached confidently to his belt. He grunted with satisfaction as he felt the cold hilt of his sword back where it should be. “They will try.”
 
   “Arrogant elf!” came a shrill voice from behind a pile of stones to his right. 
 
   Mohanisi sprang up and freed his blade. The howl of the wind increased, swirling up ever more fiercely the ashes and dust that seemed intent on blinding him. A dark figure crawled out from the rubble on all fours. It moved like a great spider, nimble and deadly, with pale skin hanging loosely from a skeletal frame. Its only clothing was a black cloth tied at the waist and reaching down to bony knees. It held a long triangular dagger, the blade notched and rusted. With black eyes fixed on Mohanisi, the creature advanced. The moment it touched the road it stood up straight, grinning maliciously with sharp jagged teeth.
 
   “Be gone beast!” shouted Mohanisi.
 
   It hissed and laughed, pointing to the child. “You think to save this creature. Malstisos belongs to us, and we will never release him.”
 
   “I do not need you to release him,” he shot back. “I will take him anyway.”
 
   It cocked its head and twirled the dagger in its hand. “Do you think you can? You have not the power. That you are even here at all has pushed you to your limits. Can you not feel that your strength is gone?”
 
   Mohanisi felt his arms growing heavy for a moment, but he clenched his jaw and focused his mind. His strength quickly returned. “Your tricks will do you no good. I am taking him from this place.”
 
   The air suddenly went still and cold. The creature sprang forward, its knife slashing at Mohanisi’s throat. He ducked and spun, bringing his blade across the creature’s back, causing it to cry out in pain. It turned, its face ablaze with fury. Again it charged, but Mohanisi easily moved aside and took off its arm with a quick strike. The limb flopped and twitched in the dust, still gripping the dagger.
 
   “You think you have victory?” it scoffed. An instant later, it vanished from sight.
 
   Mohanisi looked over at Malstisos. To his surprise, his child form had grown several inches taller and appeared older. Mohanisi took his hand and continued down the street. 
 
   “That was not all of them,” said Malstisos. “They will not let me go.”
 
   “Do you know who you are?” he asked.
 
   Malstisos looked up with a pitiful expression, tears welling in his eyes. “I...” He lowered his head and wept.
 
   Mohanisi gave his shoulder a comforting squeeze. “All will be well. But I need you to be strong.”
 
   Malstisos sniffed and wiped his eyes on his sleeve. “I will try. I promise.”
 
   They had only continued for a few more yards when the buildings began to fade, to be replaced by a dead forest. The gnarled, withered trees were twisted and bent, and the black ground was covered by jagged rocks. Just ahead of them a line of thin flames spewed up from the earth; some only a few inches high, others shooting up several feet.
 
   Mohanisi pulled Malstisos behind him and scanned the area for foes. Once again he could feel eyes upon him. “Reveal yourself,” he commanded.
 
   All at once, the flames shot skyward and disappeared. A few yards ahead there stood a snarling wolf. But this was no ordinary beast. At least twice as large as a normal wolf, its black fur bristled to reveal a row of vicious looking spikes running all the way down its spine. Its eyes glowed green as it flashed razor sharp teeth within its gaping maw. 
 
   “Leave the whelp,” came a disembodied voice that seemed to echo from all directions. “Leave him and we will allow you to live.”
 
   Mohanisi glared at the wolf contemptuously. “You will release Malstisos from your foul grip. I do not fear you.”
 
   A malicious laugh carried on a sudden wind. Almost as if this was a signal to attack, the wolf raced forward, its jaws snapping and foaming. Mohanisi crouched and brought up his sword defensively. The wolf was fast - much faster than the first creature he had fought. He could hear Malstisos’ panicked breaths behind him, and the deep growl of the wolf’s anger. He expected it the leap for his throat, but instead it bit at his left leg and then rolled its back. Pain shot through him as the spikes tore into his flesh. He thrust his blade straight down, but the wolf twisted away and jumped clear. 
 
   “Now do you understand?” the voice taunted. “Do you see your death approaching?”
 
   Blood seeped from the wounds left by the cruel spikes. Pushing the pain of these from his mind, Mohanisi braced himself for another attack. He didn’t have to wait long. The wolf ran in, teeth bared, again going for his legs. This time Mohanisi stepped in and slashed crossways. His blade cut through the wolf’s right front leg, but the momentum of its massive body kept it hurtling forward. Savage teeth sank into Mohanisi’s right thigh. The beast’s jaws clamped down and it shook its head violently, sending blood flying in all directions. Drawing in all of his remaining strength, Mohanisi thrust his sword clean through the wolf’s neck. With the blade still protruding from the top of its spine, the beast reared up violently, tossing the elf high into the air. He landed on his side with a thud. After a breathless moment, he tried to scramble to his feet, but the injury to his leg was too severe and he was only able to kneel.
 
   The wolf thrashed and rolled in horrifying death throes. Finally it went still, and like the creature before it, suddenly vanished from sight. Mohanisi heaved a sigh and then examined his wounds. Blood was gushing out, spilling onto the barren earth. He knew he couldn’t continue for very long with such a bad injury. In a short time, his loss of blood would make him unable to fight.
 
   He looked over to Malstisos. Again he looked older; now like an elf in his mid-teens at least. He tore a strip of cloth from his shirt and bound his wounds. “Help me up,” he ordered.
 
   Malstisos walked over to him with awkward, frightened steps. He grabbed Mohanisi’s arm and helped him up. “How bad is it?”
 
   Mohanisi shrugged. “If we were in the real world, I would not be worried. But here…” A thought struck him. “Perhaps you can heal me.”
 
   Malstisos shook his head. “I cannot. I do not know how.”
 
   The cloth around Mohanisi’s wound was already soaked through and blood again trickling down his leg. He began to feel lightheaded and was struggling to keep his feet. “You must.”
 
   Flames exploded around them, threatening to burn them alive. Malstisos screamed and curled into a tight ball at Mohanisi’s feet.
 
   Mohanisi knelt down, though the pain was taking him to the limits of his endurance. Seizing Malstisos’ face in his hands, he forced the youngster to meet his eyes. “You must be strong. You must not allow fear to rule you.”
 
   The flames raged and the heat intensified. Malstisos trembled and wept, but nonetheless got slowly to his knees. He looked down at Mohanisi’s wounds and placed his hand over the unbandaged leg where the spikes had struck. At first nothing happened, then a soft glow began to shine from beneath his palms. 
 
   Mohanisi grunted and hissed. His leg felt as if it were being bathed in fire. He reached out and clutched at Malstisos’ arm. Then, just when he was on the verge of crying out, the pain ceased. He gave a loud sigh of relief, but it was a brief respite. A moment later Malstisos touched the other leg and the agony returned. As it did, the flames around them grew even more intense. The ground began to shake, and a roar like the battle cry of a savage beast rumbled through the air.
 
   Mohanisi pushed Malstisos away and leapt to his feet. When he glanced at his legs he could see that his wounds were completely healed. Reaching down, he helped Malstisos up. But he was no longer a boy. He stood an adult elf, powerful and proud.
 
   “Healing you has healed me,” said Malstisos. “You have banished my fear.”
 
   Mohanisi smiled while discarding the blood soaked bandage. “I am pleased to see it, and grateful that you are as strong as Theopolou believed you to be. Come. I’m certain that there is more for us to face before this is over.”
 
   Malstisos gave a smile in return. “There is. But I must face it alone. The devilry that ensnared my spirit will not be so easily dispatched. I can feel it closing in even now, trying to recapture me.” His face was stone. “But this time I will not be taken.” A sword appeared at his side and the blade sang as he pulled it free. “Should I survive, I will thank you properly for your kindness. But should I awaken still possessed, I would ask you to end my life. For if I fail there will be nothing of me left to salvage.”
 
   Mohanisi nodded. “I swear it.”
 
   “I can see your thoughts,” said Malstisos. “I know who you are and from where you have come. I look forward to getting to know you and your kin.” He gripped his sword tightly. “Until then, farewell.”
 
   As these words faded, the laughter and bells returned. The world around Mohanisi dimmed, then grew dark. He found himself once again on the floor of the small prison room in front of Malstisos’ unconscious body. He shouted for the guard to bring lanterns and food.
 
   Shen joined him. He looked down at Malstisos and could see his face twisted, as if in great pain. “What happened?” he asked. 
 
   Mohanisi recounted what he’d experienced. “Now all we can do is wait and hope.”
 
   “And if he is unchanged?” 
 
   Mohanisi lowered his eyes. “Then I will fulfill my promise.” 
 
   It was nearly an hour later when Malstisos stirred and his eyes fluttered open. Propping himself up on his elbows, he looked at Mohanisi and Shen with a blank expression for what seemed like a very long time. Then, slowly, a smile crept up from the corners of his mouth. Though his skin was still pale, his eyes were bright and aware. 
 
   “I am hungry,” he said. 
 
   Mohanisi handed him a piece of bread and a bottle of honeyed wine. “How do you feel?” he asked.
 
   Malstisos forced a small laugh. “That depends. I am free from the curse, but my mind and spirit are worn and tired.”
 
   “Then it matches your appearance,” remarked Shen jokingly. 
 
   Mohanisi could feel great relief, but was still cautious. “Are you certain you are free?”
 
   Malstisos shrugged and tore off a piece of bread. “As certain as I can be. Only time will tell for sure.”
 
   “Then perhaps you can tell me how this happened,” said Mohanisi.
 
   Malstisos nodded, then took a sip of wine. He moaned with satisfaction. “To taste wine again…” He took another sip and closed his eyes, savoring the sweet liquid. “Food and drink were like ash. You cannot imagine.” He sat the bottle down and told them of his journey with Maybell. His voice cracked when he spoke of the two brothers and their tragic duel. “My heart despaired and my thoughts became darker each day. Soon I began hearing whispers in my mind. They told me that my soul was doomed for what I had done. At first I thought I was imagining it, but they grew louder and louder as more time passed. 
 
   “Then one night I heard something stirring near to where we had camped. Maybell was sleeping, so I went to see what it was. It did not sound like an animal, but neither did it sound like a man or an elf. I stalked it for an hour but it was always just beyond my sight. Finally, I gave up and started back. That was when they attacked me. Three Vrykol came out of the shadows and knocked me to the ground. I was sure they would kill me, but they only held me down.
 
   “I remember how furious I was with myself. I could not understand how they had managed to sneak up on me. I had encountered their kind before, and knew their scent. But these were different. Better, is the only way I can describe them. They wore the same black robes, but they smelled…well...it’s hard to say. Not like a human, and certainly not like an elf. In fact, there was almost a complete absence of scent about them.” 
 
   He shook his head and shuddered. “I thought to cry out to warn Maybell, but one of them put his hand over my mouth. Then I heard a low hum. It took me a moment to realize that it was coming from the Vrykol. The one holding my mouth leaned in close and let out a foul hiss. I struggled to free myself but they were too strong. A few moments later there was a bright flash and all three of them burst into blue flames. I scrambled to my feet and tried to run, but something was holding me. Some unseen force had gripped my mind.”
 
   He looked from Mohanisi to Shen. “That is the last thing I remember until you freed my spirit.” A stricken look washed over his face. “Please tell me I did not harm Maybell.”
 
   “She is well,” replied Mohanisi. “You delivered her safely to Althetas.”
 
   Malstisos sighed with relief. “Thank the Creator. I would have never forgiven myself had I done her harm.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Please excuse me, but I would like to rest for a while. If you will allow me just a few hours.”
 
   Mohanisi bowed. “Of course. I shall return tomorrow. If you feel the need to leave this room, a seeker will guide you.”
 
   “I thank you,” he replied with a fragile smile.
 
   Once outside, Mohanisi left the guard instructions to escort Malstisos everywhere he went should he desire to leave the building. 
 
   “Is he not cured?” asked Shen.
 
   “Perhaps,” replied Mohanisi. “But I cannot risk the possibility that he is deceiving us. And even if he is no longer possessed, he is badly wounded. I will not have him wander alone in his weakened condition.”
 
   They walked through the village to a small garden at the west end and sat on a wooden bench. The flowers were not in bloom, but the wilted pedals that littered the ground still gave the air a hint of a spring. 
 
   “What will you do with him?” asked Shen.
 
   “I must take him with me,” he replied. “I cannot leave him among your people, especially after the ordeal they have already been through.”
 
   “Is taking him with you not a risk?”
 
   Mohanisi nodded slowly and smiled. “But I feel it is the right decision. I am responsible for him now. I feel a connection between us; that is how I know the extent of his wounds.” He leaned back and breathed deeply. “I do not think he is false. At least, I do not think he believes himself to be. But our enemy is cunning. Once I reach Althetas I will enlist the aid of my kin, and with their help we can heal him further.” 
 
   They sat in silence for several hours just listening to the chirp of the crickets and looking up at the stars painted across a clear sky. Mohanisi filled himself with the flow, enabling him to experience every nuance of the village and the surrounding landscape.
 
   “The elders have adjourned,” he said. “I can hear them leaving the house.”
 
   “Can you tell what they have decided?” asked Shen.
 
   Mohanisi chuckled. “I am afraid I cannot see into their minds, and they are not talking amongst themselves.”
 
   They left the garden and walked back to Oliana’s former home, stopping on the way to see that Malstisos was still resting. Shen had already taken upon himself the duty of being Mohanisi’s personal guard, so remained in the house with him overnight. After lying down, it took only a few minutes for Mohanisi to find himself in a deep slumber. 
 
   He awoke with the dawn and took a light breakfast before sending for the elders. Only Frenil showed up. His countenance was determined.
 
   “The others have returned to their villages,” he announced. “Some to gather their forces, others to defend their homes. I could not convince all to join you.”
 
   Mohanisi smiled and bowed. “That you tried is enough. And those who choose to fight are welcome. How long until they are prepared?”
 
   “It will take at least three weeks to muster,” he replied. 
 
   “How many will come?” 
 
   “Nearly thirty-thousand, I should guess.”
 
   Mohanisi nodded and stood. “Then I will leave at once and let the others know you are coming. They will be anxious for news by now.”
 
   “I will go with you,” said Shen. “Frenil, make sure that those who choose to go south are as well prepared as possible. It may be some time before they see their homes again.”
 
   “I will see it done,” said Frenil. He left without another word.
 
   “I will gather our supplies and inform the other seekers of our departure,” said Shen.
 
   Once Shen had left, Mohanisi went to where Malstisos was still resting.
 
   “Can you travel?” he asked.
 
   Malstisos was sitting up and staring at the dim light of the lantern. He looked at Mohanisi and nodded. “I can. Though I have yet to recover my full strength, I will be able to keep pace.”
 
   “Good,” said Mohanisi, opening the door. “Then prepare yourself. Very soon we will make our foes pay for what they have done to you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Maybell had finally come to terms with what had happened to Malstisos, though his plight did still enter her dreams from time to time. She knelt beside her bed in silent prayer, just as she did every night before sleeping. More and more though, she was finding it to be an empty ritual. 
 
   She prayed earnestly for an end to the war, and for the people who suffered its ravages. But she knew there could be no answer. The gods were trapped and she was alone. Even the many duties High Lady Selena had given her to do could not make her forget that fact. A lifetime of faith - faith in beings that were themselves flawed and weak - had been turned upside down.
 
   Even though life in Valshara was fulfilling in its own way, each day her desire to leave became a little stronger. But there was nowhere for her to go. Her years had been spent within the confines of the temples. She had nothing else. If she left Valshara she would be literally homeless. But worse than that, she would be completely alone. At least here she had others to tend to and duties to perform. 
 
   But each night her heart was heavy. She had once thought that to acquire knowledge was a gift. She never imagined that too much knowledge could be a curse. Once, the origin of humankind had been a mystery, whereas now it was a known history. The place the gods held in the world was thought to be certain and definable, but now a different picture lay before her. Even the mystery of the elves had been solved. She wondered if they knew that it pained her as much as it did them when they tried to ask her for advice and understanding. That she had traveled with Gewey, who many now called Darshan, made them believe she could help. They were wrong.
 
   She finished her prayers half-heartedly and climbed into bed. Just as her eyes closed there was a light rap at the door. Maybell sighed irritably, got out of bed, donned her robe, and turned up the lantern. 
 
   “Come in,” she called, trying to keep her voice pleasant.
 
   The door opened and High Lady Selena entered. Maybell curtsied in her usual formal manner and offered her a seat. Her room was far more luxurious than what she was accustomed to, boasting a small mahogany dining table, a hearth, and four soft chairs. There was even a large bookcase stocked with dozens of historical tomes. It was a palace when compared with typical temple quarters.
 
   “How are you faring?” asked Selena. A slight twitch on her smiling face betrayed her deep concern.
 
   “I am well,” she lied. 
 
   Selena took notice of her attire. “I’m sorry to disturb you at such an hour, but this cannot wait.” She reached inside her robes and pulled out a small piece of parchment. “This was delivered to me this morning. I thought it was meant for my eyes, but it was not. It is for you.”
 
   Maybell took the parchment and read it carefully. Her stomach knotted as the meaning became clear. “I understand. I will leave at once.”
 
   “I truly am sorry,” said Selena. 
 
   Maybell’s apprehension slowly turned to relief, and a tender smile grew from the corners of her mouth. “There is no need. I have been distraught. Now my life may have meaning.”
 
   “I will send knights...” Selena began, but Maybell’s eyes halted her words. 
 
   “I go to meet my destiny alone,” Maybell said. “And I will meet it gladly.”
 
   Selena nodded and sat in silence for a few minutes. She then rose and bowed low. “I will pray for your safe return.”
 
   “Thank you, High Lady Selena,” said Maybell. “For everything.”
 
   After Selena left, Maybell began gathering her few belongings, the last of which was her priestess robe. As she held it up in front of her, a single tear fell. Brushing the moisture from her cheek, she folded the garment neatly and laid it on the bed. 
 
   After opening the door to leave, she took one final sad look back to where it lay. Then, clutching the parchment, she steeled her wits and moved on.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 22
 
   Gewey and Kaylia sat on Felsafell’s porch listening to the song of the few birds that populated the hills in winter. The snow surrounding them was unblemished. Icicles hung like crystal prisms, catching the light of the morning sun and bathing the ground in color. 
 
   Neither of them was anxious to depart. The road ahead held many perils, and the here and now was like a sanctuary of peace. The Vrykol that lurked in the woods would not dare approach, and Gewey guessed that any soldiers would only be able to find the house if Felsafell allowed it.
 
   Even after having read the Book of Souls, the old hermit was still a mystery to Gewey. Every time he thought about the vastness of Felsafell’s life, his mind boggled. The knowledge he possessed must be beyond measure. And yet at times he seemed as innocent as a child.
 
   The door flew open and Felsafell came bounding out. “Are you ready?” He carried their packs in his arms and tossed them over as Gewey and Kaylia got to their feet. The scent of bread and honey reached their noses, promising at least one decent meal during the long journey back to Althetas.
 
   “You aren’t bringing anything?” asked Gewey.
 
   “My path differs from yours,” he replied. “Again I must seek my own answers.”
 
   Gewey’s heart sank. “Where will you go?”
 
   “To clear the way, oh yes.” His eyes sparkled and his voice was a song. “But again we will meet. I think it will be so. Destiny has a role yet for us both.”
 
   A musical laugh echoed off the trees. They turned to see the Oracle of Manisalia walking gracefully through the snow, her bare feet barely leaving an imprint. “Your destiny?” Her tone was teasing, yet kindly. “Old hermit. Your destiny is the most clouded of all. When even the mountains call you father, your past always overshadows your future.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” snapped Felsafell. 
 
   Gewey and Kaylia were startled by his harsh tone and sudden anger.
 
   But the Oracle took no notice. She stepped onto the porch. “I did what I must.”
 
   Felsafell’s expression softened. “But they will see you. They will know where you are.”
 
   She touched Felsafell’s cheek. “That they will, my love. But it could not be helped.” She turned to Gewey and Kaylia. “Fresh word has come to me. You must not go to Althetas. If you do, all will be lost.”
 
   “Then where should we go?” asked Gewey.
 
   “Your enemy has begun his assault on the west,” she explained. “And soon the west will fall unless help arrives quickly. Your friends have joined with the elves of the desert and hurry to their aid, but they will not make it in time. Not unless you are there with them.”
 
   “Where are they now?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I only know they march west,” she replied. “But I suspect an army of elves will not be difficult to find.”
 
   “How is it that you know this?” asked Kaylia. The idea of meeting the desert elves excited her. “I thought your abilities were limited now that the gods are trapped.”
 
   “The shadow of Ayliazarah still retains certain powers,” said the Oracle. “And clearly she wanted me out of my sanctuary. Otherwise I would have had this knowledge to pass on to you when first we met.” She let out a cheerful laugh. “So now my destiny is a mystery as well. Perhaps my end has come at last. The Vrykol will brave anything to capture me. Even the house of Felsafell.”
 
   Felsafell took hold of her hands. “I will protect you.”
 
   Gewey and Kaylia stared at him in wonder. The hermit was transformed. No longer was Felsafell a bent old man with a scraggly beard and crooked teeth. He was tall, at least a foot taller than Gewey, with a slim yet muscular frame. His flawless ebony skin accentuated his piercing grey eyes. His ears were twice as long as an elf’s, swooping up into a slender point, and his hair was like polished silver shining in the morning sun as it fell to his waist. The familiar animal skin clothing was now a purple and gold robe made from the finest satin. Embroidered on this with gleaming silver threads were a series of undulating and intricate circular patterns.
 
   “They will not touch you, my darling,” said Felsafell, looking into her eyes with intense affection. His voice had become a deep and powerful baritone.
 
   “Then I will never again leave your side,” she replied. “We will meet our fate as immortal fools, then return to the Creator’s loving embrace together.”
 
   He leaned down and kissed her lips, lingering for several long moments before releasing her hands. 
 
   And then it was over. Once again, the old Felsafell they knew stood before them. Gewey could only stand there, mouth agape. The Oracle giggled like a young girl. “My love is handsome, is he not?”
 
   “How did you do that?” asked Kaylia, her eyes fixed on Felsafell.
 
   “I showed you his true self,” she replied. “Did you truly think the eldest so bent and frail as he appears to you now?”
 
   “I thought your kind were unable to use the flow,” said Gewey. “How is it you changed your appearance?”
 
   Felsafell shrugged awkwardly. “I need not the flow to affect my body. I appear as I choose without glamour and illusion.”
 
   “But why…this?” asked Gewey.
 
   Felsafell grinned. “Easier to pass through the world unseen and misunderstood. The world could not fathom me. Nor have they ever seen my kind in true form. Trouble enough between elf and man without me stirring the pot.”
 
   “But even your manner of speech was different,” said Gewey. “In this form you speak in riddles.”
 
   “In this form I speak your language,” he said. “You heard my true tongue uttering from my lips. Not this harsh tangle of misunderstandings.”
 
   “You understood because it is your native language as well,” explained the Oracle. “And Kaylia because of your bond.”
 
   Gewey shook his head, laughing at the thought of what people saw when looking at Felsafell. If they only knew what lay behind his comical form. 
 
   A loud screech tore through the air, snapping him to attention.
 
   “They come for me,” said the Oracle. “They will not wait for you to leave.”
 
   “Then go inside,” said Felsafell. “And let them come to their doom.”
 
   The Oracle kissed him on the cheek and obeyed.
 
   Felsafell turned to Kaylia. “Follow her and guard my treasure. Should they pass, only you can save her.”
 
   Kaylia hesitated, then nodded in compliance. “And you guard mine.”
 
   Gewey drew his sword and allowed the flow to enter. “You have no weapon.”
 
   Felsafell’s eyes were dark and menacing. “A weapon I do not need. The enemy has good reason to fear this place.”
 
   They took a few steps in front of the house and waited. Gewey could feel the Vrykol approaching.
 
   “There are more than twenty,” he said. “Maybe you should...” But Felsafell had vanished without a sound, leaving no footprint behind.
 
   A few seconds later Gewey spotted dark figures with blades in hand darting back and forth between the trees. There were enough to hinder his abilities, but he had no intention of using fire to destroy his enemy, nor earth to slow them. The playful sound of the spirit surrounded him and the wisps of light danced and swirled. Reaching out he touched the corrupted spirit of the nearest Vrykol. It recoiled, and he could feel sudden resistance. Gewey smiled inwardly as he reached in and ripped the tainted soul from its body. Its piercing shriek cut through the woods, tearing at Gewey’s ears as the body crumbled to black dust. The other Vrykol paused, and Gewey could feel their fear. He laughed out loud.
 
   “I thought the Vrykol did not feel fear,” he challenged. “Come. Today is your last.”
 
   Infuriated by his mocking, they charged as one. But when they were about fifty yards away, Gewey saw a gray form fall from the treetops and land on the shoulders of the leading Vrykol. It was Felsafell. In a single swift motion he tore the head from the beast and then sprang atop another, gliding as if weightless. In just a few seconds, six Vrykol had fallen.
 
   Gewey destroyed three more, but the rest were on him in moments. His sword came to life in his hands. With two strokes he sent heads rolling on the ground. Cruel blades sliced at his neck as he stepped back and spun around. But by now the Vrykol had closed in. The tip of a jagged sword sliced through his left arm. Ignoring the pain, he ran another through and jerked up, splitting the beast in half. Another Vrykol strike found the back of his right shoulder, this time deep enough to scrape bone. Gewey cried out. Knowing that another blow would quickly follow, he leaned forward to lessen its cut.
 
   But no blow came.
 
   When he turned around he saw Felsafell standing in the midst of the remaining Vrykol, their headless bodies scattered all around him. 
 
   “Not fast enough to save you pain, I’m afraid,” said Felsafell, seemingly calm. “But healing is near, as well as a moment more of peace.”
 
   The pain from his wounds was burning fiercely as Gewey stepped over the bodies and entered the house. The two women were sitting by the fire, Kaylia with her long knife resting across her lap. She sprang up and was across the room to him before he had barely crossed the threshold. Taking off his ruined shirt, he cleaned his sword while she examined his injuries.
 
   Felsafell joined the Oracle and sat beside her. They spoke in hushed whispers as Kaylia used the flow in the way Nehrutu and Aaliyah had taught her, to heal Gewey’s wounds.
 
   “Another night you should spend,” said Felsafell. “Recover your strength and eat hearty tonight.”
 
   Gewey put on another shirt. “I suppose that would depend on what the Oracle has to say.”
 
   She smiled and took Felsafell’s hand. “One night will force you to press your pace. But the reward is worth the risk. And I am no longer the Oracle. Once, long ago, I was called Basanti. I think it is time I was called that again.”
 
   Gewey smiled and bowed. “As you wish, Basanti.”
 
   Felsafell left for a time, returning with a wild turkey and herbs. By nightfall the wine was flowing and the meal prepared. Soon they were all sitting around the table with spirits lifted. For one evening at least, their troubles were forgotten.
 
   “If it is not too personal,” said Kaylia to Basanti. “Were you ever human?”
 
   “I was indeed,” she replied. “When humans left the sands in the east, I was among the first of the children born unto them. And until the gods asked me to serve, I lived on a small farm with my parents and brothers.”
 
   “Why did the gods change you?” asked Gewey.
 
   “The goddess Pósix came to me one spring afternoon.” Basanti’s eyes were far away, and a tiny smile crept upon her rosy lips. “She was so beautiful, I thought I had wandered into a dream. I was picking herbs in the forest near to our house when the figure of a young woman appeared. But of course, this was no ordinary woman. I can’t describe how it felt.” She looked to Gewey and Kaylia. “Can you recall how you felt when you met the essence of Ayliazarah?”
 
   “It was like love and passion were things I could hold in my hands,” answered Kaylia. “It was almost too much to bear.”
 
   “Then imagine the goddess of the dawn and light,” she said. “The real goddess. Standing before you. She looked at me and smiled.” Basanti laughed softly. “I actually fell to my knees and wept, overcome with joy. I knew at once who she was, but couldn’t imagine why she was there.
 
   “She took my hand, dried my tears, and asked me if I loved my family. Her voice was enough to make me weep again, but I told her that of course I did. Then she asked if I would be willing to sacrifice everything to serve them - to keep them safe from harm. I didn’t understand what she meant, but naturally I said yes anyway.
 
   “It was then I felt my spirit leaving my body. The earth was the same, but above me was a light so bright and pure that it made my heart swell. It took me a minute to understand what had happened, and when I did, I was terrified. I thought this meant I was dead. But Pósix rose from the earth and took my face in her hands. She explained that I would only die if I chose to, but first she had something to show me.
 
   “Needless to say, I was unable to refuse, so I let her lift me up until we had passed through the light. And that is when I saw them…the gates of heaven.”
 
   Kaylia gasped. “You saw them with your own eyes? How is such a thing possible?”
 
   “How is Darshan walking among us?” she replied simply. “To me, that is just as wondrous. I did in fact see them, but they are not as you might think. The gates of heaven are not actual gates. At least, not in the way a mortal might imagine them. It was more like a great tempest of light and color, infinitely large and impossibly deep. I had thought the beauty of Pósix was beyond anything I could ever fathom, but she was plain and ordinary by comparison. It was as if I were seeing the heart of creation in all its majesty. I could neither move nor speak. I longed to touch it and pass inside, but she held me fast. She told me that, if I chose to, I could be one of its guardians. Beyond lived the souls of all human kind, but to reach this place they needed help and guidance. I was to be given the gift of prophecy to shepherd them along the right path.
 
   “The gate grew distant and I wailed and cried to see it one last time. But in an instant I was back inside my own body. I screamed and sobbed at the loss of such untempered grace. Pósix sat beside me, stroking my hair and singing softly in my ear until I regained my wits.”
 
   A single tear fell down Basanti’s cheek. “She asked me again if I would serve her. Instantly, I said yes. That was when I died. At least ...when my mortal self died.”
 
   “That is when she made you a Vrykol?” asked Gewey.
 
   Basanti shot him an angry glance. “Please do not call me that. The stories of the Vrykol were an invention of the elves. They feared us and sought to destroy us. And for the most part, they succeeded.”
 
   “I am sorry,” said Kaylia. “I regret that my people have wronged you.”
 
   She gave Kaylia a forgiving smile. “Thank you, my dear. But that was long ago, and I do not hold you or your kin accountable.”
 
   “Did it hurt?” asked Gewey. “You know - when she killed you.”
 
   She cocked her head. “It was strange to say the least. But I would not say it hurt. Pósix changed my spirit and wove it back into my body. From that moment to this, I have been unchanging, immortal…and alone.” 
 
   “Alone no longer,” Felsafell objected. “The old hermit do you have as your servant.”
 
   She leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder. “And for that I am grateful.” She took a sip of wine. 
 
   Felsafell tenderly stroked her hair. “But the time for tales has come and gone,” he said. “The time for sleep is now. The morning comes quick, and I would walk with my lady under the stars.” He pushed back his chair and led Basanti to the door.
 
   Gewey and Kaylia prepared a bedroll in front of the fire. They sat there quietly, watching the flames dance and pop.
 
   “The wonders of this world seem never ending,” remarked Kaylia after a spell of comfortable silence. 
 
   Gewey nodded, then gently placed his hand on Kaylia’s belly. “And there are more to come. Of that I am certain.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 23
 
   The next morning Gewey awoke to find Felsafell and Basanti gone. A folded note had been placed beside his bedroll. 
 
   Kaylia was still sleeping, a wry grin on her face. He was tempted to touch her mind to see what she was dreaming of, but the light shining in through the window told him that they needed to depart. Unfolding the note, he held it near to the dying fire. 
 
    
 
   Darshan,
 
   Your path is clear and we wish you speed on your journey. We would have stayed to see you and Kaylia off, but Felsafell did not want to draw more Vrykol down on you, and my presence would certainly have done that. Felsafell and I must flee in order to avoid the agents of the betrayer, so we may not see you again until this horrible conflict is done. I wish I had more wisdom to give you other than this - stay close to those who love you. I intend to do the same. I do hope we will meet again before our time is at an end, but if we do not, know that all our hopes are with you. Your heart is indeed true, and that is a weapon your enemy will never possess.
 
    
 
   With sincere wishes,
 
   Basanti
 
    
 
   PS. Felsafell reminds you of the key he once gave you, and hopes that you have not lost it.
 
    
 
   Gewey refolded the paper and reached into his pouch. There he found the tiny silver key Felsafell had given to him when they were standing outside the Chamber of the Maker. After nearly leaving it behind on several occasions, he was now very glad that he had not. 
 
   As Kaylia began to stir, he noticed their packs beside the front door, as well as two plates of bacon and bread on the table.
 
   “Good morning,” she said, stretching her arms wide. 
 
   Gewey showed her the letter. “I still have the key, though I have no idea what it’s for.”
 
   Kaylia shrugged. “I am sure you will figure it out when the time comes.”
 
   They ate their breakfast and left the house. A light snow was now falling, but the wind was still. Gewey reached out with the flow to see if foes were about. Unable to detect any, he sighed with relief.
 
   “What route shall we take?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “There is a town two days’ walk away once we reach the Old Santismal Road. I have enough coin with me to purchase horses. From there we should head due east and cross the Goodbranch just south of Helenia.”
 
   “We could run faster than horses can carry us,” objected Kaylia.
 
   Gewey scowled. “As you also carry our child, I would prefer you ride.”
 
   Kaylia glared daggers at him, sending waves of anger through their bond. “You apparently know nothing of elf women. When we are with child, our strength and endurance doubles. I would be able to run until the day I give birth if I desired.” 
 
   Gewey searched for a suitable response, but none came quickly to mind. Sighing, he shook his head. “Then I have no choice, do I?”
 
   “Finally, a sign of intelligence,” said Kaylia. Her anger lessened as she took his hand. “I swear to you that I will do nothing to harm myself or our child. But you must remember that your experience, if you have any at all, is with human women. An elf is very different.”
 
   “I believe you,” said Gewey. “And I trust you. However, I still think it would be better to ride until we reach the other side of the Goodbranch, if for no other reason than we will attract less attention. From there on, if you wish to run, I will not object.”
 
   Kaylia pursed her lips, but finally nodded her agreement. 
 
   They began by heading east through the thinnest part of the forest, then, after finding a lightly worn trail, switched south. At first they walked, but after an hour Kaylia glanced across at Gewey, a mischievous grin on her face. Before he knew it she was speeding away from him at a dead run. He could feel the flow racing through her. And even though he was using it too, it still took him more than two minutes to close the gap between them. But her game was not over yet. The moment he drew within touching distance she let out a loud laugh and ran even faster. He could feel the adrenaline coursing through her and couldn’t help but join in with her laughter. The forest whizzed by for more than three hours until they eventually reached the road.
 
   “Feel better?” asked Gewey playfully.
 
   “I do,” she replied. “But you look out of breath.”
 
   They both laughed some more and held each other for a short while before moving on. The road was quite busy considering the season. They passed several traders and craftsmen along the way, but were thankful to see no soldiers about.
 
   The first night they made camp in a small forest clearing just away from the road. Gewey quickly set about drying the ground and building a small fire. Felsafell had packed them enough dried fruit and jerky to last at least a week, and as they huddled together, the wine warmed their bellies. 
 
   Knowing that each step took them closer to their enemy, Gewey was unable to sleep. Though he had no doubt that they could deal with a few troops, he didn’t relish the idea of traveling through the heart of enemy territory with an entire army on the lookout for them. By now Kaylia had donned her headscarf and was also wearing her hood.
 
   They reckoned to reach the village of Charo by the next afternoon, and from there onward Gewey felt he could be a bit more at ease. Two people on horseback would attract far less attention than two fools tramping through the snow.
 
   “You know there are ruins to the south,” said Kaylia. “And hidden roads that lead far enough east to conceal us for many miles.”
 
   “Are you suggesting we bypass Charo?” he asked. 
 
   “Perhaps,” she replied sleepily. “The roads are too rough and weathered for horseback. They were used long ago by Felsafell’s people I would imagine. Humans fear the spirits that are said to dwell there, and the elves only use it as a respite when traveling. Angrääl soldiers certainly would not be there.”
 
   “The Vrykol might,” countered Gewey.
 
   “Yes,” agreed Kaylia. “But they could be anywhere. Even along this road. At least there we would not attract notice if we had to fight.”
 
   “Your mind is set on this, isn’t it?” he said, sighing. 
 
   Kaylia didn’t respond, and soon her breathing was slow and even. Gewey kept watch until the dawn, all the while listening to the sounds of the forest.
 
   Kaylia woke looking invigorated. “So the ruins it is?” 
 
   Gewey chuckled. “As you wish, my love.”
 
   The forest south of the Old Santismal Road was considerably less dense than the woods of the Spirit Hills. Kaylia had said that they could easily reach the ruins by mid-afternoon, and that the road east would leave them six days from Helenia.
 
   They wound through the woods at a quick jog. After a few hours Gewey began to notice pieces of broken granite from long forgotten buildings protruding from the earth. It was just past noon when they came upon a large clearing. In the center stood a ring of white marble columns, each one twenty feet tall. Within the ring was a smooth black tile floor that gleamed and shone as if time and weather had never touched it.
 
   “I wonder what this was?” mused Gewey. The hairs on his neck stood up as he felt the presence of eight elves approaching from the south. He reached for his blade, but Kaylia grabbed his arm.
 
   “They are from the Steppes,” she said. “I do not think they mean us harm.”
 
   As she spoke he remembered the healer who had told Kaylia of her pregnancy. She had mentioned then that they were in search of the ruins. He looked at Kaylia with irritation. “You knew they would be here, didn’t you?”
 
   “I thought they might be,” she admitted. “Wait here. I will speak with them alone.” She walked toward the columns.
 
   When she reached them, a single elf appeared from the tree line and joined her. Gewey could feel that she was relaxed and sure of herself as she spoke, though he chose not to listen in on the conversation, focusing instead on the other elves who were waiting just out of sight.
 
   After a short talk, Kaylia returned. “They have warned us to stay clear of the ruins. They have seen Vrykol in the area and fear attack. Only a few elves still remain. The rest have continued east.”
 
   “What about those?” said Gewey, nodding his head south. “Why are they still here?”
 
   “They have decided to return to the west and seek refuge among my kin.” Her voice was compassionate and sad. “They are a lost people with nowhere to call home. If we had come a day later, they too would have been gone.”
 
   “Then I think we should heed their advice and avoid the ruins,” said Gewey. He stretched his senses to their limits. No Vrykol.
 
   “We can still use the road,” said Kaylia.
 
   “Then you will get your wish,” said Gewey. “We will run.”
 
   “Follow me,” she responded, flashing a smile. “I know the way.”
 
   For two more hours they raced through the forest until reaching the ancient road. Grass and weeds sprang forth through the cobbled stones, and small chunks of rock were scattered all along their path. In spite of there being snow covering the landscape on either side, only a few small patches of white had settled on the relatively flat and even surface of the road itself. Without hesitation they turned east, their power and skill enabling them to navigate the minor obstacles caused by eons of neglect. As they ran, Gewey actually began regretting that they would not get to see the ruins.
 
   They stopped to eat just past midday. Kaylia’s speed and endurance had left him amazed. 
 
   “You were certainly right about elf women,” he remarked while munching on a strip of jerky. “I’ve never seen you run so fast for so long.”
 
   Kaylia grinned and tossed him a flask of water. “There is still much for you to learn if you are to be a good unorem. And I know you wanted to see the ruins, so you will be happy when I tell you there are others further along this road, though they are not quite as grand. We should reach them by nightfall.”
 
   Gewey couldn’t help but feel excited. “I wonder if it really was Felsafell’s folk who built them.”
 
   “If we see him again, we will ask.”
 
   They continued on for a few more hours, Kaylia growing stronger with each step. Then, just as the sun was dipping below the tree line, almost in unison their faces twisted in disgust. The foul presence of Vrykol was close. Skidding to a halt, they ducked into the nearby brush and drew their weapons.
 
   “There are hundreds,” whispered Gewey. He could virtually see them - a mass of Vrykol, twisting and writhing like a pit of vipers. He concentrated even harder. There were also humans among their number, but not soldiers. He could feel their fear and despair. After a time, he decided to risk touching one of their minds. 
 
   “Slaves,” he said after a moment. “The Vrykol have human slaves.” His fury began to rise and boil, but one look at Kaylia calmed him. “We should go around.”
 
   “I think we should see why they gather in such great number,” countered Kaylia. “And why the Vrykol need slaves.”
 
   “We can’t risk it,” argued Gewey. “There are too many.”
 
   “Risk what?” she argued. “If we are seen there is no way they could catch us. Besides, we will not be seen.”
 
   Gewey clenched his jaw, but could feel her determination. “Then we wait for nightfall and run at the first sign of trouble.”
 
   “Agreed,” she replied.
 
   They waited in the brush until just past midnight. The Vrykol were about a mile ahead, and despite their vast number appeared to be contained in a very small area. Gewey touched the minds of the slaves several times but could gather little more than their sheer terror. Some were so broken that their inner voices were nothing more than a constant scream.
 
   They checked their weapons before creeping forward through the shadows. Gewey was reminded of when they first met, and how she had trained him to become as one with the darkness. Now she followed him, his powers far beyond any seeker alive. 
 
   It took about twenty minutes to move close enough to see where the Vrykol were located. The sight startled them. The ancient ruins had been swept aside, and in their place stood a great citadel of grey and black granite. 
 
   The curtain walls were twenty feet tall, spanned two-hundred feet in each direction, and were topped with razor sharp iron spikes. The guard towers located at each corner rose a further ten feet and bore dozens of small rectangular windows. Rising up from within the fortress, a single spire towered above all else, with only a catwalk and a single window showing at its very top. The gates were flung wide open, and the vicious points of the raised portcullis peaked down from inside the archway. Not a single light shone anywhere.
 
   The foul stench of death and decay filled Gewey’s nostrils. Dozens of black figures stood motionless about the outer yard, mostly near the gate, but he could feel many more were inside.
 
   The search for the human captives didn’t take him long. Thirty yards from the north wall stood a massive steel cage where at least fifty men and women were being held. They appeared to be unguarded. For a full hour he and Kaylia watched, seeing only the occasional Vrykol moving about. Otherwise, the citadel was still and quiet. Slowly, they backed away and retreated far enough not to be heard.
 
   Gewey could feel what Kaylia was thinking before she spoke and quickly cut her off.
 
   “We are going around,” he said, using his most commanding voice.
 
   “And you will leave those people here to suffer and die?” she asked, appalled. 
 
   “There are too many,” he said. “There is no way to free them without being discovered, and I cannot fight so many Vrykol.”
 
   “The humans are unguarded,” she countered. “We can release them and get away without making a sound.”
 
   “Then they will hear the prisoners escaping,” he shot back. “We can move silently. They cannot.”
 
   “If that happens, we can hold off the Vrykol long enough to let them get away,” Her voice was hard and unwavering. But Gewey would not be swayed. She moved in close and held his gaze. 
 
   “Why do you want to risk everything for this?” he asked, his frustration growing. 
 
   Her face softened. “Because once, not so long ago, a young farm boy did the same for me when I was held captive by bandits. At the time I thought he was a fool. But now I understand why he did it. We are fighting to free the world from this kind of evil. How can we claim to be on the side of good when we are afraid to take action in the name of that good?” She touched his cheek. “I will not leave the innocent to die. The person I was who could do that was changed by you.”
 
   Gewey sighed, exasperated to the point of surrender. “Very well, we will try. But only on two conditions. If the alarm is raised, you must swear to run - regardless of the slaves’ fate. Also, you must let me free them alone. I want you far enough away to escape.” He reached down to touch her belly as a reminder of what they were protecting. 
 
   Kaylia started to object, but could see that it was the only way he would agree. She smiled lovingly. “I swear it.”
 
   “Now I know what Lee must have felt like back then,” he told her, grinning.
 
   They crept silently around the citadel until they were directly behind the cage. Gewey was grateful that there was still no sign of movement from the Vrykol. The top of the wall and the windows of the towers were all empty. Clearly they didn’t deem it necessary to keep a vigilant watch. But then, who would approach this place? There was no city nearby that could challenge them, even if their presence was known. Their overconfidence would be Gewey’s greatest ally.
 
   The cage was about thirty yards from the tree line. Motioning for Kaylia to wait where she was, Gewey inched his way forward. The nearest Vrykol was just beneath the west tower, the rest scattered beyond. After each step he scanned for signs that he had been seen, but the cloaked figures remained still. 
 
   He was only a few feet away from the cage when he felt Kaylia’s sudden alarm and fear. Spinning around, he saw a Vrykol holding her from behind. It was pressing a dagger to her throat. 
 
   He was back to the tree line in seconds, sword drawn and with the flow raging through him. To his rear, he could hear many others moving in his direction. 
 
   “Be still, whelp,” ordered the Vrykol. “Or I will slit her throat.”
 
   Kaylia’s eyes were defiant, but he could feel her terror growing. 
 
   “Release her or I will destroy you,” roared Gewey.
 
   The Vrykol laughed harshly. “You arrogant fool. You thought your power could hide you from us? Now you have delivered both yourself and your elf mate into our hands. The master will be very pleased. He has sought you for some time.”
 
   Twenty Vrykol were just behind him and more were on their way.
 
   “Drop your blade,” the creature ordered. “Give yourself to us and she will live. Do it not…” He pressed the blade against Kaylia’s flesh, drawing a thin trickle of blood.
 
   Gewey’s rage was uncontrollable. “Free her now,” he thundered. 
 
   Barely were these words out of his mouth when the power within him exploded with a force far beyond anything he had ever known before. The world around him slowed right down. He could feel his body actually rising up from the earth. Now he could see deep into the heart of the Vrykol’s corrupt spirit, and it served to fuel his rage to even greater heights. But it was not only the Vrykol holding Kaylia that he saw. He could see them all. And his hatred for these foul creatures erupted. 
 
   He no longer feared for the safety of his wife and child. Fear was something he could no longer understand. His name - his true name - echoed over and over in his mind. He was Darshan, and he would make them pay for their existence. All of them.
 
   He could see the look of horror on Kaylia’s face, and feel her desperation through their bond. The laughter of the flow of the spirit was now a cacophony of woeful cries. The blade on Kaylia’s throat began to move just a fraction. But in the slowed down world below him, he had all the time in the world to act. Long before the blade could sink deep, he ripped the Vrykol’s spirit from its body. It writhed and squirmed in the air above him, and Gewey laughed with delight as he crushed it to nothingness.
 
   The other creatures behind him were charging in, but his power made them seem like fumbling children. Without even looking back he reached into all of them, the flow spreading like fingers on a gruesome hand, each one piercing a Vrykol and annihilating its spirit. 
 
   He turned, and with righteous fury shouted, “I am Darshan!”  
 
   Those he had not destroyed immediately turned and fled. He could sense everything within the citadel. Hundreds of Vrykol were streaming out, hearing the dying cries of their brothers and realizing the doom that was upon them.
 
   But Darshan would not allow them to escape. The flow shot forth like a bolt of lightning, striking at the Vrykol and sending them into oblivion. The power was no longer within him…it was him. He could see the caged humans cowering and felt disgusted by their weakness. He was tempted to reach into them in order to make them see, but some small part of his mind resisted.
 
   Many of the Vrykol had fled to the forest, but Darshan had no intention of allowing them to escape. His wrath was absolute and unbending. His gaze fell upon their wretched fortress, and he knew it was built from the labor of human slaves.
 
   “This must fall!” His voice boomed, shaking the very foundations of the earth. 
 
   The west wall exploded, sending huge chunks of stone flying in every direction. 
 
   Come back to me. A tiny voice in the corner of his mind was calling to him. Please, my love. Come back to me. 
 
   He realized it was Kaylia. She was standing behind him, calling out through their bond. She wanted him to surrender the power. She wanted him to be human. But he was not human. Not any longer. 
 
   Come back to me. Her love for him stabbed at his heart and flowed freely into his spirit. Come back to our child. 
 
   He felt the ground touch his feet and the power inside him waning. Visions of Kaylia weeping as he was forced to abandon them flashed through his mind. He was dangerous – far too dangerous and powerful to remain in such a fragile world. If he stayed, he would be no better than the Dark Knight. The human side of him would be gone forever and a vengeful god all that remained.
 
   “This need not be,” cried out Kaylia. “Come back to me.”
 
   He looked into her eyes. Her fear had now been replaced with terrible sorrow. This is what she had seen in her vision when visiting the Oracle. He would be dragged from this world…and she would be glad. His heart ached at the thought. Yet, no matter how deep and painful the ache was now, he knew this would be as nothing compared to the pain he would suffer for an eternity should he ever allow this vision to become a reality.
 
   Slowly, the flow of the spirit dissipated completely. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’ll never let that come true.”
 
   He could feel the relief flooding through Kaylia as she touched his cheek and kissed him lightly. “I know. I will never allow it either.”
 
   He took her in his arms and held her tight. The Vrykol were all but forgotten. Only the persistent sobbing of the slaves snapped him back to reality. He released Kaylia and walked to the cage. They pressed themselves into the far corner as he drew near, terror-stricken.
 
   “Please,” said Gewey, holding up his hand. “There is nothing to fear. I am here to help you.”
 
   The slaves simply stared at him, too traumatized to respond. Gewey sighed. With a mighty pull he ripped the cage door from its hinges, but this only terrified those inside even more.
 
   “You are free,” he announced. “Run home and tell your people that help is coming. Those that enslaved you will not go unpunished.”
 
   Stepping away, he returned to Kaylia. Together they watched as the slaves gradually summoned up sufficient courage to creep toward the enticingly open door. But even when on the very brink of freedom they hesitated, as if fearful of a trap. Then one found the will to make a break for it. Another quickly followed. In an instant, the stampede began. More than fifty men and women surged forward in the desperate rush for freedom.
 
   Gewey could not sense any Vrykol lurking nearby. Apparently those that had survived his wrath were still fleeing. 
 
   Once all the slaves were away into the night, he and Kaylia walked to the citadel gate. The ground was covered in the gray ash of destroyed Vrykol and chunks of the shattered wall. 
 
   “I know we should go inside,” said Gewey. “But after what I did just now…”
 
   “What you did saved my life, and that of our child,” she replied. 
 
   “I can never let something like that happen again.” He lowered his eyes and took a deep breath. “I nearly lost myself.”
 
   Kaylia nodded. “I know. I could feel it. But what matters is that you held on to who you are and came back to me...to us.”
 
   He turned and took her hands. “But next time I may not be able to do so. You are the only reason I am not completely Darshan already. You brought me back from…I don’t know what. And I don’t want to know. The price of victory cannot be the unleashing of such terrible power on the world.”
 
   She leaned in and kissed him with deep love and passion. “Together we will see to it that the world is truly free. Free from the Dark Knight…and free from Darshan.” She looked at the citadel and frowned. “Let us leave this place. The stench of death is too much for me.”
 
   Though Gewey’s heart was still troubled, he managed a tight smile. As one, they broke into a rapid run, heading due east toward the ancient road. Kaylia sent him feelings of love and comfort, and soon dark thoughts gave way to the quest at hand. 
 
   They had to reach the desert elves in time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 24
 
   Lousis sat tall in his saddle and looked out over his army with pride and optimism. The gleam of steel caught his eye, while the scent of oil and leather filled his nostrils. Thousands of multi-colored banners fluttered on a chill east wind, and the call of war could be heard in the ringing of smith’s hammers reverberating off the cliff walls that encased the passage to Valshara.
 
   More elves had come up from the south ready to fight. Although aware of Angrääl’s army landing in Tarvansia, they had brought no news of the battles, or details about the extent of destruction. Lousis had heard that the enemy was still being held in check, but feared the remnants of the force that attacked Althetas would tip the balance once they arrived. He could understand Nehrutu’s decision to allow their retreat, but he wasn’t sure it was the right one. The lives saved in Althetas may well be lost in Tarvansia. 
 
   The repair of Althetas’ city gates was already near completion, as were the new outer defenses suggested by Nehrutu. The fleet was also gathered and ready to sail. Led by Nehrutu and Aaliyah, they hoped to land on the south-east tip of the peninsula and attack the Angrääl rear just as Lousis was engaging them from the north. It would take his army at least three weeks to reach King Victis unless he was being forced north - an eternity to resist when faced with such a superior force. Lousis prayed that his fellow monarch could hold out until he arrived.
 
   Since the siege, his personal guard had grown to a ridiculous number. Twenty-five men and elves on horseback were lined up behind him. Though they were certainly worthy warriors, he couldn’t help but be irritated by their constant attention and caution. He was accustomed to moving about freely, but that was currently out of the question.
 
   A runner approached and bowed low. “Your majesty, High Lady Selena wishes to speak with you before the army departs.”
 
   Lousis scowled. “I am no emperor. Your highness is how I am to be addressed.”
 
   Under the king’s sharp eye, the runner instantly became flushed and nervous, unable to speak. After a moment’s silence he lowered his head and ran off. 
 
   This added level of deference to Lousis had become increasingly common during the past few days. At first he thought it was simple fatigue and stress from the invasion making him imagine things, but then he began hearing the stories circulating. People were saying that he slew a hundred men while defending the manor, and that he single-handedly repelled the final Angrääl charge before driving them from the city. It didn’t matter how many times he told the true account, his legend continued to grow. Some people even wanted to turn the Stone of the Tower into a statue of him. Of course, he ordered it not to be touched. But talk of a monument in his honor still continued.
 
   He spurred his horse on toward Valshara. His guard quickly surrounded him, and cheers rose as he made his way through the ranks. He did his best not to look displeased. 
 
   As he approached the passage he could see that a large white tent had been erected a few yards off to the side of the entrance. Resplendent in her robes, Selena was standing just in front of it, smiling broadly.
 
   Lousis dismounted and bowed, a grin on his face. “You are a welcome sight indeed, high lady.”
 
   “I’m flattered to hear such kind words from a living legend,” she teased. 
 
   Lousis sighed and frowned. “It does me no honor to have such nonsense spread. Many good men died that night, and I was fortunate to have fought by their side.”
 
   “It gives the people hope,” she countered. “Now more than ever they need heroes, and who better than their king?” She motioned toward the tent. “But rest assured, in here you can just be Lousis.”
 
   Lousis looked at his guard who had already begun to surround the tent. “You lot stay out here,” he instructed. 
 
   Two chairs and a small table had been set up, and two glasses of brandy had already been poured. Lousis took a seat, then held one of the glasses under his nose, savoring the aroma.
 
   “I suppose you won’t be enjoying very much of that for a while,” said Selena.
 
   “I’m afraid not,” he replied, taking a sip. “The comforts of home will be in short supply. But I imagine you didn’t call me here to discuss brandy.”
 
   “Actually, I did,” she replied. “You have defended both of our homes, and I would not have you march to war without a proper farewell.”
 
   Lousis visibly relaxed. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that. I was afraid you were going to ask me to take Ertik along with me, or some other such nonsense.”
 
   “I think your mind is burdened quite enough,” said Selena. “And while Ertik may not complain about going to Althetas, to have him go as far away from Valshara as you intend would surely send him into a panic.”
 
   “Have you enough men and supplies?” asked the king.
 
   Selena frowned. “Valshara is well defended and supplied. But in truth, it now feels more like a fortress than a temple.”
 
   “It will be as it was once again,” Lousis assured her. “You have my word.”
 
   She forced a weak smile. “Perhaps. But I think when that day comes, my usefulness will be at an end. When this war is over I intend to return to my childhood home and retire. Hopefully I’ll be able to visit my grandson from time to time.”
 
   Lousis sat his glass on the table and stroked his beard while thinking. “Perhaps you would consider living in Althetas?”
 
   Selena laughed merrily. “And what would I do there?”
 
   “Be my queen,” he replied, almost without hesitation. His eyes fixed on hers and his lips formed a sly grin.  
 
   This brought forth even more laughter from Selena, but her amusement faded when Lousis’ expression did not change. 
 
   “Stop teasing me,” she chided. 
 
   “I am not teasing you, high lady,” he said. “Nothing would honor me more, and I can think of no better way to spend the rest of my days than with you.”
 
   “We are far too old for such things,” she replied with an uncharacteristic blush. “Besides, I think you would be in need of a queen capable of bearing you an heir. I am well beyond that.”
 
   Lousis reached over to touch Selena’s hand. “And I am well beyond caring about such petty matters. I will leave Althetas with a capable leader when the time comes. There are many who could take up the mantle. But I have no desire to spend the rest of my time in this world alone.”
 
   Selena lowered her eyes and smiled sweetly. “Neither do I. But if I agree - and I’m not saying that I do - you must promise me one thing.”
 
   “I am at your command,” said Lousis.
 
   She looked into his eyes and squeezed his hand tightly. “You must survive.”
 
   Leaning down, he kissed the tips of her delicate fingers. “You have my word.” He gave a playful smirk. “At least my guards will be happy.”
 
   “And more numerous,” she added. “I’ll be sending three knights of Amon Dähl to accompany you.” 
 
   One look at her face told Lousis that it was useless to argue. “As you wish,” he said.
 
   They spent the next hour in pleasant conversation, leaving behind troubled thoughts and dark dreams. But it was not to last. A messenger arrived to inform Lousis that the army was ready to depart. 
 
   “You never gave me your reply,” he said, rising from his chair.
 
   “Keep your word by returning alive and you will have it then,” she replied. “Until that time, know that you will remain in my thoughts and prayers.”
 
   “And you in mine, high lady.” Bowing low, he left the tent.
 
   The army had formed lines, awaiting only Lousis’ command. As promised, three knights showed up to join his guard. Lousis smiled inwardly, picturing the sweet face of High Lady Selena.
 
   “Lads,” he shouted, turning to the guards. “I have a great need to return home alive. Don’t let me down.”
 
   He nodded to the herald, who sounded a mighty blast from a silver trumpet. This was met with a thunderous cry as the army slowly moved forward. 
 
   With a new hope for love and companionship beating in his heart, Lousis prayed for peace to come soon.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 25
 
   Yanti sat admiring the décor in the living room of Lee Starfinder’s former home. It saddened him to think that he was soon to return to the barren halls of Angrääl, though he would certainly be taking a few select books along with him.
 
   A young girl was dusting the mantel, making a point of avoiding eye contact with him. The people of Sharpstone were far more accommodating than he’d expected. Likely they had been told not to resist: an intelligent move, if they were to have any hope of survival. The master would not tolerate resistance from this lot. Not from Darshan’s hometown. They were lucky the village was still standing after what had happened to the faithful. Fifty men from Baltria had come to burn it to the ground in retaliation. Yanti took another look around and crossed his legs. He was glad he’d stopped them. Certainly this house would have suffered the same fate as the rest of the village, and the treasures here were far too beautiful to be destroyed at the hands of that rabble.
 
   “Did you know Gewey Stedding?” he asked the maid.
 
   She stopped and turned, but did not look up. “I did, my lord. Everyone here knew him. It’s a small village.”
 
   Yanti nodded. “Of course. Tell me, what was he like?” 
 
   She shrugged awkwardly. “He was nice - like his father - and he worked hard. Most people thought well of him. He used to help my grandmother when something needed fixing. Oh yes, and most of the girls thought he was handsome.”
 
   Yanti chuckled. “I’m sure they did.” He pulled a copper from his pocket and tossed it to her. “That will be all for today.”
 
   The maid curtsied and hurried away. 
 
   The moment the door closed, Yanti felt the foul presence of a Vrykol approaching the house from the east. Grumbling at this intrusion, he poured himself a glass of wine and sat down to wait. Within minutes, a black-cloaked figure entered and took a seat opposite to him.
 
   “Deliver your message and leave,” ordered Yanti. “Your company offends me.”
 
   The Vrykol pushed back his hood, revealing his elf features. “I had heard you were a pretentious snob.”
 
   Yanti sneered. “Just because you look less disgusting, that doesn’t mean you are any different from the rest of your kind.”
 
   The Vrykol laughed mockingly. “And because you were created by the gods and not our master, that doesn’t make you any better than me…or the rest of our kind.”
 
   Yanti waved his hand dismissively. “Just tell me why you’re here.”
 
   The Vrykol sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Your sister has been found.”
 
   “I know,” he replied. “I can sense her. Please say you didn’t come here to tell me that.”
 
   “You are to find her and bring her to the master,” he continued. “At once.”
 
   “Me?” said Yanti. “She’s harmless. Why send me? Certainly you or one of the others could do it just as easily.”
 
   “She is protected by the hermit,” he explained. 
 
   “Felsafell,” Yanti growled. “Yes. Then I am certainly the only one who could do this. I hope you will not be joining me.”
 
   “I have my own duties to perform,” he replied, his tone boastful. “I am to kill Darshan.”
 
   Yanti doubled over in laughter. “The master is sending you? Other than he, I am the only one who can stand against the son of Gerath. Is this some kind of joke?”
 
   The Vrykol reached inside his cloak and pulled out a small gold box with the symbol of Angrääl engraved on the lid. He sat it on the low table positioned between them and pushed it forward. “I will not fail to kill him as you did.”
 
   Yanti glared angrily. “I beat him. Only the elves prevented my total victory. Besides, the master merely wanted him incapacitated, not killed.”
 
   “That has changed,” said the Vrykol with an air of smugness. “And you could no longer defeat him. The master is certain that Darshan has discovered our weakness. He would rip your spirit from your body before you could lift your sword.”
 
   Yanti thought on this for a moment. “I still fail to see why he has sent you. If we are no longer a threat, then only the master himself can defeat him now.”
 
   The Vrykol motioned to the box. “The answer to that is inside.”
 
   Yanti eyed him skeptically before lifting the lid. One glance was sufficient. With a gasp he pushed the box away and leapt to his feet. “Where did you get that?”
 
   “It was unearthed when we were building an outpost near Hazrah,” he replied, amused by Yanti’s reaction. “I am surprised you are so upset.”
 
   “Do you know what that is?” Yanti stepped forward and looked inside once again. “Have you any idea what that could do to you?”
 
   The Vrykol reached into the box and took out a tiny crystal dart, no longer than his little finger. Only their keen eyes could see the symbols of the nine gods etched along the shaft. At the tip was a shard of gleaming steel, and though the metal itself was barely visible, it shone bright and steady as the noonday sun.  
 
   “Be careful with that you fool!” shouted Yanti.
 
   The Vrykol smiled, tilting his head and feigning innocence. “It would seem the mighty Yanti is not without fear after all. And to think that such a little thing could cause you to tremble.” He lifted the dart in front of his face for a few seconds before returning it to the box.
 
   Yanti sat back down, visibly shaken. “I have good reason to fear. And that you do not only shows me your ignorance.”
 
   “Then perhaps you will enlighten me,” it mocked. “Being that you are so wise and powerful.”
 
   Yanti’s hatred boiled. It was taking a supreme effort just to stop himself from killing the creature. “That is one of the Fangs of Yajna. If you so much as touch the tip...”
 
   “Unlike you,” interrupted the Vrykol. “I do not fear death.”
 
   “Death?” Yanti huffed and shook his head. “It will not be death that you will face, you fool. Your spirit will be sent to a place where even the gods fear to tread. It is a realm of eternal torment and horror made at the beginning of time by the Creator herself.” His eyes remained fixed on the box. “No…it is not death that I fear.”
 
   The Vrykol laughed. “You believe those tales? If such a place really exists, it is unknown to anyone but you. More likely it’s a story told to scare young children.”
 
   Leaning forward, Yanti leveled his gaze at the Vrykol. “There are only two beings on this earth older than I, both of whom I am now commanded to seek. And only Felsafell is my true elder. I have seen things beyond your limited imagination - powers so great that they shook the foundations of the world. I was there when the Sword of Truth was forged in the fires of creation and Amon Dähl set to be its protector.” His eyes blazed. “To me you are but a speck, and that you doubt what I say matters not in the least.” He rose from his chair. “I no longer wish to speak with such a fool. If there is nothing more, you can leave.”
 
   The Vrykol stood, scooped up the box, and walked to the door. “One last thing,” it said, smiling. “If I were you, I wouldn’t fail again. I would hate to see anything happen to...” It paused, ominously. “You know...one of my own kind.”
 
   The instant the door closed, Yanti’s temper exploded. Picking up his chair, he hurled it across the room, smashing it to splinters against the far wall. Only a moment later he sighed with regret for having destroyed such a beautiful thing. He sat down in the other chair and closed his eyes. A second sigh quickly followed.
 
   He called out to her with his mind. “Sister, you should have stayed hidden.” He felt her spirit. It was full of sadness and pity. 
 
   “I am sorry, brother,” came back her reply. “And I love you. No matter what has been done to you, or what you have done to others, I will always love you.”
 
   A single tear fell down Yanti’s cheek. He wiped it away and then stared at his wet finger as if he had never seen a tear before. Slowly his sorrow turned into rage. Springing up from his seat, he retrieved his sword.
 
   “I am coming,” he muttered. “Perhaps to both our ends.”
 
   Storming out of the house, he walked with long even strides into the village. Fearful stares followed him as he passed the villagers on the street. With each step his bloodlust was growing and his desire to destroy Sharpstone was nearing obsession. This was the fault of the godling. All of it. And rather than have the joy of killing him, he must now hunt down and destroy the one person he had long ago sworn to protect - an oath he was now being forced to break.
 
    As he reached the market and entrance to the docks, he paused to look back. He knew he could track down the Vrykol and steal the dart. It could be he who defeated Darshan, not that mongrel. He could return with his ravaged body and hang it right here in the market square for all to see.
 
   Yanti took a step back the way he had come. “Yes,” he whispered. “I will be the one.”
 
   A searing pain shot through his head, forcing him to his knees.
 
    Do not defy me! 
 
   The voice felt as if it would shatter his skull. He let out a primal scream. His fists pounded into the slate, sending shards of rock flying. 
 
   “Are you alright?” 
 
   Yanti felt a withered hand touching his shoulder. He looked up to see an old man looking at him with kind eyes.
 
   “Do you need help?” he asked.
 
   Rising quickly, Yanti drew his sword and ran it straight through the old man’s gullet. There was barely time for a gasp and a gurgle before the man slumped into Yanti’s arms. Throwing the body to the ground, he hurried to the docks where a cargo vessel from Baltria had just finished unloading. 
 
   “Cast off,” he commanded as he stepped aboard.
 
   A skinny deckhand stepped forward nervously, noting the bloody sword still in Yanti’s hand. “The captain isn’t back yet from...” His voice cracked and faded as each word came out.
 
   Yanti took a step, his eyes ablaze.
 
   “Yes, my lord,” the deckhand said, hurrying away. 
 
   In less than a minute the boat was off the docks and heading down river, Yanti standing on the bow.
 
   “I’m coming.” He sent his thoughts once more before closing his mind from his sister’s view.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 26
 
   Lee sat atop a hill gazing down at the elf army. Music and laughter filled his ears as the wedding celebration reached its third hour. He had tried to join in, but thoughts of his wife tormented him. 
 
   He saw Jacob approaching, a bottle of wine in each hand and a broad grin on his face. Forcing his melancholy aside, he waved to his son. 
 
   “Why did you leave the party?” asked Jacob, plopping down beside him.
 
   “I suppose I’m just getting old,” he lied. 
 
   Jacob nodded and sighed. “It’s mother, isn’t it?”
 
   Lee put his arm around his son, his eyes far away. “It just reminds me of our wedding day. The entire city turned out to celebrate. It was the grandest wedding Hazrah had ever seen.”
 
   “People still talk about it,” said Jacob. “They say you spent half of your fortune on that one day.”
 
   Lee chuckled. “That may be a bit of an exaggeration. But your mother was worth it. I wanted to impress her so much. She had left everything behind to be with me, and I was afraid she would be disappointed with life in such a remote city. I wanted to show her that I could give her anything she desired.”
 
   Jacob laughed. “I can only imagine what she must have thought. She was never one to hold wealth as important. By the time I came of age she had given away most everything we owned helping the poor.” His laughter went away. “I called her a fool for that.”
 
   There was a brief silence as they both contemplated their personal memories. Lee then grabbed one of the bottles from Jacob and took a long drink. “She always did have a kind heart. When I first met her, Millet told me that she was far above my station. Did you know that her family had land holdings in all five of the Eastland kingdoms? As rich as I was, they made me look like a pauper. But that’s not what he meant by above my station.”
 
   “She never spoke of her father,” said Jacob. “Or anyone else in her family.”
 
   Lee took another drink. “I’m not surprised. They disowned her when she decided to marry me. Her father even tried to have me killed. I can’t say I blame him for that. I was actually a lot like you.” He grinned. “Only even more arrogant and foolhardy.”
 
   “Millet has told me,” said Jacob, smiling. “He said that it is a miracle you survived.”
 
   “He’s not wrong,” said Lee. “But don’t let his overblown sense of responsibility fool you. He has had his own moments of reckless abandon. He even fell in love once.”
 
   Jacob raised an eyebrow. “Millet? In love? What happened?”
 
   “She married another,” replied Lee. “It broke his heart.”
 
   Jacob shook his head with bewilderment. “I can’t imagine Millet in love. He seems so cold and unemotional.”
 
   This time it was Lee who raised an eyebrow. “Millet is anything but that. His passions run deep and his friendship is unwavering. The woman he loved, loved him in return. But her family had chosen another.”
 
   “If she had loved him as mother loved you,” said Jacob, “surely she would have ignored them and married him anyway.”
 
   “It wasn’t that simple,” said Lee. “The woman’s family was in debt and nearly ruined. Her marriage to this other man was the only thing that could save them. Millet sacrificed his own happiness for the good of others.”
 
   “Just as you did,” Jacob remarked solemnly. He paused for a moment before adding: “You told me that the Reborn King may have brought mother back. Is it possible she can be saved?”
 
   Lee shook his head. “No. If it is true then she is little more than a slave with her soul subject to the whim of the Dark Knight. Her only salvation will be his death.”
 
   “What about Gewey?” asked Jacob, hope rising in his voice. “Could he save her?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Lee replied. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. I have thought long on this. If I could bring her to him he might be able to do something, but I have no idea how to accomplish this. A return to Angrääl would only result in my capture, and that wouldn’t help her at all. And I can’t ask Gewey to risk everything by going there himself.” He closed his eyes. “I can only hope that in the end I find a way to save her.”
 
   Jacob chuckled softly.
 
   “What’s funny?” asked Lee.
 
   “I hated you for so long,” he replied. “I never imagined I’d be able to forgive you for abandoning us. Now all I think about is how I don’t want you to die too.”
 
   Lee pulled his son close and embraced him. “That means more to me than you can understand. And I wish I could tell you I’ll survive this war, but fate may have other plans.”
 
   They sat drinking their wine until they saw Millet coming up the hill looking unusually cheerful. He snatched the bottle from Lee and took a long swallow.
 
   “You may have heard, Jacob, that lords of the house Nal’Thain are notorious drinkers,” joked Lee. “It is good to see that our reputation is secure.”
 
   Millet tossed Lee the bottle. “I doubt I could ever match your escapades.” He groaned as he sat down. “Did you know that your father was one of the most loved and yet hated men in all of Hazrah? Before he met your mother, every woman in the city swooned whenever he passed by, and not all of them unmarried maidens. He must have given out a king’s ransom in gifts by way of apologizing for his misdeeds. It was a good thing he was rich.”
 
   “Millet,” said Lee. “I can’t remember the last time you were this drunk.”
 
   “We all cope in our own way,” he replied, his face turning serious. “I know why you came up here alone. I mourn her too.” He smiled at Jacob. “Another thing you may not know about your father is that when he met your mother, not a single woman in the city dared hope to catch his eye again. This would have made him very popular with the men if not for the fact that your mother was by far the most beautiful, kind, and graceful woman they had ever seen. The luckiest lord in Hazrah they called him - and they were right.” A tear fell down his cheek. “I loved her as well, you know.”
 
   “I know,” said Lee, a sad smile forming. “And she loved you in return.”
 
   Millet wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. “But that is not the reason why I climbed this bloody big hill. Linis and Dina are to be bonded, and Dina’s mother expects us to be there.”
 
   “Bonded?” said Jacob. “Didn’t we just see them married a few hours ago?”
 
   “This is different,” explained Millet. “The elves of the west are able to bond their spirits together as one. The desert elves don’t - or can’t – do this; I’m not sure which. But whatever the case, they’re gathering not far from here, and you, Lee Starfinder, have the honor of standing by Linis’ side.” 
 
   “I may have missed Gewey’s bonding,” said Lee. “But I will certainly not miss this as well.”
 
   Millet stood up, albeit on slightly unsteady legs, to lead Lee and Jacob down the slope and around the edge of the encampment. To the west, atop another hill, Lee could see Linis and Dina standing beside Dina’s mother. They were dressed in tan cotton robes with stitching that formed blue angular patterns. Linis wore a matching blue sash around his waist, while Dina had delicate yellow flowers adorning her hair. Nahali was wearing a long flowing black dress with a blood red belt. In her hands she held a small, gold-handled dagger.
 
   Lee bowed respectfully as they crested the slope.
 
   “No need for such formality,” said Linis. He gave Lee a rough, friendly embrace. “I am happy you are here, my friend.” He looked at Millet and Jacob. “And you as well.”
 
   Lee reached out and took hold of Dina’s hand. “You are a vision of beauty.”
 
   She leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you. Though I do wish I had brought along something more appropriate to wear.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Millet interjected. “You have never looked lovelier.”
 
   She smiled before kissing him on the cheek as well. “I see you have been enjoying the celebration.”
 
   Millet blushed and lowered his eyes. “Forgive me. I may have taken just a bit too much wine.”
 
   Dina’s laugh was light and sweet. “Not at all, my dear friend. This is the happiest day of my life; I want you to drink and be merry. There should be no sad faces tonight.” She looked at Jacob. “And I am honored that you are here too, Jacob.”
 
   Jacob bowed low. “The honor is mine.”
 
   Lee took his place beside Linis, and Millet beside Dina, while Jacob stood a few feet away. Lee couldn’t help but envy Linis as the couple dropped to their knees and Nahali performed the ceremony. Once the final ancient word was spoken he could see a visible change in them both. It was as if their love had instantly multiplied many times over and their understanding of each other had become infinite. Slowly, they rose up. With a tender smile, Nahali took their hands and led them away into the night.
 
   “A marriage tent was erected just before the celebration began,” remarked Millet. “I suggest we return to the others. I hear Bevaris has challenged Weila to a wrestling match.”
 
   “I would like to see that,” said Lee, smiling.
 
   Ignoring the fact that Linis and Dina were no longer present, the celebrations continued well into the night. In the desert elves’ eyes, the wedding ceremony that had taken place earlier had been a mere formality. They were far less constricted by dogma and tradition than the elves of the west, or even humans for that matter. To them, all that really mattered was mutual consent. Weila had told Lee that many marriages were performed while traveling in the desert, and that it was the celebration of the union that was most important. This was normally held within a month of the marriage, as it is not always practical to do so right away. Lee liked the way they did things. It seemed somehow innocent and wholesome.
 
   Bevaris did indeed wrestle Weila - losing three out of four bouts. This spawned a dozen more good natured challenges. Lee refused several times before finally agreeing to wrestle a young dark haired youth. The elves were impressed when he won quite easily, and cheers of admiration and friendship were called to him long after the sport was over.
 
   A few hours before dawn the music finally ceased and everyone bedded down for what remained of the night. Millet had continued enjoying the wine right until the end, so Lee and Jacob helped him to a small area close to the edge of the camp. After Lee had settled into his own bedroll he looked over to Millet and Jacob, both of who were already fast asleep. He regretted the burden he had thrust upon Millet. Being lord of the house Nal’Thain was not a responsibility he would have wished on anyone in such dark times. Yet Millet was truly the only one who could bear it.
 
   “Lord Starfinder,” came a voice from a few yards away.
 
   Lee rolled over and saw an elf sentry, his face grave. He sighed before sitting up. “Is something wrong?”
 
   He nodded sharply. “A spy has been captured just outside of the camp.” 
 
   Lee quickly got up and fastened his sword to his belt. “Where is he?”
 
   “A few hundred yards to the west,” the sentry replied. “He is being held there until it’s decided what to do with him.”
 
   “Then I will go there immediately,” Lee said. “Meanwhile, have some of your people surround Linis and Dina’s tent. Do not get too close. I don’t want them disturbed on their wedding night unless there’s no other choice.”
 
   The elf sped off to do his bidding while Lee headed to the western edge of the camp. Atop a low hill he could see three elf sentries with swords drawn. They were standing guard over a dark haired man wearing a jet-black shirt and pants. The prisoner’s pale face was smeared with charcoal and soot. His eyes were wide with fear. As Lee approached, one of the elves stepped forward and bowed.
 
   “We caught him spying,” he said.
 
   Lee nodded, then squatted down in front of the terrified man. “What are you doing here?” His voice was hard and menacing. “Speak now!”
 
   “I...I was sent by King Luccia,” he stammered, his fearful eyes never leaving the elves. “We had heard of an invasion coming from the east.”
 
   Lee rubbed his chin. “And who told your king this?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he replied. “I just came to see if it was true. That’s all.”
 
   Lee looked up at the elves. “He speaks the truth. Leave us.”
 
   At once, the elves set off down the hill.
 
   “Now,” continued Lee, “you only have me to fear. And as I mean you no harm, you can surely relax.” He put on a friendly smile. “First, I would know your name.”
 
   “Normak,” he replied, still trembling. “My name is Normak.”
 
   “Normak,” said Lee. “I am Lee Starfinder, and what you see is not an invasion. In fact, we come to assist your king if he wishes it. And if he does not, we ask only to be granted leave to pass through his lands.”
 
   “You’re here to fight the Reborn King then,” he said. 
 
   “And what do you know of him?” Lee asked.
 
   “Nothing, I swear.” With the elf sentries now out of sight, Normak was visibly calming. “Just that Angrääl is at war in the west. Rumor says that it’s with the bloody elves.”
 
   “Only a fool listens to rumors,” said Lee. “The Reborn King is at war with the whole world. Has King Luccia joined with him?”
 
   “No, sir,” he replied. “Our king isn’t about to get us caught up in a war. Sure, we sometimes traded with Angrääl, but we’re not about to go marching off to fight.”
 
   Lee thought for a minute, then stood up. “I need you to take me to King Luccia.”
 
   Normak looked at Lee incredulously. “You think I’ll just take you straight to the king? Are you mad?”
 
   “I’ve been told so, yes,” Lee grinned, pulling Normak to his feet. He began to descend the hill, not bothering with his captive.
 
   “So you’re just letting me go?” Normak called after him. 
 
   “You’ll wait for me here,” said Lee over his shoulder. “Or if you prefer, you can run and see if the elves can catch you again.”
 
   Normak opened his mouth, but no words came out. With a defeated expression on his face, he sat back down on the ground. 
 
   Lee woke Bevaris and Tristan and told them what had happened.
 
   “Then we should depart at once,” said Bevaris. “Tristan. Stay with the men.”
 
   Lee then woke Millet and Jacob.
 
   Millet struggled to his feet, rubbing his bloodshot eyes. “I shall go with you.”
 
   Lee laughed. “As you wish, my lord. If you think you are able. But Jacob, you must stay here. If this is a trap, it would be best if one of us is still free.”
 
   An hour later they gathered on the hill where Normak stood quietly waiting with Bevaris. A few feet away from them, Lolin and Weila were talking to Linis and Dina. That the newlyweds had risen from their wedding bed brought a frown to Lee’s face.
 
   Linis waved as Lee approached. “You did not think to leave without us, did you?”
 
   “There is no need for you to come,” said Lee. “Enjoy a few days of peace.”
 
   “I would, my friend,” he replied. “But my unorem insists on representing Amon Dähl, and I will not allow her to leave my side.”
 
   “Normak here tells me that the king is definitely at his estate in Xenthia,” said Bevaris. “I told the men to lead the army a day’s ride west of the city and wait there for our return.”
 
   Tristan and two of his men approached leading horses for everyone but the desert elves. However, Linis had made a habit of running alongside the others, so refused the steed brought for him.
 
   “We should arrive in four days,” said Normak, eyeing the elves suspiciously. “But I think you waste your time bringing elves. King Luccia will not see them.”
 
   Bevaris stood nose to nose with the man. “King Luccia will honor the request of Bevaris, knight of the order of Amon Dähl, just as his father did before him. And you will speak with a bit less contempt in your voice unless you wish to test my patience.”
 
   Normak averted his eyes and mounted his horse.
 
   “Thank you,” said Lolin. “But there is no need for anger. Understanding and trust is earned, and will come in time. We do not hold those who fear us out of ignorance responsible. Ignorance can be remedied.”
 
   Bevaris chuckled and motioned to Normak. “Yes. But what of stupidity?”
 
   All but Normak burst into laughter. 
 
   “For that we have yet to find a cure,” replied Lolin, smiling.
 
   “Let us hope that the king does not suffer such an ailment,” remarked Weila. 
 
   They set off down the hill before turning northwest. A cold wind chilled Lee’s face and the Weeping Mountains were barely visible. Suddenly, he felt a powerful sense of foreboding. He gripped the reigns tightly.
 
   “Is something wrong?” asked Bevaris, riding bedside him.
 
   “I’m not sure,” said Lee. “I hope not. But I suppose we shall find out soon enough.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 27
 
   The four-day ride to Xenthia was uneventful. Taking into account the speed of the elves, Lee reckoned that their army would be no more than a day and a half behind them.
 
   Earlier, the landscape had become increasingly hilly as they neared the shadow of the Weeping Mountains. Soon it became obvious to everyone how they had earned their name. A great mist poured down from the many peaks, shrouding their bases. Lee explained that an immense hot spring was to the north of the range. Clouds formed above this, rising higher and higher until eventually falling down on the other side. It gave the mountains a ghostly quality that over the centuries had spawned many a grizzly tale.
 
   On arriving at the city Lee noticed at once that it had only limited defenses; just a short wall and flimsy gates, though at least fifteen guards were standing in front of these and eyeing them suspiciously as they approached. As soon as the presence of elves was detected, the sound of steel sliding free from scabbards grew loud.
 
   Normak spurred his horse forward and scrambled from the saddle the moment he was able to. Within seconds he had disappeared inside the gate.
 
   Bevaris took the lead. “We are here to seek an audience with King Luccia.” His voice boomed with bold assertiveness.
 
   “And who are you?” demanded the guard captain. “And why do you bring elves to my gate?”
 
   “I am Bevaris, son of Vrinda,” he announced proudly. “And who I bring to your gates is my own affair. I suggest you tell King Luccia I am here. That is, if you wish to keep your head attached to your shoulders.”
 
   The captain glared furiously and stood unmoving in silence for what seemed like an eternity. But Bevaris’ sheer presence finally overwhelmed him. With a loud growl he spun on his heels and marched off, roughly pushing aside his guards as he went.
 
   “Was that wise?” whispered Lee. “Perhaps it would be best not to antagonize the locals.”
 
   “I will not have my comings and goings in my own hometown questioned,” he shot back. “I know that man, and he knows me. He was a stuffed shirt when he was young, and a captain’s chevron has only made his condition worse.”
 
   His words cause sniggers from the other guards.
 
   Just over an hour passed before the captain returned with a self-satisfied look on his face. “You are to be disarmed and arrested…Bevaris. If you resist, you and your friends will be killed.”
 
   Bevaris leapt from his saddle, causing the guards to shift nervously. “If the king wishes my arrest, so be it. As for my friends...”
 
   “They will comply as well,” completed Millet.
 
   The company dismounted and began to remove their weapons.
 
   “If any harm comes to them,” warned Bevaris. “I will settle accounts with you first.”
 
   “Mind your tongue,” replied the captain. “Or it may be your head that is in jeopardy.”
 
   Bevaris sneered while taking off his massive sword. “I should ask you how your sister fares, Captain Konnor. I have missed her company. As I’m sure she has missed mine.”
 
   The other guards could not hold back their chuckles and stifled laughs.
 
   The captain fumed. “Be quiet! All of you!” He pressed his face close to Bevaris’, but the knight was unmoved. “Take them away,” Konnor finally ordered. 
 
   They were immediately surrounded and their mounts seized. 
 
   “This is not exactly how I hoped it would go,” remarked Lee. 
 
   “It is to be expected,” offered Weila. “With an elf army of unknown intent at your door, they may feel a show of strength to be prudent.”
 
   Bevaris shrugged. “Prudent or not, the hospitality of Xenthia has suffered.”
 
   The guards led them into the city. Lee could see that the once well-tended white stucco buildings were now showing distinct signs of decay, also that the many small flower gardens that used to line the avenues had been filled in with pebbles and dirt. Trash and debris was piled up between the houses and shops, amongst which rats scurried about feasting on the refuse. The people of the city looked haggard and emaciated, staring suspiciously at the new arrivals as they passed by. Whispered words of war floated to Lee’s well-tuned ears.
 
   “Hardship has befallen these lands,” he remarked. “Even in winter this used to be a beautiful place. Now…” He shook his head sadly.
 
   “It grieves me to see it so,” said Bevaris. “Trade with Angrääl has clearly not gone well.”
 
   The word Angrääl caused the guards to pause momentarily and look at one another.
 
   “I see that name is well known here,” observed Millet.
 
   They were taken to a guard post at the southern end of the city and placed inside a small windowless room. As the door slammed shut, Lee could hear a guard mentioning the words ‘ambassador’ and ‘execution’. 
 
   “We may be in more trouble than we first thought,” he said.
 
   Several hours passed before the door reopened and Captain Konnor stepped inside. 
 
   “The king will see three of you,” he stated. “Bevaris and two others.”
 
   Lee looked to Millet.
 
   “I think it best you go,” said Millet. “Your reputation may help our cause.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on that,” mocked Konnor. “We know of you, Lee Starfinder. Don’t think your skill with a blade will allow you to impose your will here.”
 
   Lee ignored him.
 
   Weila also stepped forward. “I will speak for my people.”
 
   The captain gave a mocking laugh. “An elf, a has-been warrior, and a scoundrel. This will indeed be amusing to watch.” 
 
   Konnor led them out into the street. With the sun waning, the smell of torches and unwashed bodies filled Lee’s nostrils. They weaved their way north through the city until the road began to gently slope upward. Soon the king’s manor came into view. 
 
   Though only a single story building, it was at least two hundred feet wide, built from polished blue stone, and topped with a black tile roof. An imposing marble archway stood at the head of a path leading up to double doors made of oak. Panels of white latticework surrounded the yard, while marble fountains close to each corner of the house spouted crystal clear water. The yard itself was well manicured with dozens of circular flowerbeds and a multitude of peach and apple trees.
 
   “It would seem at least this house has escaped hardship,” muttered Bevaris disapprovingly. 
 
   “I’ll be sure to mention your compliment to the king,” sneered Konnor. “I’m certain he’ll be pleased to hear of it.”
 
   The hall inside was wide and spacious. A polished wood floor shone like glass. Stained panels decorating the walls were of superb craftsmanship, covered in art from both the western and southern kingdoms. Life-size marble statues of the nine gods stretched across the far end, every one magnificent in its artistry. To the right were a dozen chairs set in a semi-circle, each separated from its neighbor by a small round table. Fine blue lace curtains covered an archway directly in front of the visitors, while above their heads, huge glass panels allowed the night sky to be clearly seen. By day these would flood the hall with light, though at present it was illuminated by three crystal chandeliers.
 
   Konnor led them through the curtains into an antechamber with several plush chairs set against the wall. “Wait here,” he ordered before exiting through another door to their left.
 
   Two guards remained, standing stiff and silent. Another hour passed before Konnor returned. This time his face was red with anger. “King Luccia will see you now,” he said sharply. 
 
   He led them through a series of hallways to a round chamber with a large oval dais at the far end. Four rows of chairs were facing this stage, on which two men and three women dressed as Baltrian pirates were performing a comedy for a lone audience member.
 
   “That’s enough,” commanded the solitary spectator, clapping his hands.
 
   The actors stopped at once and bowed respectfully. As they hurried away they glanced fearfully at Weila, while completely ignoring Lee and Bevaris.
 
   “They’ve never seen an elf before,” said the man, rising from his seat. “But of course, neither have I.”
 
   He was short, though not frail or slight, with thick wavy brown hair, oiled and pushed back in Baltrian fashion. His ruddy complexion and green eyes gave him a friendly bearing. Though not opulent, his blue and green shirt and blue pants were clearly of fine quality. Several gold rings on the fingers of both hands spoke of his wealth.
 
   “Your highness,” said Bevaris, bowing. “It is good to see you again.”
 
   King Luccia scrutinized the group. “So this is what dear Captain Konnor was so worried about. I recognize the name Lee Starfinder. My father spoke of you with great admiration.”
 
   Lee bowed. “Your father was a kind and wise leader. I held him in the highest regard.”
 
   Luccia smiled. His eyes then settled on Weila. “And an elf. Amazing! I would be overjoyed if there was not an army of your folk heading in this direction.”
 
   Weila stepped forward and bowed low. “I am Weila, your highness. And let me assure you that my people mean you no harm. Our fight is elsewhere.”
 
   “Yes,” said Luccia. “You go to challenge the powers of the north.” He allowed a hint of distain to seep into his voice.
 
   “That we do,” she replied. 
 
   Luccia chuckled. “If only we had your courage.”
 
   “Then Angrääl is the cause of your woes?” asked Bevaris.
 
   “Angrääl is a storm,” said Luccia. “One I fear we cannot weather. But before I speak of these matters, I will hear your tale in full, Bevaris. Captain Konnor is convinced of your ill intent. Tell me why he is not to be believed.”
 
   Bevaris stood proud. “Aside from the fact that the captain is a fool, and always has been, I will say only this. I have ever been a man of honor, and no one in this city has just cause to dispute that. I was a friend to your father, and to you. I only wish to bring hope and life to these lands - things which I have noticed you do not have in abundance at present.”
 
   “Konnor may be a fool,” said Luccia in a reprimanding tone. “But he is a good captain and a loyal subject. He only serves to protect our life and lands.” The king’s face then cracked into a smile. “However, I can only hope he is able to do a better job at that than he did protecting his sister’s honor.”
 
   Bevaris grinned. “Actually, your highness, those rumors were…” He hesitated. “Well - a little bit exaggerated perhaps. At least, some of them were.”
 
   “Your highness,” cut in Lee. “What of our companions? Will they be released?”
 
   All traces of the king’s humor vanished. “Once I have heard your story and am satisfied you speak the truth, then I will let them go. Not a moment sooner. I am sorry if you take insult to my actions, but these are dark times.”
 
   “Then let us not dally,” suggested Lee. “The tale is long and our friends uncomfortable.”
 
   “Quite right,” agreed Luccia. “Please be seated.”
 
   For the next two hours Bevaris, Lee, and Weila took their turn in telling the king their stories. His interest increased noticeably when hearing about the elves of the desert. Once everyone was finished, Luccia got up and walked to the door. After a quick word with the guard he returned to his seat.
 
   “I am having your friends released at once,” he said. “Though I am afraid they must not move about the city unescorted. They will be brought here and given a proper room.”
 
   “I thank you, your highness,” said Bevaris. “And now that you have heard our tales, I would hear what has happened to my beloved home.”
 
   “It is as you see it,” said Luccia sadly. “We are all but cut off from the world.”
 
   “But your scout told us you traded with Angrääl,” said Lee.
 
   “And we did,” affirmed Luccia. “But no longer. When representatives of the Reborn King first arrived, we thought it a boon. They had goods, skilled craftsmen, and no lack of gold. Then I learned that they were recruiting my people to serve in their army. When I ordered them to stop, they complied - at first. But very quickly it became apparent that they did not respect my rule. When I threatened to expel them from my kingdom, I was told that unless I relented, all trade would be cut off and we would surely starve.”
 
   He sighed deeply before continuing. “They had already taken control of Survia’s ports, and that is the only coastal kingdom in the Eastland. Later, to my dismay, I heard they had taken Baltria as well.” His tone became even more melancholy. “Baltria was the first city I ever visited outside of my own lands. Half of the goods we receive comes through there. Even the cities along the Goodbranch are under their control.”
 
   “But I see that didn’t stop you from throwing them out,” remarked Lee.
 
   “What choice did I have?” His sadness became anger. “I am the rightful king, and will not shame my father by cowering before this villain.”
 
   “Then you will fight?” asked Bevaris. 
 
   Luccia laughed. “Fight? Are you mad? I have no more than a volunteer force of five thousand swords. Angrääl would sweep us aside like so many dead leaves.”
 
   “You could raise an army,” suggested Lee. “Certainly the other four Eastland kingdoms would come to your aid.”
 
   “You speak without knowledge, Starfinder,” snapped Luccia. “I would defend my lands if I could, but the people here are afraid and on the brink of starvation. They will not answer the call to arms. And as far as enlisting aid from the other four kingdoms - their rulers have already allowed themselves to become vassals of the Reborn King, so I would be fighting them as well. No. Soon my rule will end and my people forced to serve Angrääl; that much is clear.”
 
   “Is there nothing you can do?” asked Bevaris, deep sadness in his voice. 
 
   “I am afraid my only hope is to either submit or pray for the gods to intervene,” said Luccia. “And as neither of these things will happen, I expect that one day soon I will find a dagger in my back, or perhaps poison in my cup.”
 
   “Help may come in ways you never expected,” said Lee. “And your prayers may not go unanswered. There is one who walks the earth with the power to challenge the forces of darkness. One who even the Reborn King fears.”
 
   “You speak of Darshan,” said the king in a whisper. 
 
   Lee smiled. “Word travels fast.”
 
   “I have heard rumors,” he replied. “Men fleeing the war in the west speak the name. They say he killed fifty thousand soldiers with a wave of his hand, though I find that a bit hard to believe. It’s more than likely he’s a half-man.” He looked at Lee’s calm expression and leaned forward. “You know him, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   “I know him,” Lee admitted. “I know him well. And I can tell you that he is not a half-man, as indeed I am. He is far more powerful than I.”
 
   Luccia chuckled. “I always suspected that of you. The stories that surround your name are too fantastic for you to be anything else. My father told me that he saw you kill ten men without unsheathing your sword. And he was not one prone to exaggeration.”
 
   “I remember that,” said Lee. “Your father tried to come to my aid, and would have done so had his guards not held him back. But the truth is that I was only unarmed because Millet wouldn’t allow me to carry my sword when I took drink at the taverns. Otherwise...”
 
   “Otherwise you would still have bested ten men,” interrupted Luccia lightheartedly. “They were marauders from out of the Weeping Mountains I was told. I also heard that you sailed with Baltrian pirates.”
 
   “I did,” he admitted. “But I assure you that I took no part in any crimes.”
 
   “I’m sure,” said Luccia with a wry grin. “But if Darshan is not like you, then what is he?”
 
   “He is the herald of a new world,” said Weila. “The child of heaven who has come to set the world to rights.”
 
   Luccia took a deep breath. “If you are saying what I think you are, then I have lived to see impossible times. He is then, as the rumors claim? Darshan is truly a god?”
 
   Lee nodded slowly. “That is why Angrääl moves so quickly, and why you should not give up hope.”
 
   “I cannot imagine meeting such a creature,” said Luccia, rubbing his temple. “Tell me about him. What is he like?”  
 
   Lee chuckled. “If you meet him and expect anything other than a man, you will be disappointed. He is no different than you or I. He eats, sleeps and breathes just like everyone else. But his heart has a purity that I have yet to see in anyone I have ever encountered. And in spite of all his power, that is his greatest weapon.”
 
   Lee went on to tell him of Gewey’s life in Sharpstone, and how he had discovered who he really was.
 
   “A simple farm boy,” said Luccia with a smile as Lee finished. “You have given me reason to hope. But I still can do little to help you. Until this Darshan is victorious, my plight remains the same. But I will gladly grant you passage through my kingdom, and tonight we shall feast.” 
 
   He turned to Bevaris. “And just so you know, it is the people who have chosen to maintain my gardens with what little they still have. It is their only reminder that we are still a free people.”
 
   Bevaris turned red with embarrassment. “Forgive me, your highness. I spoke from ignorance.”
 
   King Luccia smiled and clapped his hands. Two guards approached from the door. “Show them to their rooms and tell the kitchen that we are to host honored guests tonight.”
 
   “Thank you, your highness,” said Bevaris.
 
   “And once we have eaten we shall watch a play about Baltrian pirates.” Luccia looked at Lee, smirking. “I’m sure you will find it amusing.”
 
   Lee laughed. “I’m sure I will.”
 
   They all bowed and allowed the guards to lead them through the halls to their rooms. Lee pulled off his boots and lay down on the bed, staring at the ceiling. Speaking about Gewey so openly had made him realize just how much had happened in such a short time - and how much was yet to unfold. 
 
   A light rap at the door brought his mind back to where he was. Weila and Millet entered. 
 
   “I am grateful you were able to secure our release,” said Millet. 
 
   “King Luccia is a good man,” said Lee. “As was his father. I pray this war is over before it reaches him.”
 
   “As do I,” agreed Millet. 
 
   “He asked to speak to one of the elves,” said Weila. “So I sent Lolin. It would seem the king does not fear us, though I cannot say the same for the rest of the people here.”
 
   “It will take time,” said Lee. “Fear is banished through understanding, and King Luccia has obviously not allowed his ignorance of your people and their ways to cloud his mind or foster paranoia. His qualities as a ruler would show him the wisdom of knowing you better.”
 
   “If only all people were so open minded, war would never trouble the world again,” said Weila. 
 
   “Hopefully, we will see the last of it,” said Millet.
 
   “Until then, we must plan our next move,” said Lee. “Being that King Luccia cannot give us aid, we must move quickly to cross the Eastland and make our way to Althetas.”
 
   “The army should be where we told them to be by morning,” said Weila. “Unless your mind is changed, I assume we will go southwest to the river crossing.”
 
   “I see no better way,” said Lee.
 
   “Nor do I,” added Millet. “We can only hope that we make it there unnoticed, or at least unchallenged.” 
 
   Lee shook his head and gave a cynical half-grin. “How often have we had such luck?”
 
   Millet sighed. “Not often.”
 
   The feast was not lavish by any standards, though the food was well prepared and the wine plentiful. Only a few officers, including a most unhappy looking Captain Konnor, attended. Bevaris made a point of staying clear of the man, though they did exchange several angry glances. In order to keep the peace, the king eventually ordered Konnor to organize a patrol of the city.
 
   After dinner, they returned to the theatre. The audience for the play was made up mostly of local citizens, seemingly of all classes. Merchants sat beside laborers as the actors regaled them with a tale of a blind Baltrian pirate who sought the love of his life – a woman whom he knew only by the smell of her perfume. After the entertainment was over and the actors had taken their bows, King Luccia invited Lee and the others to join him for a drink in his parlor. They found a warm fire and comfortable chairs there to greet them.
 
   “Did you enjoy the play?” asked Luccia, savoring the sweet scent that rose from his glass.
 
   “It was very well done,” remarked Millet. “But I must ask about your audience. They seemed a rather diverse group.”
 
   “Our plays are one of the few distractions left to us,” Luccia explained. “Every citizen is invited to attend regardless of social standing. Names are picked at random each morning, then posted in the market square. It has become extremely popular. So much so, that I plan to move it outdoors to accommodate more people.”
 
   “Your highness,” said Weila. “I have given consideration to your concerns over your personal safety, and have decided that Lolin shall remain here with you. You will not find a more capable elf, and he will not allow you to come to harm.”
 
   Luccia smiled and bowed. “I do appreciate the gesture, but I think having an elf guard may upset some of my people a bit more than is needed at this time.”
 
   “No one will ever know I am here,” Lolin insisted. “I can remain hidden from all eyes but those of your highness. Only if your life is in danger would I make myself known.”
 
   “You could consider it a bond between our people,” suggested Weila. “And as this world is in dire need of courage and heart, I would see to it that you remain alive to care for your kingdom.”
 
   “What do you think, Bevaris?” asked Luccia.
 
   “You could ask for no better protector,” he replied earnestly. “And if the Reborn King seeks your demise, it could make the difference between life and death.”
 
   Luccia thought for a minute. “I would have to inform Captain Konnor of course, and I assure you that he will not be pleased. But that aside, I think you are right. No one would expect me to have an elf protector.” He bent his knees and gave Lolin a sweeping formal bow. “I am honored to have you with me, and I am in your debt.”
 
   “A debt to be paid only with friendship,” said Lolin. “I would speak to your captain as soon as my companions are away.”
 
   “I must say that I am eager to see his reaction,” said Luccia with a devilish grin.
 
   There was a knock on the parlor door and a messenger entered. He handed King Luccia a folded piece of parchment. As the king read, his faced darkened. “A force of sixty thousand soldiers is approaching from the west,” he told the others. Fear was in his eyes. “They are only two days away.”
 
   The room went silent for a moment.
 
   “Then we should leave now,” said Lee. “We will do our best to draw them away from the city.”
 
   Without another word, everyone hurried off to retrieve their belongings. Six guards escorted them to the front gate, where King Luccia was waiting beside their horses. 
 
   “Will you be able to defeat such an army?” the king asked, desperation in his voice.
 
   Lee mounted his steed. “We must. And we will. Even so, you should prepare your defenses as best you can.”
 
   Linis climbed in the saddle behind Dina, while Lee pulled Weila up behind him. His stone stare denied her any objection. The night was an empty chasm of fear as they galloped off to join their army. 
 
   “Do not despair,” said Weila. “It is not we who should fear them.”
 
   Lee grunted and urged his horse on even faster.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 28
 
   Lee was stunned by the speed in which the elves now traveled. Their mobility had impressed him even before this latest situation, but once they were told of the Angrääl army approaching, the renewed pace they set made their earlier efforts seem like a mere leisurely stroll. Moreover, their mood was nothing short of jubilant, with not the slightest hint of fear. For two days they had scarcely rested for more than an hour. Lee began to suspect that even when they did choose to rest it was far more for the benefit of the humans and horses than due to their own fatigue.
 
   They turned northwest in the hope of gaining high ground, but scouts reported that the enemy had marched south, parallel to Xenthia where the land was flat. Here they had halted. It was clear they knew that the elves were coming and had chosen their place to fight. This concerned both Lee and Bevaris. Though not vastly outnumbered, they had no heavy horses, and the enemy could set lines that would be difficult for the lightly armored elves to break.
 
   The evening before they were due to engage the enemy, Bevaris and Lee sat together at the edge of the camp pondering on their best plan of action. A few yards away three elves were shooting arrows at a thin pole they had stuck in the ground, regularly hitting the nearly impossible target from more than thirty yards away.
 
   “Amazing archers,” said Bevaris with sincere appreciation.
 
   “There are none better,” agreed Lee. “If only we could win a battle with bows alone.”
 
   “Indeed,” he replied. Bevaris watched for a time, then a wave of inspiration washed over his face. Springing up, he ran over and spoke to the elves for several moments.
 
   Lee watched curiously as Bevaris nodded and smiled excitedly. He then called Lee over.
 
   “I take it you have a plan,” said Lee.
 
   “Don’t move from where you are,” Bevaris told him. He then winked to one of the elves, who took off running until he was swallowed up by the night. A minute or so later a high-pitched whistle sounded from some distance away. Bevaris whistled in return. A brief silence followed, quickly broken by an ever-increasing hissing sound that seemed to rip through the air. Lee barely had time to blink before a white fletched arrow buried itself into the ground less than three feet away from where he was standing.
 
   “That was from six-hundred yards,” said Bevaris.
 
   Lee pulled up the arrow and smiled with keen understanding. “That is incredible news. We should inform the others.”
 
   As morning broke over the field of battle, the elves sang merrily of their impending victory. By contrast, the army of Angrääl stood silent and firm, their banners flying high in the brisk morning air. The elves lined up in long rows, with archers in front and the rest in staggered columns behind them. Lee and Bevaris glanced at each other with knowing smiles. 
 
   Jacob had taken it upon himself to be Millet’s personal guard, and, along with Tristan, insisted on keeping him far behind and clear of the fray. To Linis’ dismay, Dina insisted that he stay with her at the rear as well.
 
   “There will be other battles,” she had said, feigning sympathy. “I will not tempt fate and have you risk your life before we’ve even been married a week.”
 
   Reluctantly, he had agreed.
 
   When they reached six-hundred yards from the enemy lines, a trumpet blast called for a halt. In seconds, the archers had notched their arrows and were ready to fire. Lee raised his arm and silence fell. Then, with one fluid motion, he gave the signal. Thousands of arrows raced skyward. Even before these missiles struck their target, the elves were already sending another volley. Again and again, with remarkable speed they shot death at the enemy. Within moments the Angrääl lines were scattering. The cries of their dying carried clearly all over the field. 
 
   For a short time it looked as if the battle would be over quickly. But the enemy commanders soon recovered their composure. Soon they were reforming their ranks and sending out a wave of heavy horse. Long, steel-tipped lances glinted in the morning sun, their advance on the elf army bringing forth a vengeful roar from the Angrääl soldiers. The elf archers adjusted their fire, but the thick armor on both the horses and men deflected most of the deadly shafts.
 
   Lee looked over the field and saw the enemy footmen running headlong at them. “They’re closing the gap.” He unsheathed his sword and glanced at Bevaris. “Their commanders are cleverer than I had hoped.”
 
   Bevaris shrugged. “I have always desired to die in battle. Perhaps today I will get my wish.” His massive sword rang out as he freed it from its scabbard.
 
   The archers dropped their bows and drew their swords just as the horsemen drove deep into the lines. Lee, Bevaris and the few other human soldiers they had with them, charged in. Lee felled three men in an instant and unhorsed four more. Bevaris swung his blade repeatedly, hewing through armor and flesh as if it were wet parchment.
 
   Despite many elves falling during this initial onslaught, they still managed to halt the advance, and before long were even beginning to force the cavalry back. But then the Angrääl foot soldiers arrived, smashing their way into the gaps. Though the elves fought fiercely, it was becoming obvious that the sheer force of numbers was going to win the day. 
 
   Lee’s horse reared as a spear pierced its neck, throwing him from the saddle. Only his half-man dexterity kept him from landing on his back. Two more soldiers were quickly cut down by his fury as he carved a path to the center of the battle. But he could see that their line was collapsing. Any moment now, the elves would be split in two. Blood trickled from cuts to his forearm and neck, but years of training made him able to dismiss the pain. 
 
   Then, from seemingly out of nowhere, an almighty explosion sent shock waves thudding into his ears. A huge column of fire erupted at the rear of the Angrääl army. For a second the battle paused as all eyes turned to witness the terrible sight. Another blast followed, then another and another, each one more devastating than the last. 
 
   Roaring and spitting destruction in every direction, a massive wall of flames nearly fifty feet high ripped through the enemy, cutting them in twain. Black smoke billowed up, and the nauseating smell of burning flesh hung heavy in the air. The elves, unsure of what was happening, simply pulled back and watched while their foes were roasted alive. In less than five minutes the Angrääl forces were in full retreat, screaming in terror as the blazing inferno continued to chase after them.
 
   Lee scanned the horizon. He knew of only one power that could do this. On a tall hill, just beyond the battlefield, he spotted two figures. One an elf woman, the other a human male. His spirits lifted at once. As the last of the retreating enemy disappeared into the distance, the two figures began moving toward them.
 
   “Gewey!” yelled Lee. “Kaylia!”
 
   Cries of jubilation arose from the elf ranks as the two came near. The name of Darshan began echoing off the hilltops. Gewey and Kaylia raised their arms in greeting. 
 
   Without a word Lee threw his arms around Gewey, all but taking his breath away. 
 
   “I’m happy to see you too,” Gewey gasped once Lee had finally released him. He looked over the field at the fallen elves. “I only wish I could have arrived sooner.”
 
   Lee smiled and took Kaylia’s hand. “I see you are still as beautiful as ever.”
 
   “And I see you still think you are charming,” she replied, laughing. 
 
   Linis, Dina, Millet, and Jacob soon joined them as the rest of the army closed in to shout out their salutations and thanks. After responding to countless warm greetings, they began to make their way through the crowd to the rear. Lyrial and Weila greeted them with a friendly smile. 
 
   “I told you we would come, Darshan,” said Lyrial. “Though it seems as if it is you who has come to our aid.”
 
   “Believe me,” he replied, bowing. “Your help is desperately needed in the west. The enemy is on the move, and time has run out.”
 
   “So it seems,” said Lee. He threw an arm around Jacob’s shoulders. “Gewey, this is my son, Jacob.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “It is an honor to meet you.”
 
   Jacob lowered his eyes. “My father speaks of you as a son. So I will look upon you as my brother.”
 
   “Nothing would give me greater pleasure,” said Gewey. “But I’m afraid there are wounded who need healing. Stories and reunions must wait.”
 
   Lee looked at Gewey in wonder. “You have changed so much. Even your words seem different.”
 
   Gewey seized Lee’s shoulder fondly. “Much has happened since we first started out from Sharpstone. And still there is much to do.”
 
   Gewey and Kaylia set about healing those they were able to, not stopping until dusk. Exhausted, they were led by Linis and Dina to a small fire where the others waited. The army was camped about a mile away, and Lyrial had commanded that no one should disturb Gewey until the following morning. 
 
   “If you are too weary, talk can wait,” offered Linis.
 
   Gewey shook his head. “No. It can’t. I can manage for a time. My strength isn’t completely gone.”
 
   They took their place beside the fire where a bowl of hot stew and a bottle of wine were waiting. Once they’d finished their meal, Gewey leaned in and stared into the fire.
 
   “I never thought I would see so much bloodshed,” he muttered. “And there will be more to come.”
 
   “How is it you are here?” asked Dina. “We thought you were in the west.”
 
   “The Oracle of Manisalia told me to come,” he replied. “She said you would be destroyed if I did not.”
 
   “The Oracle?” said Lee. “I had heard she vanished.”
 
   “She was in hiding,” said Gewey. “She is with Felsafell now, though she sacrificed her safety to send me to you.”
 
   “The Oracle... Felsafell…” Dina shook her head. “So many things have happened since we saw you last.”
 
   Gewey nodded and recounted his adventures, omitting only Kaylia’s pregnancy. The tale continued on well into the night, and soon it became clear that his fatigue was growing. When he finished Lee stared at him for a moment before bursting into boisterous laughter.
 
   “It is little wonder that we have heard your name spoken of so often,” he said. “An entire fortress of Vrykol destroyed, the Oracle revealing her true nature, and as for Felsafell - I always suspected that there was something odd about him. But to think he has walked the earth for so long…”
 
   “Your power is amazing,” said Linis. “And it is no surprise that the enemy fears you. Still, you cannot be everywhere at once. What do you plan to do next?”
 
   “Once I have seen you safely to Althetas,” Gewey replied. “I will seek out the Dark Knight and destroy him.”
 
   “How will you reach him?” asked Lee. “You can’t simply walk into Angrääl and knock on his door.”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “I might do just that, though I hope he will come to me.”
 
   Jacob cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, but I must ask you this.” He paused, unsure what to say next.
 
   Lee squeezed his son’s shoulder and told Gewey of what had happened to his wife. “If what I was told is true…”
 
   “If I can help, naturally I will,” said Gewey. “But I must tell you that I am only just discovering the extent of my power. And so far the flow of the spirit has been difficult for me to control. I cannot promise that I would not do her more harm than good.”
 
   “All I ask is that you try,” said Jacob.
 
   “I swear it.” Gewey forced a weary smile. “Now, before all of my strength is gone, I would hear your tales.”
 
   Each took their turn in telling Gewey and Kaylia what had happened to them. Gewey scowled when hearing about the invasion of Sharpstone, but his heart lightened when he was told of the marriage between Dina and Linis, and of Dina’s reunion with her mother. 
 
   “And where is your mother now?” he asked her.
 
   “With Lyrial,” Dina replied. “You will meet her soon.”
 
   When all the tales had been told, Gewey leaned back and smiled. 
 
   “It would seem we have all had adventures worthy of songs,” said Linis. “And now we are all back together again.”
 
   “All but Maybell,” corrected Gewey. “Though I am glad she is not here to share in our hardship.”
 
   “Based on the short time I knew her,” said Jacob. “I would wager she could keep pace.”
 
   “There is little doubt of that,” agreed Millet, smiling. “But I do wish her peace and safety. She has earned it.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Gewey. “And once we arrive in Althetas, it will be our duty to see that she gets it.”
 
   “I must admit,” said Lee. “Until I saw you on top of the hill today, I thought my end was at hand. Now hope is renewed, and I feel in my heart that our victory will come soon.”
 
   “Hear, hear,” said Dina as Linis pulled her close. “Now that we are together again, nothing can stand before us. Especially not with the mighty Darshan leading the way. Though to me you will always be Gewey.”
 
   “I never wanted to be anyone else,” he said. “At least, not in the eyes of my friends. And regardless of how strong I may become, my true power flows from all of you.”
 
   There was a long silence. 
 
   “I think it is time we slept,” said Kaylia, dragging Gewey to his feet. “We have a long road ahead and plenty of time for talk.”
 
   After bidding everyone else goodnight, they walked a few yards to where two bedrolls had been placed around a small bundle of wood. Gewey lit a fire and they lay down, allowing the warmth to soothe their bodies. The others were still gathered together talking quietly, the excitement of the day still running hot through their veins.
 
   “Your mind is troubled,” whispered Kaylia, stroking Gewey’s hair.
 
   “They seem so different now,” he replied. “In a way, almost fragile. Even Lee. It’s strange.”
 
   “You see them through different eyes now, that is why,” said Kaylia. “Compared to you, they are fragile. At least in body. But their power is in their spirit and love for each other. And for you.”
 
   Gewey peered into her eyes. “And I love them all in return. Though not as I love you.” He kissed her lips with tender passion. 
 
   “Of course not,” she said, the hint of a laugh in her voice. “But still, it is enough. It is the one thing our enemy lacks, and it is his greatest weakness. He exists without love.”
 
   “I know.” Gewey closed his eyes, allowing himself to drift. “I just fear that when the time comes, love won’t be able to protect them. Nor will I. Or possibly to do so will mean that Gewey must die, and Darshan must live.”
 
   The memory of Kaylia’s vision shot through their bond and a pang of anxiety entered them both. 
 
   “I will not allow that to happen. I will keep you with me.” Kaylia’s voice tensed with resolve. 
 
   “But at what cost?” Gewey’s voice trailed off, his mind wandering into the realm of dreams. 
 
   Kaylia stared at his sleeping form. “I will keep you right here.” She closed her eyes, knowing that the morning would herald the beginning of their final march. Once they reached Althetas, Gewey would seek his destiny.
 
   Then, one way or another, the war would finally end.
 
    
 
   End Book Four
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   Prologue
 
   Basanti knelt at the edge of the tree line, watching with tear filled eyes as a farmer tilled the soft, rich soil of his field, his horse tossing its head up and down in protest at the crack of the reins and weight of the plowshare. In the far distance, a woman and two young children – no older than three and four – were busy feeding the chickens running free in front of a dilapidated dwelling.
 
   “Why do you do this to yourself?” asked a hushed voice from behind her. “Why do you still come here?” 
 
   “It’s gone, Yanti,” she replied through stifled sobs. “It’s gone.”
 
   “It’s been more than fifty years,” he said, kneeling beside her. His voice was tender and understanding as he placed his arm around her and pulled her close. “People were already settling in this area even then.”
 
   Basanti laid her head on her brother’s shoulder. “I know. I should have moved them years ago. It’s my fault.”
 
   “There was nothing to move,” he said, brushing her hair from her face. “Only stone markers. Their bodies wasted away a long time ago.”
 
   “I know,” she repeated. “But it comforted me to know that this place was undisturbed. And now that the end is coming…” She looked into Yanti’s eyes, a sad smile on her lips. “I just wanted to see it one last time.”
 
   “The end is not coming,” he told her sternly. “They won’t find us.” 
 
   “We’re the last.” Her voice trembled. “How can you think we’ll escape?” She looked a final time over the field where once, long ago, she had buried their parents and siblings. Then, with effortless grace she rose to her feet and turned to the forest. “They hate us too much to allow us to live. They’re monsters.”
 
   Yanti moved in front of her and took her hands. “They’re fools and brutes. And I will not allow them or anyone else to harm you. I swear it.”
 
   “Don’t you see?” said Basanti. “They have enslaved the humans and hunted us to the brink of extinction. There is nothing that can stop them. Not even the gods.”
 
   Yanti’s lip curled and he sniffed with contempt. “The gods don’t care about us…or anything else. It’s the gods who allowed the elves to slaughter us. It’s the gods who allowed the humans to be turned into a race of slaves…and I hate them.” 
 
   “Don’t say that,” she scolded. “It was the gods who gave us a new life.”
 
   Yanti glared. “And now we are fighting desperately to keep it.”
 
   Basanti looked deeply into her brother’s eyes for a moment and smiled. “Whatever happens, I’m glad you are with me.”
 
   He returned the smile and embraced her. “As am I. Had you not convinced Pósix to change me, I would be dust in the field as well. For that, at least, I am grateful.”
 
   They made their way through the forest and around the small farm. Yanti stopped from time to time to listen for signs of elf patrols. They were heading north to the mountains where they hoped the rough terrain and harsh climate would discourage those who still pursued them. By nightfall, both of them felt it was best to continue, their endurance not having reached its limits. The moon was full in the cloudless sky, but a cool breeze from the north caused Basanti to retrieve a wool blanket from her pack and wrap it tightly around herself.
 
   Yanti looked at his sister with concern. “We can stop and build a fire if you would like.”
 
   Basanti gave a slight shiver and then laughed. “I’m fine. But I never did like the cold, even when I was a girl.” 
 
   Yanti chuckled. “I remember.”
 
   Childhood memories of crawling into bed with Yanti on cold winter nights flashed through her mind. He was the eldest and the first to have his own bed. She had always felt safe with him. She loved her other three brothers and older sister, but Yanti understood her far better than anyone. He was always kind and gentle, even when she was being annoying. That was why she had begged Pósix to change him. The thought of immortality without Yanti had been unbearable. 
 
   They paused beneath a thick oak to take a short meal of honeyed flatbread and dried apricots. Suddenly, Yanti’s back went stiff and he leapt to his feet. Basanti quickly moved to his side and listened carefully. 
 
   “Elves,” whispered Yanti almost inaudibly. 
 
   Basanti heard it too. A group of six elves was moving stealthily through the brush a quarter mile to the north. She prayed that they would pass them by, but in less than a minute it was clear her prayer would go unheeded. The elves split into three groups and began to circle around their position. Her heart sank. Even with their immense speed, she and her brother would not be able to escape. Though brutes, elves were expert trackers, and their speed in the forests was unparalleled. 
 
   Yanti reached in his belt and drew a small dagger. 
 
   Basanti looked at him in shock. “You mustn’t. It’s forbidden.”
 
   “What would you have me do?” he shot back. “I will not allow them to harm you.”
 
   “I don’t know, but I would rather die than have you do this.” Her voice was soft, but filled with resolve. She reached out and took the blade from his hand, tossing it quickly onto the ground as if it had burned her skin. Her lip curled in disgust. “We will not become what they accuse us of being.”
 
   Grumbling in frustration, Yanti took hold of Basanti’s hand. “Then we must run.” 
 
   The words had barely passed his lips when the elves rushed toward them. Although still several hundred yards away, they were covering the distance with blinding speed. Yanti grabbed his sister, shoving her ahead of him. They ran left in an attempt to pass between the elves before they were able to close in. The trees whizzed by as they deftly threaded the dense forest, and for a moment he thought they might make it. Then, from another quarter mile away, he heard the nimble footfalls of eight more elves drawing near. 
 
   Yanti let out a primal scream and ran even harder, passing Basanti and dragging her behind him. They managed to slip between the first six pursuers, but the elves ahead spread out while those behind regrouped and gave chase. Fear gripped their hearts.  It was rapidly becoming clear that escape was impossible. 
 
   An arrow struck Basanti’s shoulder, sending her crashing to the ground. In a single motion, Yanti jerked out the arrow and lifted his sister to her feet. She screamed as the shaft ripped free. But her cry had barely faded when another deadly missile struck, this time into her left thigh. She dropped to her knees. 
 
   The song of steel sliding from scabbards echoed through the forest as the elves came into view, their fierce gazes fixed resolutely on their prey while spreading out to encircle the pair. Basanti looked desperately at Yanti. The sight of fear in her eyes sent him into a rage unlike anything he had ever experienced. The sinews of his legs tightened and he sprang forward just as the first attacker reached them. 
 
   Yanti’s fist smashed into his jaw, bones cracking under the impact. The elf’s head twisted and his body was sent flying several feet before crashing onto the forest floor. The other elves slid to a halt, stunned expressions on their faces. 
 
   Reaching down, Yanti picked up the short blade dropped by the unconscious elf. He took a step back, placing himself between the remaining elves and his sister. He could hear her weeping and begging for him to stop. But it was far too late for that. 
 
   “You shall hunt us no longer!” Yanti shouted defiantly. This was the first time he had held such a weapon. It felt strangely awkward in his hand. 
 
   “This one fights!” yelled one of the elves. 
 
   Yanti did not wait for them to recover their senses. He charged at his closest adversary, hacking wildly. The strength of his blow made up for his lack of skill, and for the first time he caused blood to flow. His blade cut his foe nearly in half, from the shoulder to hip. In a single motion he jerked it free and ran headlong at the next elf. Warm spots of his enemy’s blood splattered across his face, stirring in his heart a wild lust to spill more. He could feel himself growing stronger as seconds passed like minutes, and smiled inwardly at the sensation.
 
   Two elves closed in, but his new found power made them appear as fumbling children. He gutted them both with lethal grace and unbridled fury. He searched for another opponent, but the rest had backed away, hurrying to remove the bows from their backs. Yanti wasn’t about to give them that chance. He spanned the distance in a flash, taking the arm off one elf and the head off another. Then he heard Basanti scream out in terror. Spinning around, he saw another of the enemy holding a blade across her throat.
 
   “Lay down your sword, Vrykol!” commanded the elf. “Or I will take her head.”
 
   Hearing the ancient language of his people spoken from elf lips made his mouth curl in disgust. “Harm her and I will cut you to pieces.” He could see the fear in Basanti’s eyes, but there was something else as well. Her mind was begging him to obey. 
 
   ‘No more,’ she pleaded. 
 
   Behind him, Yanti could hear bowstrings being drawn. 
 
   ‘Better to die,’ her inner voice cried out. 
 
   The elf pressed the blade to Basanti’s flesh, causing a thin trickle of blood to run down her neck. Blocking out his sister’s voice, Yanti covered the distance between them with unearthly speed and drove his sword hard into the elf’s chest. No sooner had he done this than the thwack of bows being loosed was followed by the hiss of arrows. He twisted and dove hard down, but three deadly missiles had already buried themselves deep into his back. He let out a tormented roar as his body slid across the ground. Pain was raging through him, but he still somehow managed to rise to his knees and turn. The remaining elves had dropped their bows and were drawing their swords, vengeance flaming in their eyes. 
 
   Yanti glanced at Basanti, who gave him a sad, forgiving smile. A sudden wave of regret washed over him. He found himself unable to look at her any longer. Closing his eyes, he drew a deep breath and waited for the elf blades to release his spirit.
 
   It was then that he heard a sharp thud. His eyes snapped open. One of the advancing elves had fallen. Then another dropped, and another, until only two remained standing. Gripped by sudden panic, they turned and ran, disappearing into the forest. 
 
   Stunned, Yanti stared after them for a moment before crawling over to Basanti, the arrows spitefully digging themselves deeper with every small movement. 
 
   She had already pulled the arrow from her own body. “Turn around.” Her voice was soothing and filled with pity. 
 
   Yanti obeyed, never once taking his eyes off their surroundings even as the cruel arrows were pulled free, the tips taking with them a measure of ruined flesh. Whatever had struck down the elves could very well now be coming for them. The snap of a twig from behind a nearby pine tree forced him to his feet, the pain ignored. Basanti reached up and grabbed his sleeve, clinging desperately. 
 
   “No more bloodshed,” she cried. 
 
   “There is nothing to fear,” called a voice. It was rich and deep, and spoke in the ancient tongue. 
 
   “Show yourself,” commanded Yanti. His muscles tensed as he realized that he had dropped his sword several feet away. 
 
   “Of course.” From behind a tree, though far to the left of where Yanti had first heard the voice, stepped a young human male. He looked to be no older than twenty, with shoulder length flaxen hair and a golden brown complexion. His ice blue eyes twinkled and his bright smile was friendly and warm. A white cotton, open-necked shirt and blue trousers were well fitted to his athletic frame, and though not exceptionally tall, his broad shoulders and thin waist gave him the illusion of greater height. He moved with nimble, effortless ease, quickly spanning the distance between them.
 
   Basanti gasped. “You…you’re beautiful.”
 
   Yanti looked at her, his brow furled. “What are you talking about? It’s just a human.”
 
   Basanti cocked her head, looking confused. “A human? Are you blind? No human looks like that.”
 
   The newcomer laughed. “He can no longer see. The taint that now inhabits his spirit has blinded him.”
 
   Yanti was not amused. “Who are you?”
 
   The man bowed low, his gaze fixed on Basanti. “I am Felsafell.”
 
   “I have heard the name,” she said. “Though the stories that surround it are…well…unbelievable.”
 
   Felsafell smiled. “And many are not to be believed. The lies of rumor can blacken a good name.”
 
   “It is said that you are the oldest being that walks in the world,” said Yanti, doubt in his voice. “Yet you look little more than a boy.”
 
   “And how old were you when the gods changed you?” Felsafell countered. “Twenty-five? You look young, yet you have lived for many lifetimes.”
 
   “How can you doubt him, Yanti?” asked Basanti. “Can you not see that he is something…different?” She struggled to her feet and took a step forward. 
 
   “He cannot,” said Felsafell, with a hint of sadness. “His crimes have taken his sight.” He looked at Yanti. “Can you not feel it?”
 
   Yanti sneered. “And what is it that you think you know about me - or my sister?”
 
   “I know that you were created by the gods to shepherd human and elf through this world,” he replied.  
 
   “Then you know nothing,” shot Yanti. “Elves are our enemy. They have hunted us, and all like us, until we are all that remains.”
 
   Felsafell shook his head slowly and sighed. “I know it may seem so. But I assure you that Pósix never intended for you to abandon elf kind. That the Vrykol, as they have named you, ignored them is why their hatred for you has festered.”
 
   Yanti fumed. “So all of this is our fault?”
 
   Felsafell shrugged. “In a way, yes. You became obsessed with freedom for humans - guiding them against their masters - rather than influencing the elves to change their hearts.” 
 
   Yanti glared. “It is not you that they hunt, and it is not you they have enslaved.”
 
   “True,” said Yanti. “But it is not me who violated the laws of my maker. Your actions have justified those of your enemy. They feared your immortality and your power. Now you have shown them they were right to fear.”
 
   “And what should I have done?” shouted Yanti. “Allow them to slaughter us?”
 
   Basanti touched Yanti’s hand. “Yes, dear brother. You should have.”
 
   He turned to his sister, an incredulous look on his face. “What are you saying? You would have me permit them to cut off your head?” 
 
   She cupped his face in her hands. “I’m saying that I would rather die than have you spill blood in my name. Felsafell is right. What you have done has changed you. I can see it now.”
 
   “Tell your brother what you see when you look at me,” said Felsafell.
 
   She didn’t take her eyes off Yanti. “I see a being with ebony skin, long silver hair and striking features: elegant, almost elf-like ears and piercing grey eyes. But I also see the human that he chooses to appear.”
 
   Yanti struggled to break his sister’s gaze and looked at Felsafell. “Why can’t I....?”
 
   “Your actions wounded you,” explained Felsafell. His tone was as a father speaking to a confused child. “It has left you vulnerable.”
 
   Yanti clenched his fists, his knuckles turning white. “Vulnerable to what?”
 
   “Look at you now,” said Felsafell. “Can you not feel the anger in your heart? The blackness?”
 
   A tear ran down Yanti’s face. Catching it with the tip of his finger, he smeared it between his thumb and forefinger, staring at the dampness with a mixture of sorrow and fury. “What would you have me do? I cannot change what has happened.”
 
   “You must leave,” said Felsafell. “You must stay away from your sister. If you do not, you will certainly bring violence with you.”
 
   Basanti stepped in front of Yanti, her gaze defiant. “I will not be parted from him. No matter what he has done, he is my brother.” 
 
   Felsafell smiled. “You must.” His eyes shifted across to settle on Yanti. “And in his heart, he knows it too.” 
 
   He reached out and placed a hand on Yanti’s shoulder. “I will protect her. I will weave a legend and spread it throughout the land so that she will be kept safe.”
 
   “What legend?” asked Yanti.
 
   “Better that you do not know,” he replied. “But rest assured that the protection of Felsafell, last of the first born, is not a thing to be taken lightly. While I live, no harm will come to her.”
 
   The elves began to moan and stir.
 
   “But you must decide quickly,” continued Felsafell. “I have only incapacitated those you did not kill. Soon they will wake, and we must be gone.”
 
   “And what of my brother?” asked Basanti, gripping Yanti’s hand, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
   There was a long moment of silence. Finally, Yanti lowered his head and gave a long sigh. “He’s right. You must go with him. My crimes have changed me. I can feel the wound inside.” He backed away several paces. “I will always love you, my dear sister.”
 
   Basanti immediately rushed back and threw her arms around him, clinging tightly. “No! You cannot. I will not let you.”
 
   Taking hold of her shoulders, be gently eased her away from him. “I must. But don’t worry. We will see each other again one day. Until then, I must try to heal my wounds.” His eyes shifted to Felsafell. “Watch over her and keep her safe.” 
 
   After a final tearful embrace, without any real knowledge of where he was heading, he quickly turned and ran off through the forest.
 
   Felsafell took Basanti’s hand. “Come. We must hurry.”
 
   She wiped the tears from her eyes as the figure of her brother disappeared. “Will he be alright?”
 
   “Yanti’s path is unclear,” he replied. “But I suspect he was right. You shall see each other again.”
 
   “Where will we go?” she asked.
 
   Felsafell pointed north. “We go to the mountains. There, we will create your legend.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
   King Lousis stared despondently over the ruined battlefield. Countless columns of thick, black smoke rose skyward, serving as a reminder of the carnage that the Reborn King’s armies had wrought. The smell of burned timbers and charred flesh filled his nostrils, making him want to empty his stomach. 
 
   His thoughts turned to High Lady Selena. Each day he was filled with more and more doubt that he would be able to keep his promise to her and return alive. 
 
   The cries of the wounded and dying raked at his ears and seemed to surround him. The hilly and broken terrain had forced them to set dozens of small healing areas rather than create just one in a single location. The healers were doing their best to tend the overwhelming numbers put in their care, but they had not the tents nor pavilions to accommodate everyone.
 
   Lousis’ guard stood a few feet away, their faces showing increasing signs of despair and fatigue. Since they had joined the southern armies, these men had saved his life on three separate occasions. But the cost was high. Six of them had so far paid with their own lives in order to ensure his survival. Angrääl’s new weapon had made every inch of the battlefield a deadly place to be.
 
   A rider approached from the north, his face smeared with grime and blood. One of the king’s guards leapt in front of the horse, while the rest surrounded their lord. Lousis waved them off and allowed the man to come near.
 
   The rider dismounted and bowed on unsteady legs. “I bear ill news, Your Highness.”
 
   Lousis sighed heavily. It seemed as if he had received nothing but ill news ever since leaving Althetas.
 
   “The royal caravan was attacked on the road north,” said the messenger, his voice wavering. “All but King Victis were either captured or killed.”
 
   The words hit Lousis like a blacksmith’s hammer. “Are you certain?” 
 
   “I am,” he replied. “King Victis is an hour behind me. He sent me ahead to bring you the news. He would have rode harder, but he has captured one of the enemy weapons and fears what may happen if it’s treated roughly.”
 
   “What of his army?” asked Lousis.
 
   “They flee north, led by Lord Chiron,” he replied. “Angrääl is giving chase, but Lord Chiron has been able to stay ahead of them…for now.”
 
   Lousis’ jaw tightened. “Is there anything else?”
 
   The man shook his head.
 
   Lousis dismissed the messenger, then made his way to his horse. The ride to his tent was short, yet hard to bear. Anguish showed clearly on his face as he passed the ever-increasing number of makeshift hospitals. 
 
   Eftichis awaited him just outside the tent, his armor stained with dried blood and much damaged from enemy blades. “Angrääl has retreated south for the time being,” the elf said. “But driving them back has cost us dearly.”
 
   The king grunted. “I do not need you to point out the obvious.” He pushed his way past and entered the tent with Eftichis close behind. 
 
   “Forgive me, Your Highness,” Eftichis said, lowering his eyes.
 
   Lousis sat down heavily in a chair that had been placed beside his cot. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “No. Forgive me, my friend. I should not be harsh with you. But the past several weeks have not gone as I had hoped.” He told the elf about the fate of the southern rulers.
 
   Eftichis listened grimly. “At least it is good that King Victis escaped, and that he has obtained one of the enemy’s weapons. Perhaps we can learn its secrets.”
 
   “I pray we can,” agreed Lousis.
 
   The sight of his lines being blasted apart by the fiery bolts was still fresh in his mind. After the first explosion, he imagined that Angrääl had somehow gained the same ability as Darshan. But that quickly changed when he spotted the enemy catapults sending white balls streaking across the sky – one after another. Almost as soon as they struck the ground, a fireball burst forth, ripping apart flesh and bone and scattering his lines like leaves in the wind. Without Darshan, he knew there was little hope for victory. Nehrutu and Aaliyah had still not arrived from the south, so Lousis could only assume they were still engaged with Angrääl, or worse….
 
   He pushed the thought from his mind and reached under his cot to retrieve a bottle of wine.
 
   “Join me,” he said to Eftichis. 
 
   The elf nodded and took a chair from the corner. For an hour they sat quietly, passing the bottle back and forth while Lousis tried hard to block out the sounds of the battle’s aftermath that continued to drift relentlessly into the tent.
 
   He was still sitting wearily when King Victis entered. The slumped shoulders and dark circles under the new arrival’s eyes caused Lousis to spring up and help his friend into the vacated chair. 
 
   Victis was unable to protest and groaned as he leaned back. “Thank you. This old body is ill suited to such hardships.” He eyed the wine in Eftichis’ hand, who immediately handed the bottle to the king. After a long drink he closed his eyes and sighed with relief. “It’s strange how such simple pleasures become infinitely more important in dark times.” He handed Lousis the bottle. “I assume you received my message.”
 
   Lousis nodded slowly. “Do you know how many survived?”
 
   Victis grimaced and shook his head. “I had just departed to bring you the enemy weapon we had found when I heard the battle erupt behind me. If I had stayed behind just one minute longer, I too would have suffered the same fate. All I could do was watch from the tree line as Angrääl soldiers swarmed over the caravan.” He held his head in his hands. “It’s my fault. I told them we should flee north. My cowardice doomed them all.”
 
   “You did the only thing you could,” said Lousis. “There was no way for you to know what would happen.” He placed his hand on Victis’ shoulder. “And this is no time to despair. What is the state of your forces?”
 
   Victis took a deep breath. “Nearly destroyed; fewer than fifteen thousand swords. What remains is fighting its way east to join you here – but I doubt they will make it. Angrääl moves to cut us in half and surround us. They level every city and burn every village as they march, their infernal weapon causing the bravest to flee. There is no refuge.” His eyes were pleading. “How do we fight such an enemy without Darshan to aid us?”
 
   “With heart and courage,” interjected Eftichis. “Nehrutu and Aaliyah will come, and Theopolou will not fail us in the north. Besides, Darshan will return.”
 
   Victis shook his head. “I wish I had your spirit. There has been no word from Nehrutu or Theopolou. For all we know, we are alone. And as for Darshan…he has his own battles to fight.”
 
   There was a long silence. Then Lousis held out his hand. “Come,” he said. “Show me the enemy weapon.”
 
   The old king gratefully took hold of Lousis’ hand and heaved himself up. He led them outside to where five soldiers stood facing outward in a tight circle. All around them, the camp was beginning to buzz with renewed activity as the commanders made plans for the next assault. 
 
   “Where is the enemy now?” asked Victis. 
 
   “The elves are driving them south about five miles from here while we recover,” Louis replied. “But they will return soon. I’ve ordered scouts posted to inform me of their movements.”
 
   Victis looked around disapprovingly. “It seems you are scattered. Can you even withstand another assault?”
 
   “Not if it came at this very moment,” admitted Lousis. “They blasted our lines and decimated our heavy horse. It will take until nightfall to regroup - if not longer.”
 
   A runner approached and bowed to King Lousis. “The elves are returning, Your Highness. They wish me to inform you that the enemy is in retreat for now, though it has been at a tremendous cost.”
 
   Lousis sighed heavily. “Let us hope they have bought us the time we need.” 
 
   The circle of guards surrounding the captured weapon parted to make way for the two monarchs and Eftichis. 
 
   “And let us also hope that we can learn something from this,” added Victis, pointing to a small wicker basket resting on the ground.
 
   Inside the basket was a white ball about the size of a man’s head. It looked to be made from cloth, though of a weave Lousis had never seen before. From the top protruded a thin black cord, with tar surrounding where it entered the ball.
 
   Lousis bent down to run a finger over the surface. It was hard and smooth, almost as if made from steel. “We need to see what is inside of this,” he said. 
 
   After a long moment of thought, he stood. “But we must be cautious. From what we have learned, they appear to light the black cord before hurling it at us. Whatever is within, I believe fire is what causes it to erupt.”
 
   Eftichis drew his dagger. “Then let us reveal its secrets.” He motioned for the guards and the kings to move back. 
 
   Lousis opened his mouth to object, but the elf smiled and shook his head.
 
   “If this is to be my end, so be it,” he said. “Neither you nor King Victis can afford to be as careless with your lives as I can.”
 
   Bending down, Eftichis slowly dragged his blade across the weapon. The cloth snapped apart, causing the assembly to flinch. He pulled these folds back, but found only another layer of the same material. Again and again he repeated this cutting process, until finally the center of the ball opened up. A cloud of black dust immediately spewed out. An unfamiliar scent filled the air. 
 
   “What is it?” asked Victis.
 
   Eftichis dipped his dagger and scooped out a tiny bit of the black powder. Carefully, he stood up and showed it to the kings. 
 
   “Bring me a torch,” ordered Lousis. A guard sped off, returning a minute later. Lousis took the torch and laid it on the ground. He nodded to Eftichis.
 
   The elf tossed the powder onto the small flame. Instantly, a ball of fire flared up and then disappeared. 
 
   “By the gods,” whispered Victis. “Have you ever seen such a thing?”
 
   His words were met with stunned silence.
 
   “If only a pinch can do that…” Eftichis shook his head. “With enough, the enemy could level mountains.”
 
   “They already have enough to raze a city,” spat Victis. “They leave nothing untouched. Not a wall stands from here to the peninsula.” 
 
   “We should give this to the elders,” suggested Eftichis. “Perhaps they can unravel its mysteries.”
 
   Lousis rubbed his chin in thought. “Find Lady Bellisia. She is healing the wounded just north of here.”
 
   Eftichis nodded sharply before hurrying off with quick determined steps.
 
   “Have you any prisoners?” asked Victis. “Perhaps they would know something.”
 
   “We have a few,” Lousis replied. “But even when tortured, they tell us nothing of value. Either they have superior will, or more likely, sensitive information is closely guarded. We have yet to capture anyone of sufficient rank or position who might know something useful.” 
 
   “Then we can only trust that the wise among us can provide hope,” said Victis solemnly, unable to take his eyes off the weapon. “One thing is certain – we cannot continue to sustain such massive losses.”
 
   Trumpets blared and orders were shouted as the army began to regroup half a mile to the south. The stench of sweat, steel and scorched earth mingled to foul effect with the decay of ruined flesh. Nearly an hour passed before Eftichis returned with Bellisia. Her clothes were stained with blood and her eyes showed immeasurable fatigue. As she slowly drew closer, it was plain to see that the staff Gewey had given to her had now become a crutch.
 
   She nodded to Lousis and Victis, and, without a word, knelt down to examine the weapon. Stirring the powder with her fingertip, she put it to her tongue and then quickly spat it out in disgust. Letting out a soft groan, she stood up.
 
   “Do you know what it is?” asked Lousis, desperation creeping into his voice. 
 
   “No,” she replied weakly. “But there are scholars among my people who might. I shall send for them at once.” Her legs wobbled. Eftichis was at her side in an instant. 
 
   “You must rest,” said Lousis. “Give Eftichis the names and we will seek them out.”
 
   Bellisia nodded. “Yes. I should rest…but I cannot. Too many lay dying, and even if my power is spent, I still have skill with herbs and salves.” She glanced at the staff and shook her head. “Such a foul way to use this marvelous gift.”
 
   Once she had provided Eftichis with the names of the elf scholars, Lousis led Victis back to his tent. “You can share my accommodations,” he said. “The other tents are being used by the healers.”
 
   Victis smiled and bowed his head. “I thank you, my old friend. I do need to rest.  Perhaps my dreams will reveal what my waking mind cannot grasp.”
 
   The two kings sat in silence for a few minutes, sipping on a bottle of wine while contemplating events. Lousis then helped his friend into the bed. He watched over him until Victis’ eyes closed and his breathing was deep and steady. 
 
   Satisfied, Lousis heaved himself up and left the tent. Mounting a waiting horse, he and his guard made their way a half mile south to where the army was regrouping. No longer was elf separate from human. The two peoples were now as one in their formed ranks. Had their plight not been so desperate, Lousis would have been gratified to see such camaraderie exist. 
 
   For hours he watched, with commanders and runners bearing reports on the progress his only interruption. As the shadow of dusk crept over the land, Lousis felt a small sense of relief. Even Angrääl would not be so foolish as to attack elves in the dark. And being that the field was clear and the soldiers as ready as they could be, he almost wished that they would try. At least the battle would have hope of falling in their favor. However, elf seekers had reported that the enemy was not moving, seeming content to wait until daybreak to continue the slaughter.
 
   By the time he returned to his tent it was fully dark and Victis was still fast asleep. The enemy weapon had been taken away, presumably by the elf scholars. 
 
   He called for another bedroll to be brought, and was just about to climb into it when a young, dirty-faced youth peeked his head through the tent flap. His eyes denoted urgency, so Lousis motioned for him to enter. The king sighed at the prospect of receiving yet more ill news.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, trying not to sound irritated.
 
   “Elves march from the north, Your Highness,” said the boy. “They’ll be here before dawn.”
 
   Lousis’ jaw tightened. He knew this could be either a blessing or a curse. If Theopolou had succeeded in his mission, then this could be the reinforcements he so desperately needed. If not, it was surely the end. Before he could ask how the news came, the boy held out a small piece of parchment. Only with effort was he able to steady his hand before taking it. But as he read the words, a smile crept over his lips. At once, he leapt up and shook Victis awake.
 
   Victis instinctively reached for the dagger in his belt, but stopped as he realized who had woken him. Rubbing his eyes, he sat up, joints cracking in protest. 
 
   “The elves come!” Lousis told him excitedly. “Thirty thousand of them.”
 
   Victis looked confused. “The elves? From where?”
 
   “From the north,” he replied. “And they fly the banner of Darshan. It would seem Lord Theopolou has succeeded.”
 
   Victis sighed. “Thank the gods.”
 
   Lousis could see that Victis was still in no condition to do anything other than rest. “I will leave you and spread the word,” he said.
 
   Victis nodded and smiled before lying back down. “Wake me before they arrive.”
 
   Lousis leaned over to give his friend’s arm a fond squeeze. “Of course.”
 
   With renewed vigor, he left the tent and ordered that the news be spread throughout the camp, and to the front lines. 
 
   Hope had returned to his heart, and for the first time in weeks, despair did not rule him.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Nehrutu stumbled through the hard packed sands of the beach, his vision blurred by exhaustion. The stench spreading out from the burned timbers of his once proud fleet attacked his nostrils, threatening to drive him mad with rage and sorrow. 
 
   He felt a firm tap on his shoulder.
 
   “Lord Nehrutu,” said a young human soldier. “The seekers have returned.”
 
   “I have not the strength to speak to them now,” he replied. The small fire a few yards away was inviting, and the bedroll Aaliyah had set up for him looked soft and comforting. 
 
   “What should I tell them?” the soldier asked.
 
   Nehrutu paused, then sighed. “Tell them to join me by the fire.” He knew he must speak with them, regardless of his mood or condition.
 
   He sat motionless by the fire, gazing blankly into the dancing flames. They were an awful reminder of his beloved ship’s fate. He had watched in utter disbelief as, flaming from end to end, it sank into the deep waters. He now felt totally defeated. Even with Aaliyah by his side, he still couldn’t help but fall into despair.
 
   Never could he have imagined the devastation the enemy was able to unleash. Angrääl had waited until they were ashore before attacking. Then their ships sailed in and launched balls of infernal hell, one after another, onto their decks. The explosions were unbelievable to behold. He could feel his fellow elves trying desperately to use the flow to repel the attack, but Vrykol had gathered on the deck of every enemy ship, rendering their powers useless. Only a very few of their vessels had escaped the carnage. 
 
   Elf sailors who had spent a lifetime at sea now wandered along the shore, confused and despondent. Most of them had not set foot on dry land in hundreds of years. The navigators did their best to comfort their comrades, but it did little good. 
 
   There had barely been time to haul in the few survivors onto the beach before they were attacked from the north. Only the speed of the elves and the determination of their human allies prevented a total slaughter. It had taken two days to drive the enemy back, and the loss of life was beyond imagining. 
 
   The Angrääl ships had sailed away, but it mattered little. Their backs were to the sea, and an army that outnumbered them three-to-one was massed to their front. 
 
   Nehrutu could hear the nimble footfalls of the elf seekers approaching. He looked up to see three of them, all clad in soft leathers and wearing long knives. Following close behind was an elderly elf woman, her deep olive complexion unable to disguise her many years. 
 
   “Greetings, Lord Nehrutu,” said the lead seeker. 
 
   It took a moment for Nehrutu to recall his name. “Greetings, Jahra. What news?”
 
   “The enemy waits,” he replied. “They seem content to allow us to remain here.”
 
   “They prevent us from aiding King Lousis,” said Nehrutu. “They will defeat him in the north, then turn and crush us like worms.”
 
   “Where is Lady Aaliyah?” Jahra asked.
 
   “Still tending the wounded.” He rubbed his temple. “Her strength is far greater than mine.”
 
   Jahra motioned to the elf woman. “This is Kionia. She has come from the eastern elf lands.”
 
   The woman stepped forward and bowed. “I have brought healers with me to give further aid to the cause. I wish I could bring swords as well, but there are too few of us to defend our own homes as it is. All who could, have already joined you here or with the humans in Althetas.”
 
   “I am sad to say that we are in dire need of healers,” Nehrutu told her. “Your help is most welcome.”
 
   “My brothers and sister are already at work,” said Kionia. She cast a sorrowful gaze to the north where the healing pavilions had been erected. “I should join them.”
 
   Nehrutu waited until she was out of earshot before turning his attention to the seekers. “Is there any way for us to get around the enemy?”
 
   Jahra shook his head. “Not with so many. And they have Vrykol scattered throughout their ranks. Even if we could find a way around the humans, the foul beasts would detect us.”
 
   “I need to send word to King Lousis of our situation,” said Nehrutu. “Can this be done?”
 
   The seeker thought for a long moment. “Perhaps. I may well be able to pass unnoticed if I go alone. But if I am caught, you will of course have no way of knowing that your message was not delivered.”
 
   In spite of his warning, Jahra appeared to be optimistic about his chances. Nonetheless, Nehrutu frowned. “I will not send you unless there is strong hope for success. I cannot afford to lose your talents.”
 
   “I will go,” called a voice from a few yards away. 
 
   Nehrutu recognized Jraleel, a sailor from Aaliyah’s destroyed vessel. His face was stone and carried the hint of fury. He strides were long and deliberate.
 
   “I admire your bravery,” said Jahra. “But you do not know these lands, and regardless of your powers, you are not trained as a seeker.”
 
   Jraleel squatted down beside Nehrutu, his eyes fixed on the seeker. “I have no intention of traveling by land. My kin and I can construct a small raft and follow the coast north.”
 
   Nehrutu placed his hand on Jraleel’s shoulder. “Are you certain you can-”
 
   “My heart is broken,” he snapped, silencing Nehrutu. “My home is destroyed. My feet feel the solid earth for the first time in hundreds of years.” His eyes welled with tears. “But I still live. And my duty to my people remains.”
 
   “Then I shall accompany you,” the seeker said, with obvious admiration. “You will need my help once you land.”
 
   “I am grateful for your company,” said Jraleel. “As for the rest of my brothers and sisters, they are in need of vengeance.” His expression grew dark. “They wish to fight.”
 
   “That wish will certainly be granted,” said Nehrutu. “I have no intention of allowing Angrääl to cage us. One way or another, we will break through.” 
 
   At that moment he spotted Aaliyah approaching. A young human soldier was walking by her side in order to steady her as she trod wearily on the sand. Her shoulders drooped and her delicate fingers clutched at the soldier’s arm. When only a few feet away from the fire, she dismissed her escort. Without a word, she took a seat beside Nehrutu, allowing herself to lean against his sinewy shoulder. 
 
   The seekers and the sailor quickly excused themselves. Aaliyah didn’t appear to notice.
 
   “Bond with me,” she whispered, closing her eyes.
 
   Nehrutu wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.
 
   “I know we decided to wait until we returned home so we could share our joy with our families,” she continued. “But I fear we will never see our shores again. I would not die without your spirit within me.”
 
   “Nor would I,” he replied softly. “And I only need to share my joy with you, my love.” He kissed the top of her head.
 
   Aaliyah sat up and gazed into his eyes. He could feel her spirit drawing near, and allowed his will to submit. In just moments, the rush of her heart filled his soul. All at once he understood true happiness. Renewed strength flowed into his limbs; he pulled her close and kissed her deeply. A tear fell as he fathomed the depths of sorrow that the war enveloping them had caused her. And yet he knew that her profound love for him was as unyielding as his was for her. 
 
   The parting of their lips left a lingering sensation of warmth, and the melding of their spirits made his mind reel. 
 
   Aaliyah rose, her own strength having returned as well. She gently pulled Nehrutu to his feet. “I have arranged for a wedding tent to be erected down the beach about a mile away.”
 
   “When did you do this?” he asked, but her only response was a loving smile.
 
   Nehrutu knew he should be making plans to march his army north, but at that moment his heart was ruling his actions. The world could burn for all he cared. He would risk the wrath of a thousand demons to have this one night with his beloved. 
 
   Their walk to the tent seemed to take a lifetime. His desire had been set aflame by a torrent of emotions and the sensation of being as one with Aaliyah. With each step he could feel his power growing; not only that, he could now feel Aaliyah’s strength as well. He had always known she was by far the most talented among the elves, but only now did he truly understand the extent of her power. 
 
   As they approached the small tent Nehrutu felt an odd sensation through their bond. It was a dark and immeasurably potent presence. 
 
   “Is that…?” he began.
 
   “Yes,” replied Aaliyah, hearing the question before it was asked. “That is Darshan.”
 
   Nehrutu stared at her, stunned. “I never thought his spirit could feel so…menacing.”
 
   “It is not always that way,” she said, her voice suddenly distant. “There are times when his spirit is beautiful to behold. But I fear as more evil surrounds him, his heart will become ever more cloaked in shadow.”
 
   “And if that happens?” he asked, unsure if he wanted to know the answer.
 
   “I am not certain,” she replied in a whisper. Her eyes then brightened and she smiled impishly. “But tonight is not a night for troubling thoughts - or Darshan.”
 
   She took Nehrutu’s hand and led him into the wedding tent. Though the sunrise may herald their deaths, the coming night was to be for life and love.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Gewey crept along the banks of the Goodbranch, the moonlit mist hovering inches above the water. The snow covered ground glowed eerily as he peered to the western shore. Linis was several yards to his back, moving silently in the shadows.
 
   The clumsy footfalls of the Angrääl patrol caused Gewey to grin. The fools should have fled like the others, he thought. The journey back through the Eastland had been uneventful. Elf scouts reported that enemy troops were moving south to avoid confrontation, apparently willing to allow them to march west unmolested. 
 
   Lee had laughed when hearing of this, suggesting that Angrääl knew they were led by the mighty Darshan and feared his wrath. He was probably right, at least to an extent. The Reborn King had no reason to lose men and supplies in a direct assault. Ultimately, this war would be decided not by armies, but by a final battle between the two gods that now walked the earth. Darshan would face his foe. Then, and only then, would the killing end.
 
   He reached out with his senses. Aside from the tramping of the soldiers and the cold gentle breeze sifting through the pine needles, nothing stirred. He glanced to the north. Sharpstone was a mere twenty miles away. 
 
   Gewey stopped and waited for Linis to catch up. The elf looked at the river and scowled. “I do not enjoy swimming in freezing cold water,” he remarked. 
 
   Gewey grinned. “Neither do I.” 
 
   The words had hardly passed his lips when a massive gust of wind wrapped itself around the duo, lifting them skyward. Linis gasped and instinctively clutched hold of Gewey’s arm. In seconds, they were high above the river and drifting toward the far side. Gewey struggled not to laugh at Linis’ unease. 
 
   When they finally returned to solid ground, Linis stiffened his back. His mouth twisted into a frown. “And I enjoyed that far less,” he said.  
 
   Gewey chuckled. “My apologies, my friend. But it was the easiest way to cross.”
 
   “Only birds are meant to fly,” the elf muttered as he checked his blade. 
 
   Gewey gave Linis’ arm a fond squeeze, then returned his attention to their task. The soldiers were a quarter mile to the southwest. Gewey could sense that most of them were huddled around a large fire. Four others were keeping watch at the perimeter. They would be dealt with first.  
 
   The amusement over the river crossing quickly vanished and they made their way through the thin forest of pines and leafless oaks. Gewey allowed the flow to rage: it felt like a welcome friend. He desired to hold it within all of the time but Kaylia still feared it could drive him mad, as it had so nearly done on their journey to The Chamber of the Maker. He knew it was pointless to argue with her. She was probably right anyway. He had come close to losing himself several times – the closest of all at the fortress of the Vrykol – and though it was ecstasy at first, it was inevitably followed closely by feelings of fear and guilt once he realized what he could become. 
 
   As soon as the first soldier came into view, Gewey halted. “Go around and capture the guard to the far west,” he whispered, just loud enough for elf ears to hear. “I’ll deal with the rest.”
 
   Linis flashed a look of protest, but Gewey ignored him and began to creep forward. Clenching his jaw, the elf shifted direction and disappeared into the shadows of the trees. 
 
   Gewey’s skill at stealth, taught to him by Kaylia, was now beyond that of any elf seeker. He moved to within a yard of the guard without making a sound, invisible to all apart from perhaps Linis or Lee – and even they would struggle to see him.
 
   The snap of bone broke the silence as Gewey twisted the man’s neck. He could easily have used the flow of air to destroy the entire group in an instant, but his hatred for the Reborn King and all those who followed his banner burned hot. He wanted them to know fear before they died. A quick death for three of their guards was the only mercy he would be displaying. 
 
   Linis had already secured his captive as Gewey laid the third guard’s body gently onto the virgin snow. He fixed his eyes on the remaining soldiers gathered around the fire. Most were quietly sipping on warm cups of wine. Others whispered quietly in idle conversation. 
 
   Slowly he slid his sword free, the familiar warmth extending his powers beyond reckoning. Using the flow of the earth, he caused the ground to tremble. Instantly, loud shouts sounded as the soldiers scrambled to their feet, their frozen fingers fumbling for their weapons.
 
   Faster than a human eye could see, Gewey rushed in, his blade cutting through three men in quick succession. Their blood spewed out, staining the white ground. Before any of the others had fully grasped what had happened, Gewey disappeared back into the darkness. 
 
   Cries of fear and panic echoed through the forest as the men pressed their backs to the fire. Again Gewey rushed in, this time with a primal yell that caused some of the soldiers to drop their swords in sheer terror. Four more of them rapidly fell.
 
   This was all the remaining soldiers could stand. In fits of chaos, they bolted in every direction. But Gewey was not about to allow them to escape. A wall of flames erupted, encircling the men before any could make it more than a few feet. The roaring of the fire rapidly muffled their wails of horror and pleas for mercy. By now, every single one of them had dropped his sword and fallen to his knees. 
 
   Gewey felt a hand rest gently on his shoulder. It was Linis.
 
   “End this,” said the elf. 
 
   Gewey turned. “My home is not far from here, and they have invaded it.”
 
   “There was no way they could have known this,” countered Linis. 
 
   Gewey glared. “They chose their side.” He faced the flames. “And they chose wrong.”
 
   A gap in the blazing wall appeared. Without another word, Gewey walked inside and the opening closed behind him. Screams tore through the air as he finished what he had begun.
 
   In moments, the sounds of the dying ceased and the fire vanished. Gewey stood over the bodies, his expression blank. With a sniff of satisfaction, he walked over to their bound and unconscious captive.
 
   Linis was unable to hide his revulsion at the carnage and cruel manner in which the soldiers had died. He stared at the ravaged bodies for what seemed like a long time before steadying his nerves and moving to join Gewey. 
 
   “You have changed, my friend,” he said. “And I am not certain it is for the better.”
 
   “I am still the person I have always been,” responded Gewey, his voice soft, yet still bearing a power that made him sound inhuman. “But the part of me that is Darshan cannot allow these vermin to go unpunished.”
 
   “They were only soldiers,” countered Linis. “What crimes did they commit to warrant such a terrible end?”
 
   Gewey met Linis’ eyes. “They have murdered the helpless and defiled temples.” Steel was in his tone. “And I will not speak of what they did to the priestesses in Gath.”
 
   Linis furled his brow. “And how is it that you know of these things?”
 
   “I looked into their hearts,” he replied. “I could see what they had done - and what they would do in the future.” He glared at their captive with intense anger. “This one was part of a patrol that slaughtered a group of refugees fleeing the west. Men, women and children – they spared none. They left their bodies alongside the road for the scavengers to pick their bones clean. These are not men. They are vermin.”
 
   Linis bowed his head. “If this is so, then they do indeed deserve death. But I cannot help but fear for your soul. Such wrath can blacken your heart beyond redemption.”
 
   Gewey leveled his gaze, then, after a few moments, forced a thin smile. “You’re right, of course. It’s a danger I have faced for quite a while now. If it wasn’t for Kaylia, there’s no telling what I would do - or what I might become.”
 
   There was a lengthy pause. Linis eventually returned his attention to the still unconscious prisoner. “What do you intend to do with him?” he asked.
 
   Gewey closed his eyes. “I’ll leave it to you. I already know what I need to know. They were ordered to report if we crossed the river here. There is an army in Baltria and another in Kaltinor, but this soldier doesn’t know their strength. All their other forces have fallen back to the north.”
 
   “You use the flow of the spirit to know his mind?” asked Linis. 
 
   Gewey nodded. “It’s dangerous. I have to touch a person's spirit and take their memories. It can be…damaging.”
 
   “And did you damage this one?” asked Linis.
 
   Gewey shook his head. “No. He is still the same wretched creature he was before.” He rose to his feet and turned toward the river. “I leave his fate in your hands.”
 
   He returned to the riverbank and waited. A few minutes later Linis joined him, the ice in his stare telling Gewey of the captive’s fate. At once he felt a pang of regret. Not for the soldier’s death, but for allowing Linis to deliver the final killing stroke. His friend felt deeply, and his compassion was without measure. He killed only when he must, and never took joy in the act.
 
   After a few seconds of silence, Linis sighed heavily and looked to the far bank. 
 
   Gewey laughed. The flow of air burst forth and caressed the surface of the water. In less than a minute, a narrow bridge of ice had formed.
 
   “I thought you would rather walk across this time,” he said, smirking.
 
   This helped to lift Linis’ dark mood. He smiled and nodded approvingly. “As will the others, I suspect.”
 
   While crossing the ice, Gewey allowed himself to feel the life emanating from the Goodbranch. He had found himself doing such things more frequently of late. The rhythm and warmth of the world's essence kept his heart human every bit as much as his love for Kaylia and their unborn child. Each morning since they’d rejoined Linis and the others he would take a few minutes to listen to the song of life that echoed in every corner of the world around him. 
 
   When Lee had first taught him how to listen to the sounds of the earth, he’d been amazed at the sheer beauty of its perfection. Now, he did much more than merely hear the sounds: he was able to become a part of them. The earth took him unto its bosom and made itself one with his own spirit. It was at these times, when the storm raging within his soul was threatening to consume him, that he was able to find peace and calm once again.
 
   It was nearly dawn by the time they reached the encampment. The elves were already preparing the morning meal. Considering the blistering heat of their desert home, Gewey was amazed by the way they managed to handle the cold. The snow was a constant source of wonder for them, and they never seemed to tire of it. Snowballs constantly flew through the air as they played like children – laughing merrily while they traveled.
 
   Linis excused himself and headed off to report what they had discovered to Bevaris and the Sand Masters. Gewey had no interest in such matters, choosing to defer to the judgment of others when it came to planning. The power of Darshan would see them through, whatever route they took. He no longer saw their journey as a challenge. He cast a glance north. His challenge was yet to come. 
 
   It hadn’t really surprised him to find that Angrääl was falling back as they marched. Why engage him? Even a god could not be everywhere at once. It would be a simple matter to retake lost ground once he and the elves had gone. 
 
   Helenia was the only city along the Goodbranch River not under direct control of the Reborn King, and without trade, the city would soon starve. Lee had remarked many times on the brilliance of the enemy campaign. Angrääl had conquered almost all of the central kingdoms without a single pitched battle being fought. The east was cowering and fearful of being attacked. Now, only the west stood against them.  
 
   Gewey’s thoughts turned to Aaliyah and Nehrutu. He could feel that Aaliyah still lived, but that her heart was heavy. He had considered reaching out to her through the bond they shared, but Kaylia warned him against it. She feared that the turmoil in his heart would distress Aaliyah. And if the war had escalated, she would not need such distractions. 
 
   As Gewey approached his tent, he cleared his head and focused his attention instead on his bond with Kaylia. She was still asleep and in the midst of a troubling dream. He crept silently inside and changed into a pair of soft cotton trousers and shirt. Kaylia was lying on their bedroll, a thick wool blanket wrapped tightly around her. 
 
   Gewey noticed the foggy mist of his breath and at once warmed the air inside. For a moment he stood over his unorem, watching her sleep. He never tired of her beauty. He lay down and allowed his spirit to drift to her, but before they became as one, Kaylia stirred and threw her arm over his chest.
 
   Gewey pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “Dawn is still an hour away.”
 
   “Good,” she muttered drowsily. “They will come for us when they need you.”
 
   Gewey smiled and allowed his body to relax. His spirit may be that of a god, but his human body still needed rest – and lately he had gotten very little. Even a couple of hours would do him good. In less than a minute he was in a deep, peaceful slumber. Kaylia was eagerly awaiting him in the world of dreams. 
 
   More than three hours passed before a timid voice called for them to wake. Gewey stretched and yawned. Kaylia scowled, unhappy that they were being forced to leave the shared dream. 
 
   “Lee must have returned,” she said, once they were dressed. 
 
   “Where did he go?” asked Gewey. 
 
   “Sharpstone,” she replied. “He left not long after you and Linis.”
 
   This got his attention. News about home dragged up mixed emotions. Some of his own people had fought on the side of Angrääl near Skalhalis…fought and likely died. And though he was confident no one there would know anything about his involvement in the war - and they certainly had no idea that he was Darshan - facing the mothers of men and boys whom he had called friends would not be easy.
 
   Kaylia caught his arm just as he was about to leave and motioned to the ground where two bowls of steaming porridge had been left for them.
 
   Gewey grunted, but did not argue. He took the repast and shared a few minutes of quiet with Kaylia as they ate. Just as they were finishing, familiar sounds of good cheer drifted inside the tent. These were coming from the desert elves, who treated each new day like a blessing. Taking his last mouthful, Gewey closed his eyes and allowed the laughter to lift his spirits. 
 
   The sun nearly blinded them when they first left the tent, its brightness made more intense by the reflection off the fallen snow. Shouts of greeting rang out from numerous directions as they wound their way to the north end of the camp where Lyrial and the Sand Masters had set up their quarters. 
 
   Everyone was already gathered around a small cooking fire. Lyrial, Weila, Nahali, Dina, Linis, Millet, Lee, and Jacob were all just finishing their breakfast. Bevaris and Tristan stood a few feet away, each of them holding a bow and carefully examining it as two elves explained its construction. 
 
   Dina shot Gewey a troubled glance as he and Kaylia sat down. Her bond with Linis would have made it unnecessary for her unorem to tell her what had taken place the night before. 
 
   Gewey nodded to the assembled group and smiled. “I take it we’re not marching today.”
 
   “Normally it would take at least two full days for us all to cross the river,” said Lee. “But Linis tells me that you can create a bridge. In that case, I thought you might want to see Sharpstone while you have the chance.”
 
   Gewey’s mouth twisted into a frown. “You halted the march for me?”
 
   “The march continues because of you, Darshan,” interjected Lyrial. “And even a god cannot know what the future holds. I would not have you meet your destiny without seeing the place you call home when it is so close by.”
 
   “Bevaris and I scouted the town last night,” said Lee. “It seems Angrääl did not destroy it as I feared they would. But they didn’t leave it untouched either.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Gewey. His stomach knotted.
 
   Lee’s jaw tightened. “We found Mayor Freidly’s body hanging on a post in the market square. How many others have been killed, I don’t know. But the body had been up there for quite some time, which means people were afraid to touch it. That.... or there is no one left to bury him.”
 
   “Didn’t you see or hear anyone?” asked Gewey. His anger was renewed. 
 
   “I didn’t have time to look for anything other than signs of Angrääl soldiers,” replied Lee.
 
   Gewey shot him an accusing stare. With his half-man senses, surely he could have….
 
   Kaylia reached out and squeezed his hand. He relaxed and sighed. 
 
   “I wish I could have found out more,” Lee continued. “But – ” 
 
   “I’ll find out what has happened,” Gewey cut in. 
 
   “I had a feeling you’d say that,” remarked Lee. “But unless you want the people of Sharpstone to know you as Darshan, you should wait until tonight.”
 
   “I’ll scout the surrounding area,” offered Linis. “If there are enemies about, they may be waiting for you to return.”
 
   “If they are fool enough to attack me,” growled Gewey. “Then let them come.”
 
   “Is that how you want the people of your home to remember you?” scolded Dina. “A vengeful god? How do you think they’ll react if they witness the terrible things you can do?  Do you want them to fear you as well?” Her voice bore unmistakable anger – probably because of what he had done to the soldiers while with Linis, Gewey guessed. 
 
   “She’s right,” added Kaylia. “If you ever intend for us to live there, Darshan must never show his face in Sharpstone.”
 
   “We can go to your farm first,” said Lee. “That, I do know for sure has been abandoned. Then we’ll enter the town after nightfall.”
 
   “I will come as well,” said Linis. Dina glared at him angrily, but he ignored her unspoken plea for him to stay behind.
 
   “And what should we do in the meantime?” asked Lyrial. 
 
   “Stay here,” said Lee. “There are no enemies nearby. We will return by tomorrow morning and make our crossing.”
 
    Gewey rose to his feet without another word and returned to his tent. Kaylia followed a few minutes later. While he rummaged through his pack for a black shirt and pants, she sat on the bedroll and scrutinized him for several moments.
 
   “Lee did what he could,” she finally said. “He needed to return in time to tell you what he had found.”
 
   Gewey didn’t bother looking up. “Lee fled out of fear.” Disgust seeped into his voice. “He didn’t want the enemy to catch him alone and far from aid. He could have easily discovered the fate of the townsfolk and still made it back here before the sun was high.”
 
   “And if that is so?” shot back Kaylia. “If he felt fear, does that make him a coward? Does it make him less of the man you once knew and admired?” 
 
   Gewey paused, unable to respond. He knew she was right. He knew his anger was undeserved. Lee had always acted with courage and honor. If he had felt fear, he was the type of man who would have pushed it aside. 
 
   “You walk the earth without an equal,” she continued. “I am the only one who can even fathom the extent of your power. Most think you are invincible. But they are not gods themselves, and they are vulnerable. You cannot judge them by your own standards.”
 
   “I know,” he said in a whisper. “Sometimes, it’s more than I can bear. The idea that I might fail to protect those I love in spite of my strength is agony.” He fastened his sword to his belt and sighed. “I suppose I just miss Lee being the strong one. When I first met him he was a mysterious stranger. Then he became an all-powerful teacher and guardian.” He held out his hand to Kaylia. “Now, he is just another person I am charged to protect.”
 
   Kaylia allowed Gewey to help her to her feet. “He is much more than that.”
 
   Gewey forced a smile. “Yes, he is. And if my heart was not in such constant turmoil, I would never forget it.” He put on a black hooded cloak. “Perhaps seeing my home will lift my spirits and remind me of who I really am.”
 
   “That the enemy did not destroy the town is promising,” said Kaylia.
 
   “And a bit disturbing,” he added darkly. 
 
   After finishing their preparations, they rejoined Lee and Linis. Millet and Jacob sat nearby, both with sour expressions. Weila and Lyrial were talking with a small group of elves a short distance away. 
 
   “I take it Millet will not be coming,” said Gewey.
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” replied Lee. “And as Jacob has taken on the role of Millet’s protector, he will be staying behind too.”
 
   “We, on the other hand, will be coming,” called Lyrial as she and Weila approached. “I would not miss an opportunity to see the home of Darshan.”
 
   Gewey gave her a lopsided smile. “I’m afraid you’ll only see the home of a farm boy named Gewey Stedding.”
 
   Lyrial grinned. “That will be enough.”
 
   The air was bitter cold as they started out, with the wind reaching its icy fingers beneath their cloaks. But Gewey didn’t mind. The familiar landscape was putting a smile on his face and a spring in his step. 
 
   The sun was waning as his farm came into view. Gewey reached out with his senses. No one was inside or anywhere nearby. Still, they approached cautiously. 
 
   The barn door was flung wide open and Gewey could see that all of his farming equipment was still there. Snow covered the house porch, its surface blemished only by the footprints left by Lee the night before. 
 
   “A simple life,” remarked Weila approvingly. 
 
   Kaylia took hold of Gewey’s hand. She could feel his excitement, but it was mixed with anxiety.
 
   Slowly he pushed open the front door and peeked inside. Only his heightened vision allowed him to see through the darkness. He scanned the main room where the dining table was still in its usual place. On the far side, facing the hearth, was his mother’s rocking chair: the very same chair he had seen Kaylia sitting in while holding their infant child during his vision of the future. His father’s chair was just beside it, though this was turned toward the door. 
 
   While taking a tentative step inside, Gewey felt an odd sensation wash over him. Though nothing was out of place, he could tell that other people had been staying here, and the thought of this was oddly disturbing. 
 
   He walked to the hearth and tossed in a cord of wood that had been left behind. Within seconds it was burning brightly, casting shadows that danced across the wall. Lee set about lighting the lanterns, while the others simply stood quietly near to the door.
 
   “I told you there wasn’t much to see,” said Gewey. As the words came out, he felt suddenly embarrassed for Kaylia to see how poorly he had lived.
 
   “I love it,” she whispered into his ear, sensing his feelings. “It’s just as I imagined. A good place to raise a family.”
 
   Gewey could hear the sincerity in her words. He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   After searching the cupboards and finding a wedge of cheese and a bottle of sweet wine, Gewey invited the others to sit at the table. He then went to the rear of the house and examined his bedroom, grunting with disapproval when he saw that the bed had been left unmade by its previous occupant. He opened the chest at the foot of the bed and began rummaging through his old clothing. Exactly why he was doing this was unclear, other than perhaps by touching his old things, this would somehow help him to reclaim his home.
 
   When Gewey returned to the others, Lyrial asked him to tell of his life at the farm. He happily obliged, soaking in the surroundings of a home he’d often wondered if he would ever see again. 
 
   “I pity you,” said Lyrial after a time. “To leave such peace and contentment behind for war…” She shook her head. 
 
   Gewey shrugged. “Let us hope that the war will be over soon.”
 
   All nodded in agreement. Just then, the sound of hoof beats had everyone on their feet and reaching for their weapons. 
 
   Lee rushed to the door. A single horse was approaching from the west at full speed, its rider a young man no older than twenty. He was clad, not in the armor of a soldier, but in rough clothing suited to a farmer. Lee motioned for the others to stay inside.
 
   The rider came to a halt just in front of the house and leapt from the saddle.
 
   “State your business,” commanded Lee. 
 
   “My Lord,” said the man with a quick bow, “I was ordered to deliver this message to someone named Gewey Stedding. Is he here?”
 
   “Who sent you?” demanded Lee, his face grim. 
 
   The man’s eyes were filled with fear. “I don’t know who he is. But he travels with the Reborn King’s soldiers south of Gath.” He held out a piece of parchment. “Please, sir. If he’s here, I must deliver this to him. I wouldn’t want to cross the fellow who gave it to me. He’s not…not natural, if you catch my meanin’.”
 
   Lee scrutinized the man for a long moment before taking the parchment. “You can tell him it was delivered.”
 
   “Beggin’ your pardon,” he replied nervously. “But I ain’t going back there.”
 
   Without another word, he jumped back into the saddle and spurred his horse east.
 
   Lee watched until the rider had disappeared before going back inside. 
 
   “So they know that I’m here,” said Gewey, taking the parchment from Lee. 
 
   There was silence as he read it. When he was done, he laid it out on the table and sneered.
 
   Darshan.
 
   By order of my master, your home and village has been left untouched. He hopes this will serve to remind you that this war need not endure. He bids you join him in Angrääl to discuss the future of the peoples of the world. The suffering can come to an end if only you see the wisdom of his words.
 
   This shall be your final opportunity to do so. If you choose to continue your march west you shall not see your home again. All will burn and none shall live. 
 
   I, for one, hope you ignore the generous offer of the Reborn King so that we can meet again. It seems like it has been so very long since we first met in the desert. Word has reached me that you were able to save the elf I poisoned. A wretched waste of power. 
 
   I hope this letter reaches you well, and that the scared little rabbit I charged with its delivery hasn’t fled before he sees that you have it. 
 
   Until we meet again,
 
   -V-
 
   “I would very much like to meet this creature again,” seethed Gewey. The vision of Aaliyah’s life draining from her body because of the Vrykol’s poison was still fresh in his mind.
 
   “It seeks to enrage you and make you act foolishly,” said Lyrial. 
 
   “If any Vrykol comes near,” said Gewey ominously. “I will rip their spirits to shreds. This one is no different than the others, regardless of its appearance.”
 
   “We should be on our guard, nonetheless,” said Linis. “Until we know its motives, we must assume Angrääl means to prevent our march west.”
 
   “Do you think he plans to attack?” asked Weila.
 
   Gewey tightened his jaw. “Whatever his plan is, it will be focused on me. My fall is the key to Angrääl’s victory.”
 
   “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it for now,” Lee stated flatly. “We should move on to Sharpstone.”
 
   Gewey nodded in agreement. “Yes. Let’s find out how untouched it is.”
 
   They filed out and headed for the road leading into the village. Gewey took a lingering final look at his farm and then focused his mind. 
 
   The village was pitch black; not a single lantern shone in any window. Aside from the wind, there was no sound at all. Gewey stopped in the middle of the main avenue and filled himself with the flow. Nothing. There was absolutely no one dwelling in Sharpstone. He slid his sword from its scabbard. The others did the same.
 
   They continued to the market and saw Mayor Freidly still hanging from a post, his body bloated and decaying. 
 
   “You left him hanging?” shouted Gewey, his eyes burning with fury.
 
   “I thought it best not to leave any signs that I had been here,” explained Lee, unmoved by Gewey’s anger. 
 
   Gewey used the flow of the air to lift the body from the post and lay it gently on the ground. A white-hot flame then sprang to life, turning night into day and forcing the party back. In less than a minute, Mayor Freidly’s body was reduced to ashes.
 
   “He deserved better than to be left to rot,” growled Gewey. “You should have taken him down.”
 
   Kaylia touched his shoulder. “That is enough. Lee did what he thought was best.”
 
   Gewey snorted and strode off with long methodical steps, sword still in hand. When he reached the main avenue once again, he stopped and closed his eyes. For five minutes he remained motionless, searching for signs of life. 
 
   Finally, he gave a heavy sigh. “They are three miles north of town - all of them.” He took Kaylia’s hand and looked at Linis, ignoring Lee. “Find out what happened and tell them to return to their homes. I’m going back. They shouldn’t see me.”
 
   “Whatever drove them there may return,” said Linis. “Perhaps they should remain hidden.”
 
   Gewey sniffed. “They’re not hidden. They only think they are. The Vrykol could find them easily. If they are to be killed, better they should die in their own homes rather than alone and afraid in the cold forest.”
 
   Gewey turned and set off east from town, Kaylia at his side. His obviously ill mood kept Weila and Lyrial from following.
 
   “You should not have vented your wrath on Lee,” scolded Kaylia as they turned from the road into the forest. “He did not....”
 
   “He left Mayor Freidly hanging like a common criminal,” barked Gewey, cutting her off. “I knew that man all my life. When my father died, it was Mayor Freidly who stood beside me as he was buried. Not Lee.” Gewey’s fists were clenched so tightly that his knuckles cracked. “When the town wanted to take my farm, once again it was Mayor Freidly who came to my aid. Where was the great Lee Starfinder then?”
 
   In a flash, Kaylia’s hand struck hard Gewey’s cheek. “Lee is your friend.” Her voice was steel. “And he gave up his wife and child for you. He has risked his life, and the life of his own son…for you.”
 
   Gewey rubbed his face where the blow had struck. A single tear fell as the truth of her words struck home. “I…I should never have gone home.”
 
   In an instant, Kaylia’s features softened and she took his hands. “I can feel the war waging within you. You struggle to keep the rage from taking control of your spirit.”
 
   “And I’m sorry you have to feel it.” 
 
   “I am grateful,” she said, smiling. “I love you, and I would not have you go through such hardship alone. But you have to remember that the others are unaware. They see only your strength. And your anger frightens them.”
 
   Gewey thought about what he had said to Lee. He had nearly hit him, and probably would have done so if he had stayed around longer. “I will apologize when he returns,” he said.
 
   At that moment, the hairs on the back on his neck stood up. He felt a foul yet familiar presence. Kaylia felt it an instant later.
 
   “Vrykol,” she hissed.
 
   Gewey sneered. His blade sang as it slid free. “They must be mindless fools to attack me after what I did to them at their fortress.” 
 
   He reached out and found twelve Vrykol a quarter mile away, approaching slowly from the northeast. A pang of fear from Kaylia came through their bond. He gave her a reassuring smile and moved forward. 
 
   The world burst into life as he drew from the flow of the spirit. Bells and laughter filled his ears. The air twinkled with so many lights, they outnumbered the stars. 
 
   Why are they attacking? Gewey wondered. Surely they know that it’s hopeless.
 
   It was enough to give him pause. He shook his head and pressed on. What did it matter why they were attacking? In a few minutes, he would rip their spirits to shreds and the souls of the first born would suffer no more. He thought back to the Vrykol he had killed in the Black Oasis. They had endured beyond the death of their corrupted bodies. But that was only due to the nature of the Oasis. In the rest of the world they remained tainted. Gewey dearly wished that he knew how to cleanse them. 
 
   Perhaps soon I’ll find a way, he thought.
 
   The instant the first Vrykol came into view, Gewey reached out to destroy the creature. As he did so, the others rushed in with blinding speed, three loosing arrows as they ran. But it was not fast enough to stop the inevitable. Even before Gewey reacted, Kaylia had blasted the arrows with the flow of air, sending them falling harmlessly to the ground. He laughed inwardly, sending loving appreciation through their bond. 
 
   The flow of spirit touched each Vrykol simultaneously, causing them to flail wildly. Gewey slowed his attack in order to make them feel every second of their doom. He felt a rush of pleasure as he watched them become more and more disoriented. 
 
   He turned to Kaylia. She was staring at the Vrykol with a sinister grin, sharing Gewey’s bliss. It was one thing to be cruel to a human or elf, but in her mind there was nothing more foul and evil than a Vrykol. Only the Reborn King himself deserved a more horrible death.
 
   One by one the Vrykol fell to their knees, unable to move. It was then that Gewey finished the job and ripped their spirits apart. A metallic scream tore through the air. Then there was silence. 
 
   He was about to turn again to Kaylia when a pain shot through his arm.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Kaylia saw the flash of the dart in the corner of her eye and watched in horror as it struck Gewey’s right shoulder. Instantly, his body crumbled lifelessly to the ground. A searing pain shot through her entire being as their bond flashed out of existence. With a primal scream of unfathomable suffering, she fell to her knees. 
 
   With tears streaming down her cheeks, she pulled Gewey’s limp body close to her.
 
   “No! No! No!” she cried to the heavens. 
 
   “Yes,” came a reply from just a few yards behind her. 
 
   In a single motion Kaylia leapt up, her long knife in her hand. Her body shuddered as the pain of the broken bond increased. She knew that her training with Nehrutu and Aaliyah would keep her from following Gewey into death, but nothing could prevent the agony she now felt. Her eyes fell on a cloaked figure with a long curved blade in its hand.
 
   “I thought your kind perished when a bond is broken by death,” the figure said. It pushed back its hood to reveal elf features. “Little matter. You will die in a moment – though I’m afraid you won’t be joining your love in spirit. I’ve sent him to a place where you cannot follow.” He laughed cruelly. 
 
   His taunts created blind anger in Kaylia. Madness seized her as she charged at the Vrykol with a ferocity that took it completely by surprise. The tip of her blade cut deep into the creature’s neck. Only its unnatural reflexes kept its head attached to its shoulders. 
 
   Ignoring her pain, Kaylia pressed the attack. Her fury was beyond reckoning. Oblivious to danger, her fist crashed into the Vrykol’s jaw, sending it stumbling back. It tried to counter, but could only block the furious onslaught of blows. Soon, several of these found its flesh. Thick, black blood began to ooze, causing the creature’s shredded cloak to stick to its thin frame.
 
   Aware that it could not sustain its defense for much longer, the Vrykol lunged desperately, attempting to skewer Kaylia through the heart. Twisting left, Kaylia easily avoided the attack and brought her blade down hard, severing the beast’s sword arm at the elbow. The Vrykol stared down in shock at its lost limb on the ground. It was still gripping the sword and twitching violently.
 
   Kaylia paused just long enough to spit in the creature’s face before, in a flash of steel, she took its head from its shoulders. The body remained standing grotesquely erect for a moment, then toppled over.
 
   Without a pause, she rushed back to Gewey. His eyes were staring vacantly into nothingness. With all the power she could muster, Kaylia desperately attempted to transfer the flow from her own body into his. But there was no life to receive it. 
 
   Gewey was dead.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Nehrutu and Aaliyah stood hand in hand on the beach as the elves gathered to march. The previous night had been everything they could have dreamed of. 
 
   Several of the elders had suggested that they split their army in two and try to flank the enemy on both sides. Their experience in the Great War told them that the humans would not be able to react in time. If their own army moved fast enough, they should be able to get too close for Angrääl’s soldiers to use their deadly weapon.
 
   One of the human commanders offered to charge his soldiers directly at the front as a distraction. Knowing that most of the humans would perish in such an attack, Nehrutu initially refused to allow it. But the commander insisted, and in spite of Nehrutu not wanting to send men on a hopeless mission, he knew that using such a tactic would give them their best chance of success. He couldn’t help but admire such selfless courage, nor could he help but be saddened that such sacrifice would likely be necessary.
 
   Aaliyah tightened her grip on his hand, feeling the sorrow creeping into his heart. Though he had been taught long ago what to expect from their bond, it still did not prepare him for the reality of such an intimate union. It was simultaneously unnerving and glorious. It had been less than a full day since the bonding, and already he could not imagine being without it.
 
   “We will see that their bravery is remembered,” said Aaliyah. “The songs of every soul that has died will be sung from the Spires of Parylon.”
 
   “I long to see those spires once again,” mused Nehrutu. “I would survive this war, if only to walk the streets of our beloved city with you by my side.”
 
   Aaliyah closed her eyes, smiling. “I am well pleased to be with you here and now.” She leaned her body close. “Though I admit, I would love to walk the hills and forests of my childhood and share with you the contentment I feel when I gaze upon its beauty and majesty.”
 
   Nehrutu wrapped his arm around her, bathing in the unique feelings of shared love that only the spiritually bonded are capable of achieving.
 
   Aaliyah sighed. “We should join the....” 
 
   A searing pain shot through her body. Had Nehrutu not had his arm around her, she would have collapsed. He could feel her pain and instinctively saturated her with the flow. “What has happened?” he asked.
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut, unable to speak. Her hands trembled and her breathing was quick and shallow. 
 
   Finally, she gathered her wits sufficiently to say in a whisper: “Darshan is dead.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Yanti stared nervously at the small rustic house. The wicker chairs scattered indiscriminately on the front porch were rough and not very well made. In fact, the house itself was little more than a shack. There was nothing about it to indicate that the oldest and most powerful being that still breathed air dwelled within. 
 
   It had been over one hundred years since he had last seen Felsafell. Yanti still hadn’t forgiven him for taking his sister away from him that day, in spite of the fact that he knew it was for the best. Since then, his life had become a never-ending cycle of trials and failures. This latest was by far the worst. 
 
   For more than two hours he had been standing behind a massive oak tree, about fifty yards away from the house. There was no doubt that he feared the encounter. Not that he thought Felsafell would do him harm. But he was afraid of what would come from their conversation. No matter how hard he tried, he could not build up the courage to approach the house. In fact, he was on the point of leaving when the snap of a twig sent him spinning around. His blade was in his hand before he could even see what had caused the sound. 
 
   He blinked. Instead of the young man he had met before, standing in front of him now was an old man with a scraggly beard and crooked teeth. In one hand he carried two dead rabbits, in the other a gnarled tree branch he was using as a walking stick.
 
   Yanti knew that he was looking at Felsafell, even though he could not explain his change in appearance. His accusing stare and a disapproving expression was enough to confirm this. He sheathed his sword. 
 
   “You have changed,” remarked Yanti.
 
   “You have not,” said Felsafell, eyeing the blade at his side. “Come. Eat.”
 
   Felsafell led Yanti into his home. The simple interior and rough furnishings suited the place well. Yanti took a seat at the crudely built dining table while Felsafell began to prepare the meal. 
 
   “Do you still eat?” asked Felsafell.
 
   “Occasionally,” he replied. “I still enjoy it. Wine and roasted pheasant in particular, when I can get it.”
 
   “I have no pheasant,” said Felsafell. “But I do have wine.”
 
   Once the meal was ready, they ate in silence. Felsafell did not appear to be interested in conversation, and adjourned to the porch as soon as the table had been cleared. Yanti followed.
 
   Felsafell offered him a seat and took out a small flask. The sweet scent of brandy filled the air. By now, the light of day was beginning to fade. The whisper of the wind in the trees was singing in perfect harmony with the chirps of the crickets.
 
   “Why have you come?” asked Felsafell.
 
   “I want to see Basanti,” he replied. He was unable to look Felsafell in the eye. Did he know of the many bad things he had done?
 
   “Why come to me?” Felsafell asked. “By now you know where she is. I will not stop you.” He looked sideways at Yanti. “Perhaps you come to ask for my help.”
 
   “I do not need your help.”
 
   “No?” He leaned back in the chair and shook his head. “You have killed no less than twenty people, and only a few years ago you were personally responsible for more than fifty thousand elves being exiled to the desert. I’d say you are in desperate need of help.”
 
   Yanti didn’t bother asking how Felsafell knew these things. “I only killed when forced to do so,” he said.
 
   “You were never meant to kill for any reason whatsoever,” Felsafell countered. “You lived for hundreds of years, and you were never once forced to kill. You faced dangers even before the elves began hunting you. You did not kill then. Before you corrupted your soul with blood, you found ways to live without causing death.” His hard gaze softened slightly. “Can you imagine if I had not taken your sister with me? Your sins would have driven her mad. And her love for you would never allow for the possibility that you are beyond redemption.”
 
   “Is that what you think?” His voice wavered. “That I cannot be redeemed?
 
   “Do you think you can?” Felsafell asked, as if he knew that Yanti already had the answer. “You are the one who interfered with the elves and turned them against one another.”
 
   In a flash of anger, Yanti jumped to his feet and strode to the edge of the porch. Then, with a great effort, he managed to calm himself. He drew a deep breath. “That’s not fair. I only did what you said I should do. I was trying to help them. I was trying to make them see that their treatment of the humans was wrong.”
 
   “What you did was inflame their passions,” said Felsafell. “You used your knowledge to influence those who already understood the sins their people were committing. They turned on their own kin and named them slavers.”
 
   Yanti spun around and faced Felsafell. “And what would you have had me do?”
 
   Felsafell took a long swallow of brandy and offered the flask to Yanti, who received it reluctantly. “I had hoped that you would find a way to cleanse your spirit. I had hoped the gods may take pity on you and show you a path.”
 
   Yanti sneered. “The gods, bah! They abandoned me and Basanti long ago. They are selfish and vile.”
 
   Felsafell raised an eyebrow. “You really believe that? Basanti would say different.” 
 
   “My sister is a pure soul. She sees only the good - even in me.” Yanti held the flask under his nose and savored the sweet scent. “I think I will not go to see her. Not until I have found a way to purify myself.”
 
   “I feel that is wise,” Felsafell told him. He then stared at Yanti for a long moment. “But you think you have already discovered that way, I gather.”
 
   “The jewels of the gods,” said Yanti. His voice was distant and hopeful. “They have the power to undo what I have done.”
 
   Felsafell sat up straight. “They are all hidden. And for good reason. The god stones cannot help you. Their power cannot be contained. If you find them, you will only find more death.”
 
   “You know where they are,” said Yanti. “Don’t you?”
 
   Felsafell fixed his gaze. “It does not matter. I would not tell you where to find them. Heed my words. Nothing good can come of such a quest. Even were you to locate them, you would not accomplish your goals. They should never have been made. The gods knew this, and that is why they have hidden them away.”
 
   “If they were such a big mistake, why did the gods not simply destroy them?”
 
   Felsafell shrugged. “I do not claim to know the mind of such beings; nor have I the wisdom to fathom their motives.” He scrutinized Yanti for another long period and then sighed. “And yet, I know that you will seek them out anyway.” He turned away and waved his hand dismissively. “Go now. Find your destiny.”
 
   Yanti gazed at Felsafell’s back for several seconds. Then, with a huff of contempt, he spun sharply around and disappeared into the forest.
 
   * * * * *  
 
    
 
   Basanti slowly rounded the corner of the house and sank into a seat beside Felsafell. The old man forced a smile and took her hand. “I am sorry. I know how much you wanted to see him.”
 
   “You were right to advise against it,” she said, forcing a weak smile of her own. “He is lost. He will find the god stones. Then, as you said, death will follow.” She pulled her hand free. “And there is….” 
 
   Her words trailed off.
 
   “What is it?” asked Felsafell, concerned.
 
   A single tear fell down her cheek and she closed her eyes. “I have looked into his future.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “I saw pain, chaos, blood, and betrayal.” She began to weep openly. Finally, she managed to speak through her sobs. “He will one day forsake all he loves. He will become…truly evil.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 5
 
   At first, Gewey couldn’t move a muscle. All he could feel was a blast of searing hot air across his back, while the roar of thunder was threatening to split his skull in two. The rough, gritty soil was hot and putrid, filling his nostrils with the stench of ash and sulfur. After a few minutes of struggling, the strength slowly began returning to his limbs. Finally, he managed to raise his head a little. 
 
   Thick, black smoke mixed with gray dust swirled and churned, making it impossible for him to see more than a few yards away. As he pushed himself to his feet he realized that he was clad in the work clothes he used to wear when living on his farm. His sword and other belongings were gone. 
 
   Shielding his eyes, he took a step forward. His mind was clouded, and though he knew who he was, he had no idea of how he had come to be in such a terrible place. His last memory was of Kaylia’s voice screaming out in terror. It was in that moment that he realized – their bond – it was broken. And yet there was no pain. Before, when Aaliyah had blocked their bond, he had felt the loss of it to his very core. But this time, there was just a total absence of feeling. 
 
   “Kaylia!” he cried out. 
 
   He knew there could be no response. Wherever he was, she was not with him. He was alone. He reached out for the flow, but found only a great void. Fear began to creep its way into his mind, but he forced it aside. He was Darshan, he told himself, and Darshan feared nothing.
 
   With no other options, he began to walk blindly into the tempest. The wind howled a hollow cry and the dust stung his eyes. Through the dark he caught glimpses of light, but they vanished the moment he turned toward them. 
 
   On an on he walked, though the landscape remained the same. The wind continued to whip around him at a constant speed, blasting his face raw and pushing against his forward progress, regardless of which direction he headed. 
 
   Hours passed, and still there was no sign of life. From time to time the sound of the howling wind seemed to take on a ghostly quality – tormented and angry – and sometimes pleading. Gewey dismissed this as his imagination playing tricks.
 
   The dry, polluted air parched his throat and swelled his tongue. 
 
   “To think I’ll die of thirst,” he said aloud, letting out a defeated laugh. 
 
   “Die?” said a strong male voice from behind him.
 
   Gewey spun around, instinctively reaching for his sword, only to realize that it wasn’t there. Before him stood a shadowy figure, its features hidden beneath a cloak of swirling darkness. It was as though the light around the figure was somehow being repelled, preventing his vision from focusing on it. Suddenly, the wind lessened and the smoke began to clear, revealing an endless landscape of black, ruined earth. Towering flames shot to a dull gray sky on the horizon. 
 
   “You cannot die,” the voice continued. “Not in this place…brother.”
 
   “Who are you?” Gewey demanded. “What is this place?”
 
   The figure laughed. “I asked that very same question when I arrived. But I had no one to answer me. You shall not suffer such a disadvantage.” His face became slightly clearer. “My name is Melek.” He bowed low. 
 
   “I – I am…”
 
   “You are Darshan,” interrupted Melek.
 
   “You know me?” asked Gewey, immediately suspicious. 
 
   “Not in the way you might think,” replied Melek. “But I can see what you have brought with you to this place. And I can see that we are the same.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Gewey, his suspicion building. “How are we the same?”
 
   Melek’s face and form gradually cleared completely, revealing a human of about forty years old. His salt and pepper hair fell in loose curls just past his shoulders, and in spite of their dull gray surroundings, his deep-set green eyes were bright, friendly and sparkling. Though not as tall or broad as Gewey, he was clearly strong, and his posture was straight and proud. His tan shirt and black trousers looked to be made from cotton, though as the wind caught the fabric, the cloth appeared to glisten with a slight sheen. 
 
   “Come,” said Melek. “I promise to tell you all that I know.”
 
   For a moment, Gewey did not move. Melek looked at him, smiling like a patient and understanding father. Then, realizing that his choices were to either go with him or stand there alone in the middle of a mysterious wasteland, Gewey followed.
 
   They had walked for only a few minutes, with Gewey just a step behind Melek, when the silhouette of a small house appeared through the gloom. The wind had not yet picked back up to its former strength, much to Gewey’s relief.
 
   The house was modest, though it looked to be sturdily built, and the light glowing in its window was a welcoming beacon. Melek opened the door, and with a grand sweeping motion, invited Gewey to step inside.
 
   The interior was sparsely furnished. A small round table and two chairs were in the center of the room, while a small fire burned in the hearth on the far side. There was no bed or stove that Gewey could see. Nor was there a door leading to any other part of the house. It seemed that this was all there was. 
 
   Gewey remained by the doorway taking in his surroundings until he felt Melek’s hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Please sit,” his host said. “I know that you have questions.”
 
   Gewey obeyed and sat at the table. From seemingly nowhere, a bottle of wine appeared in Melek’s hand, along with two crystal goblets. Gewey sprang to his feet.
 
   Melek laughed, an apologetic smile on his face. “I forget that you do not yet understand. I have been alone for a very long time and am unaccustomed to the sensitivities of others.” He sat opposite Gewey. “Please. Sit back down.”
 
   Gewey paused, took a deep breath, and then returned to his seat. “What is this place?”
 
   The smile slowly left Melek’s face. “Put simply, it is a prison.” He poured the wine and pushed a goblet across the table to Gewey. “One in which I have been kept for a very long time. And one in which you are now trapped as well.”
 
   Gewey was unsure what to say. 
 
   “I know it is difficult to believe,” Melek continued. “When I was first sent here, I had a very hard time understanding what had happened to me. But I soon learned the truth. I was imprisoned in this wretched land - and there is no escape.”
 
   Gewey’s mind reeled. “What are you saying? That I can never leave here?” At once his thoughts turned to Kaylia and their unborn child. I need to get back to them, he thought desperately. 
 
   “And you will,” said Melek.
 
   Gewey realized that Melek could hear his thoughts. The intrusion angered him. 
 
   “Calm yourself, Darshan,” said Melek, sensing Gewey’s irritation. “I will leave your thoughts untouched if you wish. I merely wanted to say that now you are here, there is hope.”
 
   Gewey sipped his wine. He noticed that his hand trembling, but it was as much from anxiety and fear as it was from anger. “How did I get here?” he asked.
 
   Melek shrugged. “I would guess that you were struck by the Fangs of Yajna, just as I was.”
 
   Gewey furled his brow. He remembered a sharp pain in his shoulder just before finding himself in this place. He reached around to touch where it had struck, but there was no sign of a wound. “What are the Fangs of Yajna?” he asked.
 
   “A weapon,” Melek replied. His lips curled in disgust. “A weapon designed to kill our kind.”
 
   “Our kind?” Gewey looked at his companion in disbelief. “Are you saying that you’re a - ”
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “A god. But I am much more than that. I am the first. Born of the Creator. Made perfect by her divine grace. Betrayed by my children, and exiled here to Shagharath.”
 
   His final few words sparked a memory buried deep within Gewey. “Shagharath,” he whispered. “I have heard that name before. It was in some of the stories my father told me as a child. He said it was a place of demons. A land of fire and pain where the wicked were sent to suffer eternal damnation.”
 
   “I can only assume you speak of a mortal father,” said Melek.
 
   “Yes,” replied Gewey. “His name was Harman Stedding. I have never met Gerath. Well - not really.” 
 
   Melek sneered. “Of course you have met him. But in his cruelty, he robbed you of your memories.” He shook his head and cleared his throat. “But we will speak of that soon enough. As for what your mortal father told you – he was wrong. Shagharath does not punish the wicked. It punishes me.”
 
   The howl of the wind outside rose, carrying with it a succession of ghastly moans and suffering cries. Melek glanced up for a moment, then returned his attention to Gewey.
 
   “Why were you sent here?” asked Gewey. “And how do we get out?”
 
   “I was sent here for doing the will of the Creator,” he replied, his head held high. “By your father…my son…Gerath.”
 
   “Your son?” 
 
   “Indeed,” he replied. “I am the father of all of the gods.”
 
   “Then who is the mother?” Gewey was trying hard to wrap his mind around what Melek was telling him. 
 
   The man’s eyes grew sad and distant. “Her name was Ustrea. She was the love I held most dear – even above the Creator herself. She was my wife.”
 
   “But…but....” Questions were racing so rapidly through Gewey’s head, he could not seem to focus on a single one.
 
   Melek chuckled, shaking off his melancholy. “And as you were born from the union of the Creator and Gerath, that means I am both your brother, and your grandfather.”
 
   Gewey tried to put this confusing thought out of his head. “You say Gerath betrayed you?”
 
   Melek sighed. “They all did. But it was Gerath who convinced the others to follow and led them against me.”
 
   A deep frown formed on Gewey’s face. He was finding it hard to imagine that the being he’d met in the Black Oasis possessed a cruel or vicious nature. Surely Gerath was not capable of sending his own father to perdition. “So why did he turn against you?” he asked.
 
   “Jealousy,” Melek replied flatly. “He was always ambitious and strong. Gerath believed that he understood the Creator’s plan better than I. He wanted to guide heaven and earth in the manner that best suited his own desires.” He stood and walked over to the window. “He also coveted my power.”
 
   “But if you are both gods, wouldn’t you have equal powers?”
 
   Melek glanced over his shoulder. “I was the first, so I have no godly parents. My power comes directly from the source of all life. You are half born from the Creator as well. And though Gerath tried to ensure that you would never realize your full potential by erasing your memory of heaven, you do indeed have the same power as I.” He turned fully around. “And when we escape this place, I will show it to you. You will be able to create wonders such as you have never imagined.”
 
   Melek moved toward Gewey, his footsteps seeming to scarcely touch the floor planks. Holding out his hand, he smiled warmly. Gewey reached out without thinking and allowed Melek to lead him to the window. 
 
   “For untold centuries I have been trapped here,” said Melek. “Because of the love I held for my children, I allowed myself to be deceived. Within you rests the strength to right the many wrongs done to us both. Together, we will do just that.”
 
   “I still don’t understand how you know so much about me,” said Gewey. He wasn’t ready to yield his trust just yet.
 
   Melek draped an arm around Gewey’s shoulder. “Tell me what you see.”
 
   He sighed and looked out of the window. “Nothing but dust, smoke and ash.”
 
   Melek nodded. “And where are you now?”
 
   “Inside your home?”
 
   “Good.” Melek removed his arm and took a step back. “And can you see me?”
 
   Gewey frowned. “What kind of question is that? Of course I can see you.”
 
   Melek chuckled. “What you actually see is a construct of your mind. I have no physical body in this place. And this house is no more real than my body.” 
 
   The room shook from another powerful blast of wind. Once again, it was accompanied by the ghostly howls.
 
   “And I suppose that wasn’t real either?” said Gewey. He understood the concept. It wasn’t much different to when he was in the dream or spirit world.
 
   Melek shook his head sadly. “No. I am afraid those sounds are very real.”
 
   “What are they?”
 
   His face tightened. “Though this place was made for me, it was not made to keep out mortal souls. Though it is rare, occasionally one finds its way here.”
 
   Gewey thought he saw a tear form in Melek’s eye, but couldn’t be sure.
 
   “It drives them mad,” he continued in a half whisper. “They were never meant to be here. I have tried to help them, but they cannot accept that I exist. In time, they fade into nothing more than the hollow sounds of pain and confusion - their spirits forever lost.” He looked up at Gewey and forced a smile. “But you have nothing to fear. You will not dwell here long enough to endure the trials I have. And even if you were to do so, you are a god. It is beyond the power of Shagharath to drive you insane. Only mortal minds succumb to the madness in this place.”
 
   “Is there nothing we can do for them?”
 
   Melek shook his head and took a pained breath. “I have tried many times. They are beyond our reach.”
 
   “How many are there?” 
 
   His face became awash with guilt. “I’ve forgotten. I am ashamed to say that I no longer pay them mind. When I finally realized it was hopeless, I did what I could to push them from my thoughts. I know I shouldn’t have, but it was too heavy a burden for my heart to bear.”
 
   “I understand,” said Gewey. He could see Melek’s pain reflected in his slumped posture. “Perhaps, after we escape, we can find a way to free them too.” 
 
   Melek took a long deep breath. “You have a kind heart. I had forgotten what it is like to hear words of comfort spoken aloud. But before we leave, there are things you must know. Things only I can show you. And they will not be easy for you to see.”
 
   “What things?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I will show you what Gerath hoped you would never know.” 
 
   He took hold of Gewey’s hand. “I need your help…and not just to leave Shagharath.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Lee sat beside a small fire, silently staring at the flames as they swirled and licked in a chaotic dance. The sound of laments forced their way into his ears, bringing a snarl of frustration. 
 
   Millet, Jacob and several others had tried to speak with him, but he was in no mood for conversation. Gewey was dead, and now all hope was lost. More than that, he had sacrificed everything only to fail. His wife was dead - or worse. His son had grown up without a father, and he spent what could have been the best years of his life playing the eccentric noble in a shabby little farming village far from everything he loved.
 
   He glanced up at the nearby pavilion where Gewey’s body rested. Through the thin cloth he could see the silhouette of Kaylia kneeling beside her dead love. Many elves were gathered just outside the pavilion, but none dared to approach her. Kaylia had already attacked three of the desert elves merely for suggesting funeral rites, and only Linis’ quick reflexes had prevented her from actually killing them.
 
   By the time Lee and Linis had returned to camp after finding the Sharpstone villagers and convincing them to go back to their homes, Kaylia had already carried Gewey body’s back and was standing over him, eyes wild and knife drawn. She scarcely recognized anyone, and gave not the slightest reaction when the elves began erecting the pavilion around them. 
 
   Linis approached, his eyes still red from weeping. He sat beside Lee and ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   “The desert elves are wondering what we are to do,” he muttered, as much to himself as to Lee. “Their spirit is broken.”
 
   Lee snorted. “I care nothing for the spirit of the desert elves. Let them do as they will.”
 
   “I understand your pain,” said Linis. “But now we must -”
 
   “We must do nothing.” Lee’s voice was a deep rumbling growl. “I will no longer take part in this bloody war.”
 
   “What will you do?” he asked, not sounding surprised.
 
   “I will go north,” Lee replied. “I will face the Reborn King.”
 
   “Then it is as I feared,” Linis remarked. “You intend to seek your own death. However, I think your son may object to such foolishness.”
 
   “I don’t care who objects.”
 
   “I see.” Linis paused. “Will you at least help us sort out what to do with Kaylia?”
 
   Lee shrugged. “What is there to sort out? The best thing you can do is leave her be. Otherwise she’ll gut you.”
 
   “Of that, I am certain,” agreed Linis. “But she will not allow anyone near her, or Gewey. She keeps muttering that he is not really dead. I think her mind may be gone.”
 
   “And what do you think I can do about it?” Lee snapped. “Her friendship with you is far stronger than it is with me. If she wants to sit here until Gewey’s body rots - then so be it.”
 
   “Have you no love for her?” Linis’ tone was disapproving. “Have you no compassion for -”
 
   Lee’s hand shot out and grabbed Linis roughly by the collar. Eyes ablaze, he pulled the elf nose to nose. “Don’t you dare speak to me of love and compassion, elf. I was robbed of my love.” Pushing Linis back, he returned his gaze to the fire. “And as for compassion - it was compassion that twisted my mind and made me abandon my family. Compassion for a child that now lies dead. Dead, just like the hope he was supposed to bring.”
 
   Any anger Linis might have felt over Lee’s outburst was well concealed. Instead, he stood slowly up and brushed himself off. “I will leave you to your despair,” he said quietly.
 
   Lee did not bother to respond, or even glance in his direction. 
 
   Several minutes later Millet approached and sat down just across from Lee.
 
   “Linis tells me you intend to commit suicide,” he said. His voice was hard and accusing. 
 
   Lee shot him a hot glance. “I do as I choose.”
 
   “You will do as I say, Lee Starfinder,” countered Millet. “You are in the service of the House Nal’Thain, and are honor bound to remain so until I release you.” 
 
   The fury in Millet’s expression and the steel in his voice forced Lee to avert his eyes. His mind reeled and his heart began beating wildly. He would not be spoken to like that. For an instant, a part of him wanted to reach out and throttle his former servant and current lord. 
 
   But the anger faded as quickly as it had formed. Like it or not, something in Millet’s words had touched him deep within his heart, and all he could feel now was deep and humiliating shame. A tear escaped down his cheek as he struggled to keep himself from weeping openly.
 
   Millet’s tone softened considerably. “Your son is waiting for you as we speak. Whatever you may feel right now, I know your love for him has not diminished. Yes, Gewey is dead. And yes, this will likely mean our doom. But until our fate is upon us, Jacob still needs you. He still needs his father.”
 
   Try as he might, Lee could no longer hold back the tears. His body jerked repeatedly from his stifled sobs. “My entire life…a waste. I have failed everyone through my stupidity.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Millet told him. He shifted, as if thinking to move beside his friend, but then settled back down. He knew this was not quite the moment. “You left Hazrah to protect your wife and child. More than that, you have stood proud against the oncoming darkness. You have stared into the eyes of doom and not lost courage. Where most men, be they human or elf, would have fled for their very lives, you have remained firm.” 
 
   Millet sighed and smiled. “I have known you since you were nothing more than a child. I may have thought you were stubborn and rash, but never have you been a coward.”
 
   “Until now,” added Lee.
 
   “Bah!” This time Millet did move beside his old friend. “You despair like the rest of us. Only you have taken it upon yourself to be responsible for Gewey’s death.” He put his hand on Lee’s shoulder. “The Dark Knight caused this. He killed Gewey. He is the one ravaging the world.”
 
   Lee nodded slowly. “I know. And I wish I could banish the shadow that blackens my soul.”
 
   “As your friend, I would tell you to look to those who love you. They will bolster your strength.” His hand seized Lee’s shoulder tightly. “As your lord, I tell you that I swear you will have your chance to let loose your wrath.”
 
   Lee looked at Millet, momentarily surprised by his intensely dangerous tone. 
 
   Millet forced a smile that quickly disappeared. “I am not unaffected by what has happened. I had hoped that Gewey would avenge Lady Penelope - or perhaps even save her. But that hope is gone. All I can do now is stand against our enemy and make him pay dearly for his arrogance.” Getting to his feet, he held out his hand. “And if I am to die, I will have you with me.”
 
   Lee paused, then took a long, accepting breath. He grasped Millet’s hand and stood beside him. “Where is my son?”
 
   “He is speaking with Lyrial and Bevaris,” Millet replied, motioning to the far side of the camp. “They are debating on what to do.”
 
   “And what of Kaylia?” he asked. “Linis tells me she has completely lost her reason.”
 
   “She still will not allow anyone near Gewey’s body. She claims that she can still feel him.”
 
   “But their bond is broken,” Lee pointed out. “She may be insane with grief, but that much she was able to tell us.”
 
   Millet’s jaw tightened and there was a long pause.
 
   “What is it?” pressed Lee. The look on his friend’s face told him there was more to Kaylia’s condition than he was being told.
 
   “She claims she can feel him through the bond that connects Gewey and....” 
 
   Millet hesitated before adding: “Between Gewey and their unborn child.”
 
   This information hit Lee like a hammer. “She’s pregnant?”
 
   “Yes,” said Millet.
 
   Lee stood silently as he allowed this new revelation to sink in. “Then it is clear what we must do,” he said finally.
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   “We must protect her at all costs.”
 
   “She will not abandon Gewey’s body,” explained Millet. 
 
   “Then we’ll bring it with us.” Without another word, Lee strode off in the direction that Millet had earlier indicated he would find Jacob. 
 
   By the time he reached his son and the others, Dina and Linis had also joined the group. Lee gave Linis an apologetic nod. The elf nodded in return and seized Lee’s shoulders fondly.
 
   “It is good you are with us again, my friend,” he said. 
 
   “I regret....” began Lee, but Linis shook his head, silently telling him that such apologies were unnecessary. 
 
   Lee turned to his son and gave him a loving embrace. 
 
   “Now don’t start apologizing to me as well,” joked Jacob with a youthful grin. 
 
   Lee was grateful for the moment of levity, but a second later the mood turned grave.
 
   “Millet has told you about Kaylia?” Dina asked him. 
 
   Lee nodded. “He did. Have you been able to get through to her?”
 
   “No,” she replied. “She is unable to see beyond her pain.”
 
   “I think....” began Weila.
 
   “No!” Linis cut in angrily. “We will not burn Gewey’s body. It would destroy her.”
 
   “He needs to be given proper rites,” Weila countered stubbornly. “Darshan must be laid to rest. Only then will she move on.”
 
   Lee shook his head. “If you try, she’ll kill you. For now we must do whatever she wants. And her child must be protected. Gewey has died, and because of that the world will burn. But perhaps his child can one day redeem us.”
 
   “How will we do this?” asked Dina. “Now we are without Gewey, the armies of Angrääl will surely attack us very soon.”
 
   “I don’t know,” admitted Lee. 
 
   “We could take her to the desert,” offered Lyrial.
 
   “No,” said Lee sternly. “Eventually they would find her there.” He thought for a moment, then said: “We must get her to Aaliyah. She can take her across the Western Abyss to her lands.”
 
   There was a long silence. Gradually, the entire group began nodding in agreement.
 
   Dina cleared her throat. “I should point out that for us to get her to Aaliyah, we must first get her out of the pavilion.”
 
   Lee sighed. “I will attend to that.” He walked off with renewed purpose.
 
   Despite his determination, Lee could feel the uneasiness in his stomach steadily growing. He knew there was a good chance she would not listen to what he had to say. In fact, she may even try to kill him. The last thing he wanted was for things to turn violent. Kaylia was a deadly foe, even under normal circumstances. How he might be able to subdue her without causing any physical harm was beyond him.  
 
   As he neared the entrance to the pavilion he could hear Kaylia shifting to face in his direction. Clearly, she was aware of someone approaching. He pulled back the tent flaps and cautiously stepped inside.
 
   She was crouched over Gewey’s body like a great cat ready to pounce. The long blade in her hand shimmered in the dim light emanating from a small lantern in the corner. Lee couldn’t help but notice that Gewey’s body was not pale; in fact, he looked as healthy as one merely sleeping. She must be using the flow to keep his body warm, he thought.  
 
   “What do you want?” she demanded. Her voice was steady and emotionless. But her eyes told a different tale. 
 
   “To help,” Lee replied, holding up his palm in a gesture of peace. 
 
   “If you think for one second that I will allow you to burn him....”
 
   “I have no intention of burning him,” Lee quickly assured her. “But we do need to take him away from here.”
 
   “He still lives,” she said, not seeming to hear what he was telling her. “Our child can still feel him.” Her hand passed in front of her belly and she flashed Lee an accusing stare. “I know what you want. You think Gewey is dead. You want to spirit us away so that our child will fight your battles for you when he grows up.”
 
   Lee was momentarily stunned by her insight. He could see her muscles tense, preparing to burst forth. He shook his head in denial.
 
   “Do not bother to lie, half-man,” she hissed, before Lee could respond. “I know your mind. Do you think I would allow my child to be used as you have used Gewey? The child of Gewey Stedding will live a life of peace. And do you know why?” Her voice was becoming increasingly loud and shrill. “Because my unorem is not dead. He will rise. He will cleanse the world and make it safe again. You will see.”
 
   Lee tried to keep his voice soothing and sympathetic. “Kaylia - think. If you are right, then we must move him soon. The enemy will attack before long, and we will not be able to stop them.”
 
   “We remain here!” she shouted.
 
   Lee took a step back and crouched down, putting himself at her eye level. He knew this made his situation much more dangerous. If she attacked, he would be off balance. 
 
   “Please see reason,” he pleaded. “If you remain here, they will take Gewey from you. Let us take him away from this place. Let us keep him safe.”
 
   “I will keep him safe,” she shot back. “I do not need you - or anyone else. And when he returns you will pay for your lack of faith.” She let out a maniacal laugh. “You will then truly know the power of Darshan.”
 
   Lee could see her madness growing with each passing second. There seemed little doubt that this would have to turn violent. In a final effort, he reached out to her with his thoughts. 
 
   The raging turmoil that had become Kaylia’s mind threw him back effortlessly, in the process making him momentarily dizzy. In the time it took for Lee to recover, Kaylia had spanned the distance between them and was bringing her blade across in a tight horizontal slash in an attempt to open his throat.
 
   Her speed was astounding. Lee was only just able to rock back out of danger in time. Not that this bought him anything but a moment’s respite. Kaylia pressed in, furiously thrusting with the blade. In spite of her insanity, her attack was calculated and controlled. Lee had only a split second to react. A lesser man would have already been slain. But Lee’s years of experience and training had taught his muscles to do exactly what was required. Springing forward inside Kaylia’s guard, he gripped her wrist firmly. Not wanting to injure either her, or more importantly, her unborn child, he brought her arm back and twisted with just enough force to make her release the knife. 
 
   But Kaylia was not to be so easily overcome. Her other hand shot out, striking Lee in the temple. The force of this blow stunned him long enough for her to bring her knee sharply up. With a dull thud, it made contact right in the middle of his groin. 
 
   Lee grunted and doubled over, eyes watering and pain shooting through his entire body. Kaylia immediately pulled herself free and sprang over to where her weapon had fallen. Forcing back the pain, he chased after her. Kaylia’s hand had barely touched the hilt of her blade when Lee’s weight fell on top of her. Once again he seized hold of her wrist and pulled her arm back. Using his body mass to keep her face down, he quickly trapped her other arm. Still Kaylia screamed and fought, but Lee’s half-man strength was too much – though only just.
 
   “Help me!” Lee yelled out to anyone who might be within earshot. If this went on for too much longer, he had grave fears that she would hurt either herself or the baby. 
 
   Gewey’s body was only a few feet away from where they lay. Kaylia looked over and began to struggle even harder.
 
   “Do not burn him!” she screamed out over and over again.
 
   “Remove yourself from her at once, Lee Starfinder!” came a commanding female voice.
 
   In the entrance stood Maybell, her hands firmly on her hips, her face red with anger. 
 
   “If I let her go, she’ll kill us both,” he shouted back through several grunts of exertion. 
 
   In a move Lee could have never anticipated, Maybell produced a short dagger. With surprising speed, she stepped forward and pressed the cold steel to his throat.
 
   “And if you don’t let her go, I will kill you myself,” she said, her tone calm and measured. 
 
   At first Lee did not respond. But as Maybell increased the pressure, he felt a trickle of blood running down his neck. There was also a fiercely determined look in her eyes that told him she would most likely carry out her threat. 
 
   Reluctantly, he released his hold on Kaylia, who immediately scrambled away to retrieve her knife. Lee expected the elf to renew her attack, but Maybell removed the dagger from his throat and placed herself between the pair of them. 
 
   Kaylia stood tensed and ready while Maybell stared silently into Lee’s eyes. He could see quite clearly that this was not the same woman he had met and traveled with. She was now burdened with great purpose and filled with unrelenting determination.
 
   “You should leave,” she said with imposing authority. “Now! I will speak to Kaylia alone.”
 
   Lee was compelled to obey. As he left the tent he realized that Maybell was no longer wearing her priestess’ robes, but a simple blue dress. 
 
   Linis, Dina, and Millet were immediately outside. Jacob, Bevaris and the elves were only a few yards away.
 
   “Where did she come from?” Lee asked, trying to make some sense of what had just happened.
 
   “She just walked straight into the camp and demanded to know where Gewey’s body was being kept,” Linis replied. 
 
   “How the hell did she know about Gewey?” 
 
   Lee’s question was met by silence. 
 
   “What should we do?” asked Dina.
 
   “Wait,” replied Lee. “What else can we do?”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Gewey found himself alone alongside a tiny stream. The air was fresh and clean as it blew in from the distant snow-capped mountains, and the deep emerald colored grass was like walking on feather pillows. The water of the stream, sparkling from the light of the noonday sun, was given an even more delicate beauty by the multicolored pebbles scattered along its bed. 
 
   Gewey bent down to touch the water. It was cold almost to the point of being painful, yet it still brought a smile to his lips. It was at that moment he realized Melek was no longer with him.
 
   Gewey called out his name.
 
   “I am here,” Melek said. He was standing beside him as if he had been there the entire time.
 
   “Where are we?” 
 
   “Exactly where we were before.”  
 
   Gewey looked confused, but Melek gave him a reassuring smile. 
 
   “This is an image of your memories,” he explained. “An image of heaven.”
 
   Gewey’s eyes widened. “Heaven? This is heaven?” He scanned the landscape. “I have no memory of this place.”
 
   “Of course not,” said Melek. “Gerath saw to that. But you still have the…the impression of it, if you like, locked away inside of you.” He looked around with approval. “And it is a better image than I expected.”
 
   “Image?”
 
   “Your human self could never fathom the majesty of heaven. And even now it is that part of you that dominates your being. You see heaven in a way you can understand it.” Melek waved his arm in a sweeping gesture. “And this is what your mind tells you it looks like.”
 
   Gewey creased his brow. “Actually, I’ve never thought about what heaven would look like.  And now that I have, I must admit I’m not impressed.”
 
   Melek chuckled. “I am. You transformed Shagharath into a thing of beauty. Even if it is only for a short time.”
 
   “So what is it that I’m supposed to see?”
 
   Melek pointed to a small ball of light that had appeared just a few yards away on the other side of the stream. 
 
   “What is that?” asked Gewey.
 
   He placed his hand gently on Gewey's shoulder. “Watch and you will see.”
 
   The light hovered for a few seconds before drifting gracefully down to the stream’s surface. Then, just as it touched the water, it flew skyward for at least twenty feet. On reaching its zenith, the shining ball finally descended slowly back to earth. Gewey started to get the impression that it was playing a game.
 
   A mist formed just behind the light, and from out of this two figures stepped forth. Gewey recognized them at once. It was Gerath and Ayliazarah. His father was clad in a shimmering silver robe, tied at the waist by a red sash. Ayliazarah wore a blue silken gown that flowed freely around her curves. 
 
   Gewey stared in awe, unable to move or speak.
 
   “How long will you let this continue?” asked Ayliazarah. Her voice was as musical as Gewey remembered, even while scolding Gerath. “You cannot keep it in ignorance forever.”
 
   Gerath looked intensely at the light and shook his head. “I cannot. I need more time.”
 
   The light began to dance and bob. It flew toward Ayliazarah, circling her as if excited. The goddess laughed and held out her delicate hand, allowing the light to brush against her fingers.
 
   “You should not encourage it so,” said Gerath, clearly displeased. “It is bad enough that you allow it to see you.”
 
   She flashed Gerath a fierce look. “I do as I please. That you cannot reconcile with your own heart is no reason for me to leave the innocent alone and afraid.”
 
   “Do not try to shame me, sister.” Gerath’s voice was low, yet the ground trembled. 
 
   Ayliazarah was unmoved by this display. “And you, brother, do not try to cow me. You are not my master. And you do not hold sway over my choices.”
 
   Gerath lowered his eyes. “I am sorry. I did not mean to suggest….”
 
   Ayliazarah reached out and took Gerath’s hand. “I know why you are so distant. Your heart has always been transparent to me. Though mortals name me the goddess of fertility and love, it was always you who cared too deeply for your own good.”
 
   Gerath gave her a sideways smile. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it gently. “If only the others understood me the way you do.” He fixed his gaze on the light. “They would know why I have yet to complete it, and they would not chastise me so.”
 
   She pulled her hand away. “I may understand you, Gerath, but I do not condone what you are doing. Make no mistake, I stand with the others. You are abandoning your obligation to us, to the Creator, but most of all, to your child.”
 
   Gewey caught his breath. His child? The next thought bounced painfully around in his head. Then the ball of light. It was…it was me. And....
 
   “And Gerath could not bear the sight of you,” said Melek, finishing Gewey’s thought.
 
   The sharp sting of rejection stuck in Gewey’s chest. But surely he didn’t continue to feel that way, he told himself. He remembered the kindness and love coming from the essence of Gerath when they had spoken in the Black Oasis. 
 
   “Do not be deceived,” warned Melek. “The heart of Gerath is as black as the darkest night. Soon you shall see.”
 
   Gewey took a deep breath to steady himself before returning his attention to the vision.
 
   “At least make him aware of you,” suggested Ayliazarah. 
 
   Gerath took a long look at the light. Finally, he gave an almost imperceptible nod. At once the light hung motionless. After a few short seconds it eased its way closer to its father. At first Gerath did nothing. Then he raised his hand and touched it with the tip of his finger. The light glowed brighter and brighter until Gewey was forced to shield his eyes and could no longer watch. 
 
   “No!” Gerath’s voice thundered.  
 
   The light withdrew a few feet and dimmed. 
 
   Ayliazarah leaned in close to Gerath. “He knows who you are,” she whispered.
 
   “He?” scoffed Gerath. “It is neither he nor she. At least, not yet.”
 
   The goddess flashed a girlish grin. “I have a sense about these things. He has no form as of this moment, but once he reaches the earthly plain…yes…definitely a son.”
 
   “It makes no difference,” he countered angrily. “I will not love this child.”
 
   The light began to approach its father a few inches at a time - stopping and hovering, then moving again. Just as it was within arm’s reach, Gerath clapped his hands sharply together. The air shattered in a sharp crack and the light was pushed away. After a few moments it once again tried to move closer, but it was now being held firmly in place by an unseen force.
 
   Gewey looked on in horror. He’d expected Ayliazarah to intervene, but she did not.
 
   “And hurting him is the answer for you, it would seem,” she chided. She turned away, shaking her head.
 
   Perhaps in an attempt to escape whatever was holding it, the light began changing color. First it became a shade of green, moments later it became red, and then just as quickly it was back to green again. As it continued to quiver and struggle, Gewey thought he could hear a cry. But he wasn’t sure if this was real or imagined. Even his own body was beginning to feel constricted as he watched the fire in Gerath’s eyes increase.
 
   “Petty and cruel,” said Melek. “That is your father. He is, as he always was.”
 
   After a short while longer, Gerath released the light. It immediately fled from him, but only traveled less than one hundred feet before stopping and settling on the grass. 
 
   “So is your intent to make him hate you?” asked Ayliazarah. 
 
   Gerath clenched his fists. “I do not know. The Creator forgive me, I do not know what to do. I never wanted this. I never wanted…him.” The word ‘him’ passed his lips like a curse.
 
   Ayliazarah threw her head back in laughter. “Since when does the mighty Gerath get to choose the service given to him by the Creator? No, my brother. You cannot delay for much longer. A father you are, and a father you must be.”
 
   Gerath made no response to this. Pausing only to glance at his sister for the briefest of moments, he walked off back into the mist. 
 
   As soon as he was gone Ayliazarah moved with graceful strides over to where the light still rested on the grass. She knelt down beside it and reached out, but withdrew her hand an instant before making contact. “He may be right,” she said quietly. “The Creator forgive me, he may be right about you.”
 
   The images faded and Gewey found himself back inside Melek’s house staring out of the window. The barren wasteland was even more horrible to behold than before. 
 
   “What did she mean: He may be right about me?” he demanded. “Right about what? None of this makes sense.”
 
   Melek left Gewey’s side and sat down at the table. He took a sip of wine and then nodded toward the chair opposite him. After a final lingering look out of the window, Gewey came across. 
 
   “What you saw was the real truth about the gods,” said Melek. “Their hatred and malice knows no bounds. Not even when it concerns their offspring - or their parents.”
 
   Gewey saw a flash of rage pass over Melek’s face, but it was quickly gone.
 
   “Why would Gerath do this?” he asked. “Why would he reject me - and hurt me?” His fingernails clawed their way into the wooden table. “And why would Ayliazarah not come to my aid?” He laid his head in his hands. “I don’t understand any of this.”
 
   “These are things you were never supposed to see,” Melek told him. “That form – that ball of light – was you before you were given true consciousness. You were then simply a being of life and emotion.” He shook his head. “How Gerath could have left you that way for so long is beyond my understanding.”
 
   He took a deep breath before continuing. “When my beloved wife and I gave birth to the gods, we knew that such an existence would be unbearable. Possessing emotions without the intelligence to govern them is a nightmare. Gerath had you endure what he never had to. We gave our children a mind the moment they came into this world.”
 
   “I still don’t understand,” said Gewey meekly. His reason was slipping away. “That was me…and yet it wasn’t?”
 
   “It was you,” affirmed Melek. “It was your spirit. Your essence. But until Gerath allowed his own spirit to make full contact with yours, you were without a rational mind. You could feel, but you did not have the capacity to make sense of your emotions.” He sighed. “It was the same with all of my children. But as I said, we did not leave them to languish in limbo: that would have been cruel. We knew that for every joy, there is also sorrow and fear.”
 
   “How long was I left like that?” asked Gewey. 
 
   Melek shrugged. “It is impossible to say. Time in heaven is not measured as it is on earth. But even a short time would have seemed like an eternity.”
 
   Gewey was grateful he could not remember. This feeling merged with a growing hatred for his father.
 
   “I understand,” said Melek. “And in time you will face him and exact your revenge.”
 
   Gewey no longer minded that Melek was again reading his thoughts. His words were comforting. Yes, I would like revenge, he thought, almost involuntarily. 
 
   “But none of this explains why,” he said aloud.
 
   “Because of what you are,” replied Melek.
 
   “What I am? I’m a god, just like them.”
 
   “Like them,” said Melek. “But also like me. You have the light of the Creator within you. It is why they fear you. It is why, even if you were able to serve their needs, in the end they will not suffer you to live. Like me, you will be betrayed.” He poured them both another cup of wine. “That is, unless you heed my words and stand by my side when the time comes.”
 
   Gewey found himself nodding without even thinking about it. Then, somewhere in the recesses of his mind, a moment of doubt crept in. There were questions he needed the answers to, but couldn’t form the words. 
 
   Sensing this, Melek drained his cup and smiled. “But there is more for you to see before you make your decision.”
 
   “What happens then?” asked Gewey. He felt anxious to see more, but also afraid of what he might discover.
 
   “Then we will leave this place,” he replied. “Together, you and I will right all the many wrongs done to us both.”
 
   The house faded, and now they were inside a circular chamber. The floor was made from flawless white marble. In stark contrast, the walls were hewn from a black stone with gold threads running through it that appeared to pulse and flow as blood through veins. Standing in a semi-circle around the edge of the chamber were nine figures clad in the purest white robes. Gewey knew instinctively who they all were.
 
   From left to right stood: Saraf - God of the Oceans; Islisema - Goddess of the Moon and Stars; Helenasia - Goddess of Healing and Knowledge; Dantenos - God of the Dead; Gerath - God of the Earth; Althetas Mol - Goddess of Wisdom and Compassion; Pósix - Goddess of the Dawn and Light; Hephisolis - God of Fire; and Ayliazarah - Goddess of Fertility and Love.
 
   All were staring intensely at the small globe of light in the very center of the room. 
 
   Gewey could not have averted his eyes, even if he had wanted to. Their sheer beauty and majesty, enriched by a soft golden aura, was irresistible. 
 
   “And there they all are,” said Melek, not hiding his contempt. “My children. My greatest accomplishment - and my greatest blunder.”
 
   Melek’s bitter words broke the mesmerizing spell holding Gewey. He shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “What are they doing?”
 
   Before Melek could respond, Althetas Mol stepped forward and faced the assembly. 
 
   “Gerath,” she said accusingly, pointing her finger. Her voice echoed throughout the chamber, each repetition of her brother's name sounding louder than the previous. Then, all at once, there was silence. “Why is your child still unborn?” 
 
   Gerath appeared unaffected - almost bored. “As this is my child, I see no reason to explain myself to you.” He glanced left and right. “To any of you.”
 
   “But the child is not yours alone,” corrected Hephisolis. “The Creator was directly involved. Defying her is not wise and could impact us all.”
 
   “I am not defying her,” he replied, with only a hint of emotion. “I am merely proceeding in my own fashion.”
 
   Althetas Mol took a step forward. “Do you think us so easily deceived? You intend to forgo the sacrifice. Do not bother to deny it.”
 
   This time Gerath was unable to contain his irritation. His lips twisted into a snarl. “And if I do, that is still my decision to make.”
 
   This brought murmurs of disagreement from the others.
 
   “I do not think our brother intends to defy the Creator,” interjected Ayliazarah. “He would not risk her wrath being brought down upon us all.”
 
   Althetas Mol huffed. “Always it is you who takes up his banner. Have you no mind of your own?”
 
   Ayliazarah smiled at the comment. “Of course I do, my sweet sister. And as it happens, I agree that Gerath should complete what he has begun. However, I am not eager to accuse him of endangering us - as you seem to be. In fact, was it not you who screamed like a mortal girl when you were told that the child would be born? Goddess of wisdom indeed. You said in no uncertain terms that this would be the end of us all.”
 
   “And I still believe it to be so,” she countered. “We all know what will happen once these events are set in motion. Even still, I obey. Though my faith is shaken, I will carry out the will of our Creator. And I am prepared to suffer the consequences I am sure will follow. Are you?”
 
   “I do not know.” Ayliazarah lowered her eyes and folded her hands in front of her. “I only know that once the child is truly among us, I must have faith that the Creator will return.” A single tear from her eye fell to the marble floor like a silver raindrop, shattering as though made of glass as it landed. “I feel her absence as keenly as any of you. As my prayers pass from my lips into oblivion, I suffer – as do you all. But it is like you said: we are commanded to carry out her will.”
 
   “Then we are in agreement.” It was Saraf who spoke. “Gerath should proceed without delay.”
 
   “I did not say that,” Ayliazarah protested. “I said that Gerath would not endanger us. If he feels he should wait, then I will not try to force him to do otherwise. And if you value peace in heaven, you will follow my example.”
 
   As her final words faded, the entire assembly erupted into a heated, unintelligible argument. The volume of angry voices rose to unimaginable levels, forcing Gewey to cover his ears. However, through the tempest of conflicting opinions, he was somehow able to work out how things stood amongst them. Pósix and Hephisolis were in agreement with Ayliazarah that Gerath that should do what he considered best. The rest of them were bitterly opposed. 
 
   Melek held out his hand and the volume of the voices decreased.
 
   “Look at them,” he spat. “Pathetic.”
 
   “I didn’t understand any of that,” said Gewey, the echoes of the debate still bouncing around inside his head.
 
   Melek let out a hearty laugh. “I am not surprised. I am their father, and even I struggle to understand them. Apparently, Gerath refuses to carry out the Creator’s edict and bring you fully into the world. He knows your birth heralds their end – something that he is most anxious not to have come to pass. But there is more. It would also seem that the moment you came to be, the Creator abandoned them all.” He laughed again, this time for nearly a full minute. 
 
   “That much I already know,” Gewey said after Melek had settled down. “I learned of it when I discovered who my true mother is. But I was also told that she is to return once my destiny is fulfilled.”
 
   Melek cocked his head and raised an eyebrow. “Will she? I think Gerath is afraid she will not. The rest of them follow blindly, wanting him to complete your birth in order to hasten her return. Not that they have any hope, regardless of what happens. The Creator will do them no good, so what would it matter?”
 
   “What are you saying?” asked Gewey, shocked. “Of course it matters.”
 
   “Why? Why would it be so important? What has our beloved Creator done for the world?”
 
   “Well, she created it,” Gewey pointed out. “Isn’t that enough? Without her, none of us would even exist.”
 
   “True,” admitted Melek. “But she has also stood idle while millions suffered and died. The first born drove themselves mad. And were it not for their immortality, they would have killed each other right down to the very last. Even so, they were able to inflict unbearable suffering. On and on it went until their feeble minds could grasp nothing but blood and destruction.”
 
   His eyes met with Gewey’s. “Is that the love of the Creator? And when I sought to right the wrongs of my children, she allowed them to banish me to this desolate nightmare of a prison.” He grunted in a very human way. 
 
   “So you don’t want the Creator to return?”
 
   Melek shrugged. “I just don’t think it would matter, even if she did.” His eyes returned to the gods. “Ah, I see Gerath is nearly ready to boil over.”
 
   As if on cue, Gerath spread his arms. “Enough of this!” 
 
   His voice was like rolling thunder. The other gods stepped away, startled. 
 
   The group had all but forgotten the ball of light. It was now visibly trembling as Gerath approached, his expression grim. Kneeling down, he placed his hands upon it. In response to his touch, as Gewey had seen before, the light grew brighter and brighter. But this time Gerath did not withdraw, instead allowing it to continue increasing until it had completely surrounded him. After several minutes of this, the brightness gradually dimmed and faded away. 
 
   Where the light had once been, a small child of no more than three years old now stood. Its features were fine and delicate, yet strong and proud, giving the impression of being both male and female. 
 
   Gerath stood and looked directly into the child’s eyes. “I name you Darshan.” 
 
   This done, he reached out toward Ayliazarah, who rushed to his side and wrapped her arm around him. “I need rest,” Gerath told her. “Help me.”
 
   A swirling portal of blue light appeared just behind them. Ayliazarah led Gerath through it. Darshan watched as his father disappeared without a word. 
 
   One by one, the other gods stepped near to the child, looked at it for a moment, and then also entered the portal. Althetas Mol was the last. 
 
   “Where am I?” asked Darshan. His tiny voice was soft and vulnerable.
 
   “You are home,” she replied, taking his hand. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   Althetas Mol smiled, but did not reply. 
 
   Gewey watched them vanish through the portal. A tear fell down his cheek.
 
   Melek placed a hand on Gewey’s shoulder. “Are you alright?”    
 
   Gewey noticed that they were back inside Melek’s house. He walked over to the table and took a seat. Melek poured him a cup of wine and sat down in the chair opposite.
 
   “I really thought my father loved me,” said Gewey. “But clearly he didn’t.”
 
   The howl of the wind outside rose once again, carrying with it the wild voices of tormented souls. 
 
   “There is more,” said Melek. “And though I wish it was not so, you must see it. One final time…then you can decide.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I understand.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Several hours had passed, yet still there was no news from Maybell about what was happening. Lee had spent most of the time constantly pacing back and forth. It got to the point where Millet was compelled to command him to be still. 
 
   Lee and Linis had both tried to hear what was going on inside the pavilion, but even with their heightened senses they could catch only a few words. Certainly not enough to make out any details of what the two women were talking about. 
 
   The camp was buzzing with rumors about who the mysterious woman might be. Some said she was the mother of Darshan - others a priestess come to heal him. A few even went so far as to suggest that the goddess Helenasia had come down to breathe life back into his lungs. This widespread speculation continued apace, even though Weila had been quite free about telling her people who the woman actually was. 
 
   “They despair over Darshan’s death,” said Lyrial sadly. “Their hope is so strong that they would believe anything – even the impossible.”
 
   “I would not go so far as to say the impossible,” corrected Linis. “Though I doubt that Maybell can raise the dead, she has certainly come for a reason. Perhaps she brings with her the hope your people require.”
 
   Dina took his arm and rested her head on his shoulder. “I pray that you’re right.” 
 
   Another hour passed. Eventually, Lee could wait no longer. He set off with rapid strides toward the pavilion, with Dina, Millet, Jacob and Linis all chasing after him. Flinging back the flap, he pushed his way inside but then stopped short.
 
   “I was about to call for you,” said Maybell. “Please sit.” She was cross-legged on the ground, with Kaylia’s head resting in her lap. The girl was fast asleep.
 
   Gewey’s body remained where they had left it: his skin still pink and looking very much alive. But for the fact that his chest was not moving he could simply have been resting. 
 
   With soft, careful steps Lee moved closer and sat down a few feet across from Maybell. The others followed a moment later and formed a loose circle.
 
   “You don’t need to be quiet,” Maybell told them. She smiled tenderly as she looked down at Kaylia and stroked her hair. “She is beyond exhausted and will sleep for some time.”
 
   Lee couldn’t believe it. The last time he’d seen Kaylia she had been totally possessed with rage and sorrow. “How did you…? I mean…”
 
   “She is an amazing woman,” said Maybell, her gaze still lingering on her charge. “How she endured it, I can’t imagine. Were it not for her child she would have surely tried to follow him in death.”
 
   “It is her child that concerns us,” said Linis. “They are not safe here.”
 
   “And why would you say that?” asked Maybell. “There are no enemies nearby. And soon you will again have the protection of Darshan.”
 
   Her words produced a stunned silence.
 
   “You are all a bunch of fools,” she scoffed. “You really are. Gewey is a god. Do you think him so easily killed?” She began stroking Kaylia’s hair again. “Even through her madness she understood this. She knew he still lived.” Maybell glanced up to give the group an accusing look. “After all you have been through and all you have learned, did you not think that perhaps Kaylia might know something you did not? She is his wife and mother of his unborn child. And here you are, ready to drag her away against her will.”
 
   “What choice did we have?” snapped Lee. “We have thirty thousand elves exposed and cut off deep inside enemy territory. We are weeks away from Althetas, and our only hope for success has died. Then we find out that, not only has Kaylia gone insane, she’s also pregnant. What would you have us do? Sit here and wait for Angrääl to figure out what has happened and slaughter us?”
 
   “Of course not,” she replied. “But I would have you show some faith in Kaylia. She tells you that Gewey still lives. She feels it through her unborn child. Yet you pay her words no mind. You don’t even attempt to understand, and just want to drag her away from here. I may not be a soldier, but even I know it would take time for Angrääl to mount an assault large enough to defeat you.” 
 
   She wagged her finger at Lee. “And don’t you dare tell me you tried to listen to her. I know you, Lee Starfinder. You tried to impose your will. That is why I found you wrestling her to the ground when I arrived. Kaylia will not be dissuaded from what she knows in her heart is the right thing to do. And the moment you all understand this simple fact the better off you’ll be.”
 
   “That’s not fair,” protested Dina. “We had no way of knowing anything other than Gewey had been killed and Kaylia was mad with grief. We have no idea how he died. Only that he did. All she told us was that he had been struck by....”
 
   “A dart,” Maybell interrupted. “Yes, I know. But didn’t it seem at least a bit odd to you that something so small could end the life of a god?”
 
   “We thought it was likely poison,” said Linis. “Though I could not detect any.”
 
   “You wouldn’t,” said Maybell. “Do you have it with you?”
 
   Linis reached into his tunic and pulled out a folded piece of leather, which he carefully opened. Inside lay the tiny dart. The tip gleamed brightly. 
 
   Maybell chuckled. “When I tell you what this is, I think you will not be keeping it so close to your flesh again.” She picked it up gingerly, holding it with her thumb and forefinger. “What you see here is one of the Fangs of Yajna.” This brought no reaction. “The elves have a name for it as well.” She looked at Linis and grinned devilishly. “Your people know it as The Needle of Shagharath.”
 
   Linis turned pale. “You mean…”
 
   “That you placed the gateway to eternal darkness next to your heart?” Maybell nodded. “Yes. That’s exactly what I mean.”
 
   She took a long look at the dart before placing it back in the wrappings. Linis got up to place it in the corner, this time holding it as far away from his body as possible. 
 
   “What exactly is it?” asked Dina, clearly upset my Linis’ reaction. 
 
   “It is a weapon created long ago by the gods,” Maybell explained. “Created for a single purpose. To banish the spirit of the god Melek.”
 
   Again there was no reaction.
 
   “I have read many volumes,” said Lee, after it was clear that no one had any idea who Melek was. “I have spent years within the Trixion Library. I am one of only three people who have a key. But not once have I seen that name mentioned. Nor have I heard of the Fangs of Yajna.”
 
   “That’s not surprising,” said Maybell. “Its ancient knowledge passed on to me by the Oracle of Manisalia. The elves have some legends that mention it. But I doubt even their elders know very much.”
 
   Linis pulled Dina close. “It is said that the Needle of Shagharath will send you to a night so black and eternal that you are driven mad the very moment you arrive. The terrors you encounter will make death a sweet release. But you can never die there. You live on, trapped within an endless nightmare.”
 
   “I’m afraid your legends are nothing more than stories to frighten children,” said Maybell. “Mortal souls were never meant to go to Shagharath. It is a prison with a single purpose. But that is not to say it does not hold peril. It is the dwelling place of Melek, first born and most powerful of all the gods.”
 
   “How is it I have not heard of him?” asked Lee. 
 
   “After he was imprisoned there, his memory was then erased from all knowledge and his name forgotten by all but the gods and a few of their servants.”
 
   “If that is so,” said Dina. “How do you know about him?”
 
   Maybell shrugged slightly. “It would appear the gods feared he might one day manage to escape - or be released. They passed on the knowledge to the Oracle, who wrote this down and gave it to me.”
 
   “Why would she pass it on to you?” asked Lee.
 
   “I have asked myself that same question since I was a young novice. It wasn’t until I received a letter from the Oracle while in Valshara that it all became clear.”
 
   Her expression grew distant. “I was still a wide-eyed girl just two years into my studies when I received a package from Manisalia. I couldn’t believe it; it was from the Oracle herself. Not even the high priestess of the temple had met her, and yet here I was - a nobody - receiving parcels from the most famous woman in the world. I was so excited, it was all I could do not to tear the wrapping to shreds. Inside were six leather bound books and a folded letter.” 
 
   She let out a half-hearted laugh. “The letter said that I was to learn from the books and keep the knowledge within them close and secret. That one day it would be my destiny to rekindle the light of the world. And when that time came, she would contact me once again. I was so proud that I paid no attention to the ominous tone of the letter. That the Oracle of Manisalia knew who I was and took an interest in me made me the envy of the entire temple. And I must confess…I loved the attention.
 
   “Over the next few years I studied and studied until I could practically recite every word from memory. The other sisters and brothers thought I was mad, but being that the request had come from the Oracle herself, not even the high priestess dared to object. She even permitted my other studies to suffer.”
 
   Maybell shifted her position, careful not to disturb Kaylia. “Of course, after a few years and having received no further instructions, I eventually hid the books away and moved on with my life.”
 
   “What did you learn?” asked Dina.
 
   “They told the story of Melek.” The name fell from Maybell’s lips like a curse. “He was the first born, and the father of all the nine gods. In his madness and arrogance he tried to conquer both heaven and earth. Had it not been for Gerath, who was his eldest son and chief opponent, Melek would certainly have ended up destroying all of creation. Gerath eventually convinced his brothers and sisters to rise up against their father, and so prevented this catastrophe from happening. 
 
   “They created Shagharath to imprison his spirit and fashioned a weapon called the Fangs of Yajna that was able to kill Melek’s earthly form and send him there.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “The story is long, and most of it would mean nothing to you. What’s important is that Gewey is in grave danger. Melek is powerful and his heart filled with hatred. Now that Gewey is with him, I must go there and save him.”
 
   “How?” asked Lee. 
 
   Maybell pulled a letter from the small pocket on the front of her dress. “There is only one way.” She handed it to Lee.
 
   Lee studied the words carefully, then read them aloud for the benefit of the others. 
 
   “The time has come, sweet Maybell. The hope of the world has been thrown into darkness, and he will be tempted by the father of gods. Now into darkness you must follow. You know the way and have the courage. The Fangs of Yajna will illuminate your path. But do not fear. You are strong and possess a true and pure heart.” 
 
   At the bottom of the page was the symbol of the Oracle.
 
   “It could mean only one thing,” said Maybell. “And so I came here.”
 
   “How will you do this?” asked Linis, though his expression said he already knew the answer.
 
   Maybell only smiled. 
 
   Dina gasped as Maybell’s intentions became clear. “You mean you are going to… No! You cannot.”
 
   “I must.”
 
   “If you do this,” said Linis. “Will you not also be facing a god?”
 
   “What is the difference between a prisoner and a guard?” asked Maybell. 
 
   Her question was met with silence, so she continued. “The guard holds the keys. Melek will have no power over me. I have learned the secrets of Shagharath. If that was not the case then he would certainly have the advantage. But thankfully, I was an obedient young girl and learned the lessons I needed to fulfill my destiny.”
 
   “Can’t you return once Gewey had been saved?” asked Dina, tears welling in her eyes. 
 
   “I’m afraid not,” she replied. “The Fangs of Yajna will destroy my body, making it impossible for my spirit to return.” She sighed and looked at her hands. They were wrinkled and calloused from a long life of toil. “I was beautiful once. At least, that’s what people told me. I think I’ll enjoy being beautiful again.”
 
   Dina began to weep openly. Linis pulled her close.
 
   “Are you sure about this?” asked Lee.
 
   Maybell nodded resolutely. “I am. It is time for me to prove my worth.”
 
   Lee reached out and placed his hand on hers. “My dear, you have proved your worth long before this day. If all the people had your courage, the Dark Knight would fear to tread even a few yards outside his own fortress.”
 
   Maybell couldn’t help but laugh. “I wish that were so. But it is kind of you to say.” Gently, she removed Kaylia’s head from her lap and, wincing as stiff muscles protested, rose to her feet.
 
   The rest stood as well.
 
   Maybell motioned to the near corner of the pavilion where a small stack of letters tied together with a strip of red silk had been placed. “When I am gone, I would have my correspondence delivered. There are things I would like to have said to people who I will never see again.” Her eyes turned to Millet. “Would you attend to this please? When the war is over, naturally.”
 
   Millet nodded and bowed low with deep respect. “It will be done. I swear it.”
 
   Maybell touched Millet’s cheek and grinned. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” she said playfully. “They’re just silly letters from a silly woman to her even sillier friends.” She leaned in and kissed his lips with more than simple fondness, allowing the contact to linger for several seconds. “Ah. So that’s what it would be like. Please excuse an old woman’s one last indulgence.”
 
   Millet blushed, not knowing what to say. 
 
   She reached again into her pocket, this time removing a folded parchment that she held out to Dina. “This is how I want the rites conducted,” she said. Dina recoiled, but Maybell pressed on. “Please dear. You are the only one who I can trust to do it properly.”
 
   After a long moment, Dina reached out and took the parchment.
 
   “Now,” said Maybell, with a tone of inevitability. “If you would excuse me, I will speak with Kaylia alone one more time.”
 
   Each in turn gave her a tearful embrace before departing. Dina’s sobs became so uncontrollable that she was no longer able to walk unassisted. Linis was quickly there to hold her tight. 
 
   Lee was the last to leave. “You will be remembered,” he said, kissing Maybell’s hand. 
 
   She took a deep breath. “To be truthful, I had hoped to live out my life in obscurity. But now I march headlong into Shagharath to do battle with the most powerful creature to ever set foot on earthly soil.”
 
   Lee forced a smile. “I think you will be more than a match for him.” His eyes, however, betrayed his doubt.
 
   “It’s not Melek that concerns me,” she said. “At least, not his power. His prison will make him weak. But his mind will still be keen, and his heart filled with vengeance. I fear that even if I should succeed, Gewey will have fallen prey to his vile nature and lust for retribution.”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But he may need your help when he returns. More than he has ever needed it before.”
 
   “I will watch him closely,” said Lee. 
 
   Maybell rubbed her hands together and took a step back. “And now I must wake Kaylia. So if you please…”
 
   Lee gave her a low, formal bow. It was only with a great effort that he did not weep like the others as he turned and left.
 
   Torches were being lit when Lee emerged. Millet and Jacob were standing near to the pavilion entrance. The others were nowhere to be seen.
 
   “What happens now?” asked Jacob.
 
   Lee’s grim expression was carved deep in his face. “We allow Sister Maybell to die a hero’s death.”
 
   Millet bowed his head. “May the gods protect her.”
 
   “I think it is Maybell who is protecting the gods,” corrected Lee.
 
   The mood in the camp soon became tense. Lee told Weila and Lyrial what had transpired, who immediately spread the news of Maybell’s sacrifice. 
 
   After an hour or so, a large gathering of elves surrounded the pavilion. Linis and Dina returned, though Dina still had moments when her sorrow completely overwhelmed her. Lee was uncertain if he should enter or simply wait outside for Gewey to emerge. It was just before dawn when the flap finally opened and Kaylia stepped out. Her eyes were red from tears and her posture was bent from exhaustion. 
 
   Lee rushed forward, forgetting for a moment that their last encounter had been less than amiable. Kaylia saw him approaching and their eyes met. He quickly saw that the madness had now been replaced by profound sorrow. 
 
   “She is gone,” whispered Kaylia. “Her body has turned to dust.”
 
   Lee was stricken by the thought. “And Gewey?”
 
   “She will not fail,” Kaylia replied. She stumbled while taking a step. Lee caught her arm to steady her.
 
   “I am sorry,” said Lee. “I should have…”
 
   “My heart has no more room for anger,” Kaylia told him. “What you did was not out of hate or malice.” She saw Dina and beckoned her over. “Please find an urn for Maybell’s remains. She told me that you would know what to do with them.”
 
   Dina gasped. “An urn?” 
 
   “The Fangs of Yajna have destroyed her body,” Kaylia explained. “I will not ask you to collect what is left of her. But I am too weary to find an urn myself.”
 
   Dina stood there for a moment, lips trembling. She then turned and hurried away. 
 
   “What did Maybell say to you?” asked Lee.
 
   “What I needed to hear,” she replied. “But after she awakened me, we did not speak very much. At least, not in words.” She lowered her eyes. “Such magnificent courage should never be forgotten.”
 
   “It won’t be,” Lee assured her. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 9
 
   Gewey looked out on a hill covered countryside. Tiny blue and red wildflowers sprang from the deep emerald turf. The sky was scattered with puffs of cloud that moved swiftly along on a warm and gentle southerly breeze. 
 
   In the distance he caught sight of a small figure skipping playfully toward him, occasionally cartwheeling and spinning around. Gewey very soon recognized the image of himself he had seen just after Gerath gave him full-life.
 
   He looked at Melek who was standing beside him and smiling at the scene. 
 
   “See how happy you are?” Melek remarked. “Seldom has there been such joy in heaven.”
 
   “Your children never played?” asked Gewey. Seeing himself in a child’s form made him wonder if the others were ever like him – infants playing blissfully and without troubles.
 
   “They were never children as you were,” said Melek. “They did not have the capacity for carefree play and mirthful games. They grew to adulthood not long after they were born. You, however, carry the spirit of the Creator, as I do.”
 
   “So you were a child?”
 
   Melek chuckled. “I was indeed. For longer than you can imagine. Heaven was my playground long before birds flew and beasts walked the earth.”
 
   “When did you grow up?” asked Gewey.
 
   “The moment my beloved wife was created,” he replied. He closed his eyes and sighed. “She was more beautiful than heaven in all its splendor. I knew in an instant that she was to be my destiny. After that I no longer needed childish thoughts.”
 
   Just as the child was only a few yards away, there was a flash of blue light and Gerath appeared immediately in front of him.
 
   “Father!” exclaimed Darshan happily. He ran to Gerath and threw his arms around him. “Where have you been? I have missed you.”
 
   Gerath allowed the embrace, but did not return it. “I have been to the world of humans and elves.”
 
   Darshan released his father and frowned. “Ayliazarah told me about that. It sounds boring.”
 
   Gerath gave him a weak smile. “It is anything but boring. There is much to be discovered there, and much we can learn.”
 
   “What are the people like? Are they as strange as Ayliazarah says? Do they really hurt each other for no reason?”
 
   “Not all of them,” he replied. “And Ayliazarah should not be telling you these things. They will only upset you.”
 
   Darshan laughed. “I am not upset. They cannot hurt us. We are gods, after all. We cannot be hurt.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” asked Gerath. “What makes you think we cannot be hurt?”
 
   “That’s what Dantenos told me. He said that the mortals have no power over us. That the Creator made us to live forever.”
 
   Gerath scowled. “He should not have told you that.”
 
   “Why? Isn’t it true?”
 
   “It is not as simple as that,” Gerath said. “We are as the mortals. We have direct knowledge of the Creator. She gave us the gift of her grace, but this comes at a price.” He knelt to be at Darshan’s eye level. “We are servants. It is our duty to carry out the Creator’s will. This can be…difficult at times.”
 
   “But, father,” his little nose crinkled in a look of confusion, “I have no knowledge of the Creator. I have never seen her.”
 
   “She left us,” Gerath explained.
 
   “Then if she is gone, there is no one to serve.”
 
   Gerath’s eyes flashed with instant anger. “She left us so that we could carry out her will. She left us the moment you were born.”
 
   Darshan lowered his eyes and folded his arms. “Is that why you never want to play with me? Is it because I made the Creator leave? If I bring her back, will you love me then?”
 
   Gerath’s jaw tightened, but then his features relaxed. He stood there expressionless for several seconds before taking hold of his son’s hand. 
 
   “There is something I must tell you, Darshan,” he began.
 
    
 
   Gewey shook his head. He couldn’t tell me he loved me, he thought.
 
   Melek sighed. “Because he doesn’t love you.”
 
   Gewey had stopped caring that Melek was inside his mind. In fact, with the absence of Kaylia still fresh, it had become a comfort.
 
    
 
   Gerath and Darshan strolled at a leisurely pace. Darshan held tight to his father’s hand, swinging it back and forth.
 
   “I am going to take you to the realm of the mortals,” said Gerath.
 
   Darshan frowned. “Why?”
 
   “You have a task to perform,” he replied. “A very important task.”
 
   Darshan’s face brightened. “A task?” He sounded much the same as any human child who was eager to please his father. “Whatever it is, I can do it. I know I can.”
 
   “It means you must remain there,” Gerath continued. 
 
   Darshan stopped short. His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “For how long?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Gerath admitted. “For a long time, I suspect. At least, it will seem like a long time to you.”
 
   “Will you be there too?”
 
   Gerath pulled his hand free. “No. You will be alone.”
 
   Darshan looked at his father for several seconds before taking a step closer. “And when I’m done? Can I return then?”
 
   Gerath averted his eyes. “I do not know. Perhaps…if you succeed.”
 
   Tears began to fall from Darshan’s eyes. “Why are you sending me away? What did I do wrong? Whatever it is, I’m sorry. I swear I am. Please don’t make me go. Please!”
 
   Gerath clenched his fists. “Stop this crying at once. You are the son of Gerath, and you will do what is required of you.”
 
   “I won’t” yelled Darshan, suddenly defiant. “And you can’t make me.”
 
   In a blinding movement, Gerath grabbed his son by the shoulders and shook him hard. “You will do as you are told. And if you ever hope to return, you must learn to be strong. Otherwise there will be no hope at all for you.”
 
   This stopped the child’s tears in an instant. His defiance turned to fear. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   Gerath relaxed his hold. “You will discover your destiny in time. For once you leave heaven you will have no knowledge that you were ever here, or even that you are a god. You will believe yourself to be human. You will live as one of them. And like them…you will be vulnerable.”
 
   Darshan began to tremble. “Then who will take care of me?”
 
   “Listen to me, son.” Gerath’s tone took on a fatherly quality that sounded almost loving. “Humans and elves are not the monsters you may believe. They have a great capacity for love and kindness. You must look to them for help and guidance. And though you will not remember any of this, my hope is that the impression of what I say will live somewhere deep inside you.”
 
   Once again Gerath’s hands gripped his son’s shoulders. “I am sending you away because it is your destiny to bring hope to a world that is slipping into darkness. You must become the light.”
 
   “But why must I do it alone, father?” he asked, his tears starting afresh. “Why can’t you come with me?”
 
   Gerath met his question with silence.
 
   Darshan turned his back. “You’ve always hated me. You blame me for the Creator leaving. You blame me for everything.”
 
    
 
   For just a moment Gewey thought he saw a hint of regret and compassion in his father’s eyes. Maybe he didn’t want me to go, after all, he thought. 
 
   “What prevented Gerath from staying with you?” Melek asked him contemptuously. “Why would he leave you alone and unprotected in a savage world? He had the power to defeat your enemy and keep you safe, yet he left it to strangers to raise you and care for you. You need not have suffered the way you did.”
 
   His words dug painfully into Gewey’s heart, filling it with fury. Suddenly, it all became clear. Melek was right - Gerath wanted him gone. If not, why didn’t he simply come down and smite the Dark Knight? Why make his only son bleed and feel mortal pain? The answer was clear. Because he was jealous. He knew that one day Darshan would surpass him, and Gerath feared that. He feared what his son could become.
 
   “That’s right,” said Melek. “He feared you. He allowed all of this to happen. He betrayed both his father…and his son.”
 
   Gewey nodded sharply in agreement, then returned his attention to the vision.
 
    
 
   Gerath was staring down at Darshan, his face no longer revealing his feelings. “You are wrong. I do not blame you. But you are the only one who can do what must be done.”
 
   “Why me?” His voice was a quiet lament. “Why am I the one? Why won’t you choose someone else?”
 
   “If I could, I would,” Gerath replied. “But the choice is not mine. The Creator revealed to me your destiny, and it is through her wisdom you have been chosen.”
 
   Darshan turned to face him. “When?” His once clear and childlike voice was diminished to a hushed whisper.
 
   “Now,” Gerath replied stoically.
 
   Darshan looked directly into his father’s eyes, unblinking for several minutes. Finally, defeated and rejected, his shoulders slumped. 
 
   “One day you will understand all of this,” Gerath promised.
 
   His words had no impact on Darshan. He simply nodded. “Can I say goodbye to the others?”
 
   Gerath took his hand. “No. It is best that you do not see them again.”
 
   “If you say so, father.”
 
   A portal opened beside them and Gerath ushered his son through. 
 
    
 
   Back within the house, Melek poured more wine. “Now do you understand?” he asked.
 
   Gewey sat down at the table and drained his glass. His eyes burned and his muscles flexed. “How do we get free from this place?”
 
   Melek tilted his head slightly and stared intensely at the brooding Gewey. “The question is: What will you do once you are free?”
 
   Gewey thought about this for a time. “First, I will destroy the Dark Knight.”
 
   “Why?” asked Melek. “Are his goals not the same as yours?”
 
   Gewey shook his head. “He’s too ambitious. His campaign to destroy the gods is rooted in fear and a desire to rule. Should I bow down to such a man? Because he would have it no other way.” Gewey’s voice was becoming increasingly powerful; his heart was filling with more and more hatred.
 
   “No,” said Melek. “You will never bow to anyone - ever. If you wish him destroyed, I will help you to do so.”
 
   Gewey snarled. “I don’t need help squashing this ant. He wants to do battle with the gods? He can begin with me.”
 
   “I would advise caution. This human has stolen great power, and has had many years to learn how to wield it.”
 
   Gewey was taken aback. “You don’t think I can defeat him?”
 
   Melek held up his hand and smiled. “No, of course you can. But why take any risk? Let me fight by your side. Let me help you make the ant crawl. You say he is driven by fear. Together we can show him the true meaning of fear. Before he meets his end he will curse the day he heard your name.”
 
   This brought a sinister grin to Gewey’s face. “Yes. I would like that.”
 
   Melek poured more wine. Gewey took it greedily and drained the glass. Melek smiled with satisfaction and gave him more.
 
   “I would ask for only one thing in return,” said Melek. 
 
   “Whatever you need from me, you will have it,” Gewey assured him. 
 
   He leaned forward. “Once your enemy is crushed, you will then help me to crush mine. I alone cannot challenge all nine of my children. But together....”
 
   “Together, we will both have our revenge,” interrupted Gewey. “You have opened my eyes. I understand now how gullible I have been, and how I was used by the very beings who now beg for my help. For that, I am in your debt. Gerath may not have taught me anything, but my human father most surely did. He told me: 'Always pay your debts'.”
 
   Melek reached out to take hold of Gewey’s hand, squeezing it tightly and sending intense heat running through his entire body. “And once our enemies are vanquished, then we can undo the evil that the Creator has allowed to thrive in heaven - and on earth.”
 
   His final words gave Gewey pause. He intended to free the world, and to save those he loved from the menace of Angrääl. But what did Melek mean by undo the evil? Once the Dark Knight and the gods were no more, what evil was there left?
 
   Melek released him and poured another glass of wine. “I only meant that we will bring peace. Do you not think the world has seen enough war? Does your child not deserve to grow up without the threat of annihilation?”
 
   Gewey emptied his glass. The cool liquid turned to fire in his belly, sending more waves of heat rushing through his limbs. “Of course, he agreed,” The heat became anger. “Yes. There must be no more war and death.”
 
   “Then there is only one way,” said Melek. “Only one way to end the madness and never ending cycle of destruction.” There was a long pause. “The Creator must not be allowed to return.”
 
   Gewey leaned back, his anger lessening as the magnitude of what Melek was saying sank in. He means to kill the Creator.
 
   Again Melek refilled his glass. And again Gewey drank deeply, his hands almost trembling from the desire to taste the sweet liquid.
 
   Melek eased his chair back, away from the table. “And if that is so? Would you still fight by my side?”
 
   The growing displeasure on Melek’s face pained Gewey, but he had no idea of how to respond. “It’s just that I don’t understand why you would want to do that. Why would you wish to see the Creator destroyed?”
 
   Melek rose to his feet. His unassuming frame suddenly appeared to grow in stature, becoming menacing and powerful. His voice boomed out, shaking the walls of the small house.
 
   “I served her for uncountable centuries. I cared for every one of her precious creations. I loved her without question. Where was she when I needed protection? Where was she when my children betrayed me?” His voice rose to a crescendo. “Where is she now – now that we are trapped in this flaming pit?”
 
   The house exploded outwards, shattering with a force that sent Gewey sprawling. The desolate landscape that had once been beyond the four walls was now a raging inferno. All around them fire spewed forth from a never-ending succession of hideously misshapen rocks. The heat was so intense that Gewey cried out and covered his face. The howl of the wind was a cacophony of insane screams and pleas for help that raked at his ears, threatening to drag him along with them into sheer madness. 
 
   Just behind Melek, the ground fell away into a pit of utter darkness. Even the light from the endless fires was unable to penetrate its depths. 
 
   Melek rose high into the air, his arms spread wide. “Now do you see? This is where the Creator thinks I belong - where we belong. This is the nightmare she allowed my children to trap me within.”
 
   Gewey looked at Melek in horror. The absolute fury of what he was witnessing struck his heart with desperation and fear.
 
   Casting his gaze downward to Gewey’s huddled form, Melek drew in a deep breath and drifted down to earth. In an instant the house blinked back into existence, just as if it had been there the entire time. 
 
   Melek walked over to Gewey and helped him to his feet. “I am sorry if I frightened you. But I wanted you to know the reality of Shagharath. What you are seeing here – this house, this table, even me – it is all there simply for your benefit.”
 
   Gewey allowed Melek guide him to his chair and pour him another glass of wine. “So that’s what this place really looks like?”
 
   Melek shrugged. “To my eyes, at least. It is what I see every waking moment. It takes me great effort to keep it the way you see it now. But I did not want you to be afraid.”
 
   “And the screams,” Gewey whispered. “Those horrible screams. They were so much worse than before.”
 
   “More evidence of the Creator’s cruelty,” said Melek. “Mortal souls were never meant to be faced with such unspeakable things. She could save them. And yet they remain…forever lost.”
 
   “What was that pit?” asked Gewey. The wine was beginning to settle his nerves and he held out his glass for more. Melek was happy to oblige.
 
   “That is a choice I am faced with,” he replied. “Within the pit there is only oblivion. Should I enter it, I would cease to be. A final kindness left by my son. I can choose to end my captivity, but I must pay the ultimate price.”
 
   A vision of the pit and the fire entered Gewey’s mind. How long could anyone stand to be in such a place, he wondered. Surely death would be a sweet release.
 
   He felt the gentle touch of Melek’s spirit listening to his thoughts. He smiled and allowed it to comfort him. 
 
   “Many times I nearly took the plunge,” Melek told him. “But something always held be back. A faint hope that one day I would rise again - that the implement of my salvation would reveal itself.” He smiled warmly and spread out his hands. “And now…here you are.”
 
   Gewey returned Melek’s smile. “I will not fail you.” His desire to please was rapidly growing. More than anything, he wanted to help Melek escape and exact his revenge. He would not fail, no matter the cost to himself.
 
   “And what will you do when the time comes?” asked Melek. “When we face the Creator. Will you stand with me?”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I will.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 10
 
   King Lousis dismounted his massive steed and raised an arm in greeting. Mohanisi stood at the vanguard of a thirty thousand strong army of elves from the Steppes, his expression grave.
 
   The king spanned the distance between them with long sure strides to embrace the elf enthusiastically. Mohanisi, clearly unaccustomed to such physical displays, stiffened in response. Laughing boisterously, Lousis didn’t seem to notice.  
 
   “You have no idea how happy I am to see you,” he said after finally releasing his hold. He gave the elf’s shoulder one final fond slap and then took another look at the army. “You have arrived just in time.” He glanced around curiously. “But where is Lord Theopolou? I thought for sure he’d be with you. I would very much like to speak with him as soon as possible. His experience in the Great War is sorely needed.”
 
   There was a long pause. The look in Mohanisi’s eyes told Lousis that all was not well.
 
   “Out with it,” the king commanded.
 
   Mohanisi lowered his eyes. A look of sorrowful reverence washed over his face. “Lord Theopolou fell while freeing the elves of the Steppes from the enemy’s curse.”
 
   His words struck King Lousis like a massive blow to the gut. He took an unsteady step backward, not wanting to believe what his ears were hearing. The person who had saved his life from an assassin’s poison, and who had most likely helped more than anyone else to unite human and elf…was dead?
 
   “How?” he asked. Words were sticking in his throat. “How...how did he die?”
 
   “Gather the elders and commanders,” said Mohanisi. “I would have them all hear of his sacrifice.”
 
   Lousis nodded in agreement. “That would be wise. I would not have rumors spread as we stand at the edge of battle. Theopolou was well loved among his people. We should all hear of his fate together.”
 
   Mohanisi gave instructions for his captains to meet with the commanders of Lousis’ army, then followed Lousis to his tent. As he arrived, the king was issuing orders that the elders gather in a small clearing on the western end of the camp. While they waited for this meeting to form, Lousis explained their situation.
 
   “The enemy we face still outnumbers us by two-to-one, even with the addition of your people. But should Lord Chiron manage to break through in time, and with his force intact, I am certain we will prevail.”
 
   He went on to tell Mohanisi about the enemy’s devastating new weapon they had been facing. The elf listened with keen interest, though he told Lousis he had never heard of such a thing.
 
   “We know of certain minerals that when combined with each other will produce colorful sparks and flames. But nothing such as you describe.” He rubbed his chin. “Even so, perhaps it is something similar. I will consult with Lady Bellisia once I am finished speaking to the assembly.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Lousis. 
 
   “I visited High Lady Selena before we marched south,” added Mohanisi.
 
   Lousis straightened. “Is she well? Did she ask about…?” 
 
   Quickly realizing that he was sounding like a lovesick youth, he stopped talking.
 
   The corners of Mohanisi’s mouth lifted slightly in a knowing smile. “She asked me to tell you that you must not forget your promise. She also asked that, should you put yourself in danger, I should drag you to the rear…kicking and screaming if necessary.”
 
   Lousis chuckled. “And I assume she made you swear that you would do exactly that?”
 
   “She did,” he affirmed. “And I always keep my word.”
 
   King Victis soon joined them. Though the news of Theopolou’s death did not upset him as much as it did Lousis himself, it still clearly pained him. Lousis offered his friend and fellow monarch his condolences. 
 
   Soon, a messenger arrived to escort them to the meeting, where there were now at least sixty humans and elves gathered. After greeting Mohanisi, Bellisia immediately began searching for Theopolou. On failing to find him, she noticed Mohanisi’s expression. A harsh understanding immediately rushed over her. She staggered for a moment, then allowed her young elf assistant to help her over to a soft patch of grass just in front of where Mohanisi would speak. 
 
   The crowd settled and Mohanisi stepped forward. After giving a respectful bow, he began his speech. 
 
   Everyone remained hushed as he told of his journey to the Steppes. But that quiet was not to last for long. The very moment he spoke of Theopolou’s demise, sobs and laments erupted throughout the elf ranks. Even some of the humans were clearly distressed. The few who had known Theopolou were well aware of his honor and courage. Those who did not know him were still knew of his reputation. It took nearly twenty minutes before everyone had settled down sufficiently for the meeting to continue. Even after that, there was still much whispering of prayers and stifling of tears. 
 
   At the completion of things, the crowd fell still and quiet. 
 
   “Spread the word of Theopolou’s passing,” Mohanisi instructed them. “Tell them how he died. Let everyone know of his sacrifice and courage.”
 
   Slowly, the gathering dispersed. Only Bellisia and her assistant remained. Her face was racked with grief, with tears flowing in steady streams down both of her cheeks. After King Victis had excused himself, Lousis and Mohanisi sat beside the grieving woman. The guards moved to surround them, but one stern look from the king warned them to keep their distance. 
 
   “Tell me the story again,” sobbed Bellisia, swallowing hard. “Leave out no detail.”
 
   Mohanisi did as asked. When it was over, Bellisia rose to her feet on unsteady legs.
 
   “He never knew how much I truly cared for him,” she said. She spoke as much to herself as to everyone else. “Though we had been adversaries in the past, I always respected him. It never occurred to me that he might die. He seemed to me…eternal. Our eldest and most wise.”
 
   “He was indeed,” said Mohanisi. “His song will be sung in this land, and in my own, until the stars fade into oblivion. I will personally write his tale into our books of legend so that the name Theopolou will be known throughout countless generations.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Bellisia, drying her eyes. “Then he is indeed eternal.” She reached for her assistant. “I think I need to rest for a short while.”
 
   She allowed herself to be led away toward her tent.  Lousis and Mohanisi watched her until she had vanished into a crowd of soldiers. They then made their way to a pavilion where maps had been set up on a large, but poorly constructed table.
 
   It seemed that their only hope for victory lay in surprise. The enemy was camped about ten miles away, and that gap needed to be rapidly closed before Angrääl had time to launch its terrible weapon. Only the elves and the cavalry possessed the speed to accomplish this, which meant that elf casualties would be high. This bothered Lousis greatly, but the elves assured him they would not sacrifice others when their duty was clear. 
 
   It didn’t take long for the elves from the Steppes to integrate themselves into the rest of the army, and before dawn they were all but prepared. The name of Theopolou could be heard throughout the camp and was quickly becoming a battle cry.
 
   As the sun peeked over the horizon, the plans were in place. Lousis called for his horse and wished all his commanders good luck. He said a silent prayer, though he knew there was no one to hear it. Nevertheless, it gave him comfort. Spurring his horse forward to a quick trot, he made his way to the front line. Both humans and elves cheered as he passed.
 
   Ahead was a vast hilly landscape. The enemy would be waiting atop the rise just beyond his vision. Lousis closed his eyes and took a long, steady breath. The field fell still. 
 
   A moment later the uneasy silence was broken by the sound of rapid hoof beats. 
 
   A rider approached from over the ridge. It was one of Lousis’ scouts. He motioned for his guard to let the man through as soon as he was near.
 
   “They’ve pulled back, Your Highness,” the scout blurted out.
 
   Lousis jerked up straight. “What?”
 
   “The enemy is marching to the coast,” he replied. “I just received word from Lord Chiron’s seekers. The assault on his force has ceased and he is on his way. Three of his seekers report that they have spotted the enemy to the south and heading east.”
 
   Lousis considered this news for a long moment. What could it mean? Had they given up? 
 
   A split second after this thought entered his head, he knew that it was just wishful thinking. Whatever the reason behind this retreat, it would only be so that they might gain a greater advantage later on.
 
   Mohanisi, Victis and several others quickly joined Lousis. He conveyed to them the messenger’s news. 
 
   Every possibility they could think of was discussed. Suddenly, a flash of realization washed over Victis’ face.
 
   “I think I know why they leave,” he told them. “Angrääl has burned every city and every port with the exception of one - Dreslin Cove, which is Tarvansia’s northernmost port. At first I thought it was merely good fortune, or perhaps they lacked the time. But now I think I can see why they spared it.”
 
   The reason suddenly hit Lousis as well and his heart sank. “They’re landing more reinforcements,” he said. 
 
   Victis nodded. “Why else pull back unless it’s to bolster your force? As it stands they outnumber us. Should they land more men it will be an utter slaughter.”
 
   “How far is Dreslin Cove?” asked Mohanisi.
 
   “Less than a week’s march,” Victis replied
 
   As he could see his hopes for victory vanishing, Lousis let out a roar of frustration.
 
   “Perhaps this is not so,” offered Mohanisi. “There is no way to know their plans for certain. We should send seekers to investigate.”
 
   Lousis did not want to dismiss Mohanisi’s words, but he knew in his heart that Victis’ assessment was right. “Send them,” he ordered. “But tell them to be swift.”
 
   Without another word, Mohanisi walked away and disappeared behind the lines.
 
   After a moment’s thought, Lousis looked to his captains. “Tell everyone to stand down but remain vigilant and at the ready.” With a snap of the reins, the king’s horse sprang to life. His guard scrambled to follow as he set off rapidly back to camp. 
 
   How could Angrääl have raised such a force? Lousis wondered while riding along. Was the world blind? Did no one take notice? Or was his enemy simply far more cunning than he could have fathomed? This final question stuck in his mind, forcing him to think back over every battle they had apparently won. 
 
   Had they really been victories? Or was it all a part of some devious grand design formulated by the Reborn King? 
 
     Back in his tent, Lousis sat heavily down, staring at the ground. What he chose to do now could very well determine the fate of the world. Darshan was far removed from this battle and could not help him. He could rely only on his own judgment. And should he fail, the young god would have nothing to save anyway, bar ashes and ruin when he returned. 
 
   A cup of wine was suddenly shoved in front of his face. Lousis looked up and blinked. He hadn’t noticed Victis enter and sit in the chair across from him. 
 
   His friend was smiling broadly. This irritated Lousis.
 
   He pushed the cup away. “I see nothing to smile about. It would seem we have run out of luck. If you are correct – and I am almost certain that you are – then we have less than two weeks before our enemy wipes us from the face of the earth.”
 
   Victis shrugged and took a drink. “My old friend. It is a miracle that we still live. Through sheer force of will we have fought an army, the like of which has not been seen for five hundred years. I doubt the Reborn King expected to be so fiercely resisted.” He leaned forward, his smile unbroken. “You know that there is only one course of action you can now take, don’t you?”
 
   Lousis’ irritation was turning into anger. “If I knew that, would I not already have done it?” He threw up his hands. “If you know, please don’t keep it to yourself.”
 
   “The way I see it,” said Victis, “we could stay here and wait to be slaughtered. But where is the honor in that? His calm tone and bright expression was a far contrast to Lousis’ angry scowl. “Or we could retreat to Althetas and wait for them to burn the city down around us. But that would only get more people killed.”
 
   “I am aware of all this,” yelled Lousis. “Don’t you think I have not thought about it already?”
 
   “I know you have,” he replied. “And you have seen what I have seen. That there is no way for us to win. We are doomed to die. So why fight for victory if it is out of reach?”
 
   Lousis glared at his friend with growing confusion. “So what do you propose?”
 
   A menacing glint appeared in Victis’ eyes. He raised his cup in a toasting gesture to Lousis. 
 
   “We march. If I am to meet my end, I would have it in the manner of my own choosing. The enemy moves slowly. We could catch them before they near the coast and combine with any reinforcements. They will never expect such an attack, and that gives us the advantage of surprise. At minimum, we’ll take many of them with us before we fall.” 
 
   Draining his cup in a single gulp, Victis threw it dramatically into the far corner of the tent. “And you never know. Perhaps we will win, after all.”
 
   For a moment or two there was silence. Lousis’ scowl gradually became a broad grin. “Guard!” he shouted. 
 
   One of his personal guards hurried inside. “Send out orders,” the king told him. “We march as soon as we can be ready.”
 
   The guard saluted and left.
 
   “You do know we are marching to our ruin?” Lousis said, now in a far more lighthearted tone. 
 
   “I know nothing of the sort,” Victis replied. “I say we march to our glory.”
 
   Both men laughed heartily and quickly finished off what remained of the wine, now disregarding the cups. 
 
   Lousis told Mohanisi and his captains of the plan. At first they were shocked, but as the audaciousness of what the king was proposing sank in, their enthusiasm grew. Before long they were full of the idea.
 
   In less than an hour the army was prepared and all set to move forward.
 
   Mohanisi walked up to stand beside Lousis’ horse. “You do realize that you will make me into a liar,” he said. “Lady Selena will not be pleased.” His tone was typically serious. Rarely did he smile or show emotion. 
 
   “And why is that?” said Lousis. “I intend to live.” He paused. “Hell...I intend to win.”
 
   Even though he tried to stop himself, the corners of Mohanisi’s mouth began turning up. Higher and higher they lifted until his smile was big and cheerful. 
 
   Then, all at once, he threw his head back in unrestrained laughter. 
 
   *****
 
   In spite of objections from the human commanders, Nehrutu and Aaliyah decided to inform the army of Gewey’s fate. Lord Vasko, a stout, humorless man from Sieren Bay, pointed out that there was nothing to be done, and that knowledge of his death would only demoralize the troops.
 
   Though Nehrutu agreed, Aaliyah would not be dissuaded. Through their bond he could feel her pain slowly turning inward and becoming wrath. She had come so far and fought so hard, and now the very person they thought was destined to save them all was gone. 
 
   At first, the news had exactly the effect that Vasko predicted. Word of Darshan’s demise spread like a disease, infecting everyone. Whispers of surrender and rumors of desertion could be heard throughout the camp… even from some of the elves. 
 
   Aaliyah took no notice of this, instead issuing orders for the entire army to be gathered along the shore. Nehrutu wanted to comfort her, but surges of white hot fury kept him at bay. She had come to a decision and her heart had hardened. Whatever she was going to do, he knew that surrender was out of the question. 
 
   The narrow beach could barely hold the entire army, forcing everyone to stand tightly together. Aaliyah was nowhere to be seen, and after a time the mood began to get restless. Nehrutu could feel that she was near, but when he tried to find her he was met with stern resistance. He was quickly learning that their bond carried with it a responsibility to respect the privacy of the other, even when you were desperate to know the thoughts behind their emotions. 
 
   Just as voices were starting to grow loud and irritated, the wind suddenly rose, gaining strength until it was a roar in Nehrutu’s ears. He could feel the power raging through his mate as never before. He reached out and offered to add his strength to hers. This time he was met with gratitude and acceptance. 
 
   “Darshan is dead!” 
 
   Aaliyah’s voice descended from high above. The sheer volume and power of her words caused people to flinch from shock before gazing skyward. 
 
   Aaliyah was using the flow to carry her more than fifty feet above the water. Clad in armor, her blade in hand, and with hair whipping about like dark flames, she appeared to those below almost like a goddess of war. 
 
   All eyes were fixed upon her as she drifted down over the surface of the churning sea. The white caps of the breakers lapped at her feet, while the spray from the waves crashing onto the shore formed a mist around her slender frame. 
 
   “Darshan is dead!” she repeated. “Because of this my heart aches…and I am afraid. Do you not also feel the fear that corrupts your heart now that our savior is no more?”
 
   Nehrutu stared in wonder as tiny flashes of light appeared, swirling and dancing around every soul assembled on the beach. The sound of bells and the laughter of a thousand children drifted on the wind. Just at that moment the sun was at Aaliyah’s back. She held out her arms and the light split, spreading her shadow across the water and centering her silhouette in the setting sun. 
 
   He knew that Aaliyah was using the flow of the spirit. Through their bond he could feel it echoing within him like music inside a great stone amphitheater. He had experienced its effects before when with Darshan at the feast in Valshara. That time it had nearly broken his mind. But this was different. Powerful and limitless, yet gentle and kind. So completely unlike the frenzied might that was Darshan.
 
   “But now,” she continued. “It is time to banish our fear and embrace our fate. Elves! Your lands and loved ones need your courage. Will you now abandon them? Will you cast aside bonds of family? For soon our enemy will scorch the earth from the desert to the sea. 
 
   “Humans! Your cities burn and your people are ravaged by war. Will you throw down your swords and leave them to the mercy of an enemy who knows not the meaning of the word? Will you allow them to murder your kin and destroy your homes with impunity?”
 
   The flow settled on the army, but rather than penetrating them, it washed over everyone like a gentle rain. Their faces became flushed and their eyes filled with the fire of renewed passion: a determination that was more akin to love than fury. 
 
   “Darshan is dead!” The words tore through the air. “And now it is left to us to save ourselves. And to save those whom we love.”
 
   Her eyes fell on Nehrutu as she floated toward the shore. The army gave way sufficiently for her feet to touch the sand just in front of her husband.
 
   “And it is those we love who will fill our spirits with the strength for victory.”
 
   The crowd exploded with cheers and cries of vengeance against Angrääl and its king. 
 
   Aaliyah touched Nehrutu’s cheek, smiling. “Let us show the Reborn King and his armies what it means to make war on free people.”
 
   Without even waiting for orders to do so, both elves and humans immediately began filing from the beach and making ready to march on the enemy. Aaliyah and Nehrutu stood watching them until they were alone. She then took Nehrutu’s hand and led him back to camp. 
 
   He looked into her eyes as they arrived. “That was….” 
 
   He was incapable of finding the right words to finish his thought. Instead, he sent his feelings of awe and joy through their bond.
 
   “It was necessary,” Aaliyah said, kissing his cheek. “I would not have a lie become their battle cry. And yet, I would not have them lose hope either.”
 
   “So you think we can be victorious without the power of Darshan to aid us?” he asked.
 
   “I think we no longer have a choice.” Her voice was resolute. “And I will most surely not wait for the Reborn King to sail across the Abyss and attack the lands I love.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 11
 
   Basanti sat cross-legged on the carpet inside her spacious tent. The marble floor beneath kept it cool and pleasant against the heat of the summer. 
 
   She had left her name behind long ago. Only two people now knew her as Basanti, and she missed both of them terribly. These days she was known as the Oracle of Manisalia. At first she hated life in the small town. The people had erected a temple for her to live in, but she had never felt comfortable within the opulent marble structure. Its cavernous halls and chambers made her loneliness even more pronounced. And when it was proposed that a statue be erected in her honor, she had come very close to running away.  
 
   The only respite from her solitude, other than the people seeking her wisdom, was when Felsafell came to visit. She had grown fond - more than fond - of him. She always thought it was amusing when people would see her walking the streets of Manisalia on the arm of a bent, scraggly old man. Only she could see his true form in all its splendor. But his visits were becoming ever more infrequent and short as demands on her time increased.
 
    Pósix had been highly pleased with Felsafell for the creative way he had found to protect her. She strengthened Basanti’s ability to foretell the future, and in appreciation of Felsafell’s achievement had granted him a boon – though she found his request to be odd.
 
   He asked that the goddess destroy the temple that Basanti so detested. And not only the one currently standing, but also any others that the people might try to build in its place. Reluctantly, Pósix complied. It was in that moment that the Oracle’s heart belonged to him. 
 
   In only twenty years Felsafell managed to convince people that the foundation was built on the very spot where the gods had first breathed life into humankind, and because of that no structure could ever stand there. After a few more temples collapsed, the story became an established fact passed down through generations and no further attempts were made. Only the immense floor remained. Basanti told her followers that this was where her powers were at their strongest, just in case any thought to build her a temple elsewhere. The only solution after that was the tent where she now dwelled. It allowed her to feel the open air and reminded her of days when life was simple and free. Though she would rather be wandering the world with her brother, it was not such a bad life.
 
   She guided both the mighty and the meek with her visions. And while many of them left her tent more confused than when they arrived, she was satisfied that the gods were revealing their plans through her and was honored by their faith. In spite of all that had happened, she still trusted them.
 
   A comely young woman poked her head inside, smiling brightly. Shilsa had served the Oracle since she was little more than a child and was Basanti’s favorite amongst all of her followers. She waved for Shilsa to enter and offered her a seat. The woman complied with the elegant grace of a noble born. In her arms she carried a small, plain wooden box. Just as she sat, the fuzzy head of a puppy poked above the rim.
 
   Basanti squealed with delight. “Where did you find it?”
 
   Shilsa carefully lifted the animal out. It was nothing more than a mongrel, but with black patches scattered all over its soft, medium-length white fur, there was no denying that it was truly adorable. The puppy whimpered and whined as it was handed over to the Oracle.
 
   Basanti held the furry bundle close. Within seconds it began licking her face excitedly. 
 
   “It was left just outside your tent, My Lady,” said Shilsa. 
 
   “Left by whom?” she asked. But in that moment, it didn’t really matter.    
 
   Shilsa held up her palms and shrugged. “We don’t know. It appeared from nowhere. One moment it wasn’t there, and the next it was. Some of the others think it must be a gift from the gods.” She reached inside her sleeve and pulled out a small scrap of parchment. “There was a note with it as well.”
 
   “Read it,” said Basanti, unwilling to put down her new companion. 
 
   “It says: His name is Felsafell - a gift to keep you company and help you remember more carefree days.” She folded the note and frowned. “What does it mean?”
 
   Basanti giggled as the puppy continued with its barrage of kisses.  Eventually, she placed it on her lap. It struggled and squirmed for a few seconds, then settled down and rested its chin on her thigh. “It means that I have a visitor,” she said. “I will see no one else today.”
 
   Shilsa stood, smiling with approval. “It’s good to see you happy, My Lady.” Just as she was about to exit the tent, she paused. “Should I bring food and wine?”
 
   “No, thank you,” Basanti replied. The puppy was already beginning to doze, kicking slightly and grunting as it dreamed. “My guest always provides the meal.”
 
   “What is your friend’s name?” Shilsa asked. “So that I know who to allow in.”
 
   “There’s no need,” she replied. “You won’t see him enter.”
 
   Pretending to understand, Shilsa nodded and left. 
 
   The tent flap was still moving when Basanti heard a movement behind her.
 
   “What did you bring, old hermit?” she said, doing her best to sound serious. “Aside from this mangy animal.”
 
   Felsafell moved nimbly to take a seat across from her. In his left hand he held a basket, and in his right, a large jug. “If my gift does not please you, I’ll gladly take it away.” He set down his load and reached out for the puppy.
 
   Basanti recoiled and glared at him. “You will do no such thing.” She maintained her look of anger for as long as she could before finally bursting into gay laughter. “You have stayed away for far too long.”
 
   “I will come more often if you wish it,” he promised. 
 
   “Of course I wish it,” she mocked. “You know that you do not need to be so formal with me.”
 
   “And you know how I sound when I speak the new tongue,” countered Felsafell. “Though it does indeed fit in with my current appearance.”
 
   From the basket he produced a loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, and a string of summer sausages. Basanti’s eyes sparkled at the sight. 
 
   When the meal was finished they talked cheerfully for several hours. Regardless of how long they were apart, after only a few minutes together it always felt as if he had never left. Just one thing was missing. One thing that gnawed at her heart. 
 
   “Have you heard from him?” she asked, trying to sound as if it were merely a passing thought.
 
   “Yanti has become quite adept at avoiding me,” he replied. “I do not think he likes that I keep track of him.”
 
   “How long has it been?”
 
   Felsafell leaned back and sighed. “More than fifty years. I lost sight of him as he was heading west. He was still searching for the god stones. At least, I think he was. With Yanti it is difficult to know what he is planning.” He looked at her with sudden concern. “He has not been here, has he?” But the sorrow behind her eyes already told him the answer.
 
   “All I want is for him to send word,” she said. “Just so I can know he is safe, and to show that he still thinks about me sometimes.”
 
   “Of that there is no question,” he assured her. “Everything he has done - even his blunders, has been to earn his place beside you.”
 
   “I asked Pósix to redeem his spirit,” she said. “I begged her to repair what he has damaged. I explained that he only did it to protect me.”
 
   “And what was her reply?” He moved close enough to allow her to lean against him.
 
   “She said that she was forbidden.” As tears began to take form, Basanti buried her head in Felsafell's chest. “She told me it had been decided that Yanti was to be left to his own fate.”
 
   “I know it is difficult to understand,” he said, stroking her hair. “But the gods do not act without purpose. I will find him for you.”
 
   She looked into his eyes. The old man was gone, replaced by his true form. “No. I cannot ask this of you. I must wait for him to seek me out.” She forced a smile. “You have been so good and kind to me for all these long years. You have served as my protector and friend. And never have you asked anything for yourself in return. Why?”
 
   He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. “Because what I desire is far beyond anything I could dare to hope for.”
 
   Basanti’s heart raced. “If what you desire is me, then I have already been yours for a very long time – in both body and spirit.”
 
   Felsafell averted his eyes. “How could you love me? I have driven your brother away, and made you into little more than a prisoner in this place.”
 
   She cupped his face in her hands. “You have been the only reason I have not gone mad with loneliness. You saved me from a world that fears what they do not understand.” She moved in closer. “And my brother chose his own path. You did what I could not. And for that I am eternally grateful.”
 
   Felsafell simply stared at her, for the moment transfixed and unable to speak.
 
   Basanti’s mouth gradually turned upward into a girlish grin. “Of course, if I have misunderstood your inten–”
 
   He leaned in and kissed her. The hundreds of years of waiting suddenly seemed like fleeting moments as he lost himself in the softness of her lips. Basanti wrapped her arms around him and pressed her body close. Within seconds, their hearts were beating in unison. 
 
   Their mouths finally parted, the loss of her touch bringing forth a soft moan of sadness from Felsafell. He wanted to say something - to tell her of all the things he was feeling - but she put her finger to his lips and stood up. 
 
   He watched as her graceful form glided across the tent to, one by one, put out the lamps. 
 
   *****
 
   Felsafell remained in Manisalia for almost a month. Each day was a gift as they laughed and talked, and each night they explored their love - their passion climbing to heights neither could ever have imagined. 
 
   But through all of their joy, Felsafell could tell that thoughts of Yanti still weighed heavily on her mind. Eventually, he told her that he wanted to discover what had become of her brother, but promised to return the moment he had news to tell. Their parting nearly broke her heart.  Once he was gone Basanti refused to see anyone for weeks, and very soon the line of supplicants outside her tent was stretching out for more than a mile. 
 
   Her attendants worried over her ceaselessly, but she didn’t care. Shilsa tried every day to bring her out of her melancholy, though these good intentions only succeeded in provoking a series of angry outbursts. Basanti always felt the pang of guilt immediately afterward, but she was finding it impossible to govern her emotions. Life seemed completely empty and meaningless without Felsafell. And though she understood why he had left, hundreds of years of emotional solitude had been washed away in that magical moment when they had first kissed. 
 
   And now she was alone again. 
 
   After three weeks, she finally built up the strength to venture outside of her tent. She walked until she was beyond the last of the people still awaiting an audience. That none of these had seen her before allowed her to pass unnoticed, and for this she was grateful. Millions of stars, bright in the cloudless sky, were made even more visible that night by the absence of the moon. The clean, brisk air felt good on her skin. She looked up to take a deep cleansing breath. 
 
   “You cannot allow yourself to despair,” came a kind, musical voice from the darkness just beyond her sight. “Felsafell will always find his way to you.”
 
   Basanti knew at once that it was Pósix. “I know. But his absence leaves such a painful hole in my spirit.” Her heart was struck by a terrible thought. “You will not forbid us….” 
 
   She could not even finish her sentence.
 
   The goddess remained hidden. “Your love for the first born pleases me. Both of you deserve your measure of happiness, and you are well matched. But I must caution you. You both have tasks ahead that will keep you apart for many years at a time. You must learn to quiet your passion. If you do not, each separation will be unbearable. You will fail in your duty and cause great harm to others.”
 
   Basanti closed her eyes and allowed the words to sink in. Pósix was right, of course. While Felsafell had been there she had scarcely seen a soul. And now that he was gone….
 
   The line of people waiting to see her forced its way into her thoughts. 
 
   “Felsafell is good and strong,” said Pósix. “He will understand what I say. And should fate unfold as we hope, you shall be together, untroubled, until you decide that this world is done with you both.” 
 
   The wind began to rise, its wintry breath finding a way beneath Basanti’s robes. She hugged herself tightly. When Pósix spoke next, her voice had suddenly taken on an ominous tone. “A dangerous time is coming. Your courage will truly be needed. And your devotion and loyalties will be tested beyond your imaginings.”
 
   The sudden chill now touched Basanti's heart. “What do you mean?” she called out into the night. But there was no reply. Pósix was gone.
 
   Basanti returned to her tent using her strength and speed – attributes she had become adept at hiding from others – to enter unseen. 
 
   That night she dreamed of Felsafell in his true form. He was running through a dense forest with a bow in his hand. He slid to a halt as a deer bearing a set of proud antlers came into sight. With a single motion he notched an arrow and let it fly. The buck dropped instantly, with only the rustle of the leaves shifting under its fall breaking the eerie silence. 
 
   He approached, but just before he reached the animal, it transformed into the body of her brother. As Felsafell reached down to pull the arrow free, Yanti’s eyes popped open.
 
   “Why, sister?” Yanti cried accusingly. Blood spilled from both the wound and the corner of his mouth. “Why did you do this to me?”
 
   She tried to call out, but had no voice.
 
   “Why did you let him kill me?”
 
   Her brother’s anguished words were still echoing in her head when she became aware that Shilsa was gently shaking her awake. She scrambled up into a sitting position. 
 
   “What?” She paused and calmed herself. “What is it, dear?” 
 
   “King Rätsterfel of Angrääl is here,” Shilsa replied, clearly unsettled. “He demands to see you at once.”
 
   “King Rätsterfel?” Basanti repeated. 
 
   “Yes, My Lady.”
 
   She had heard rumors of the man. It was said that his kingdom was mighty beyond the dreams of the elves. His cities boasted towers so tall that they disappeared within the clouds. Not that any of this was important right now. What did disturb her was the widely known knowledge that the king hated the gods with an unrivaled passion, and had publicly sworn that he would see them fall.
 
   He had risen to power over the past ten years, seemingly from nowhere. No one knew who he really was or where he came from, but it was well known that he had defeated each tribal leader of the northern barbarians in single combat and then used their might to begin his conquest. After seizing the throne of Angrääl, he then immediately set about uniting all of the northland kingdoms under his banner and had achieved this in less than a year. After the first three cities fell, the rest simply surrendered as his army approached. Some said that even the elves feared him.
 
   Basanti got up and quickly dressed. The puppy Felsafell had given to her whimpered and groveled, as if being threatened. She instructed Shilsa to take it away as soon as she was settled down on a cushion in the middle of the carpet. 
 
   “He’s just a mortal man,” she told herself. But she knew that even a mortal man could be dangerous. Particularly if that man loathed the gods and had come to visit one of their most revered servants.
 
   Shilsa called out to her. “He is coming.”
 
   Basanti stiffened. A moment later the tent flap flew open and the king stepped inside. She let out a loud gasp of surprise.
 
   “Yanti!” Basanti's voice was almost inaudible.
 
   Her brother was wearing a resplendent purple satin robe and black boots. Rings of gold adorned his fingers and a gold band encircled his brow. 
 
   “It is good to see you, sister,” he said, smiling broadly.
 
   Her initial shock was quickly overcome by sheer joy. She leapt up and ran into Yanti’s waiting arms. He lifted her from her feet and spun her around.
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” she said. Tears of happiness began to fall. 
 
   After putting her down, he took a pace back and held his arms out wide. “Well, what do you think? Am I not every bit a monarch?”
 
   “You are King Rätsterfel?” she asked incredulously. “You can’t be.”
 
   Yanti raised an eyebrow. “Really? It would seem that I am.” He laughed and led Basanti to the center of the room before sitting down. 
 
   “But all those horrible things I’ve heard,” she said. “They can’t be true.”
 
   He held his sister’s hand. “People always say horrible things about kings and queens. They need something to be afraid of. Pay such stories no mind.”
 
   There was a long pause. Basanti did not want to believe what she had heard. Nor did she want to spoil her moment of elation. 
 
   “I see that you have quite the life here,” Yanti said, with a hint of sarcasm. “I take it that this is Felsafell’s idea of protecting you.” His mouth twisted slightly as he spoke the name.
 
   Unwilling to allow the reunion to turn sour, she gave an exaggerated sweeping gesture. “Are you mad? I have all this. A tent and a floor. What else could I possibly desire?”
 
   Yanti frowned. “How about to be with your brother? And now you can be. I have come to take you with me.”
 
   Basanti’s heart sank. “I cannot. You know that. I still serve the gods, and this is where I am needed.” She reached out and touched Yanti’s face. “Please, brother, let us just talk and enjoy our reunion for a while. Unhappy conversation can wait. Tell me of your travels.”
 
   “I am sure Felsafell has told you all about that,” he replied with a sneer.
 
   “He only tells me where he has seen you,” she replied. “And what he thinks you are doing. Nothing more.”
 
   “Because he knows nothing more,” said Yanti. “He supposes I do not see him lurking in shadows, his watchful eyes ever afraid that I will upset the schemes of the gods.” He rose to his feet and turned his back. “I suppose you know that I sought the god stones.”
 
   “I do,” she admitted. “Did you find them?”
 
   Yanti nodded. “Some. But they were useless to me. Even so, Felsafell was wrong to tell me not to seek them. If I hadn’t, they may well have been found by someone else.” He glanced over his shoulder. “They are far too dangerous for mortal men.” 
 
   “What did you do with them?” she asked.
 
   “I hid them away where only I can find them.” He faced her and smiled. “You see. Not everything I do ends in disaster.”
 
   “I never thought that,” Basanti said. She patted the pillow next to her. “Now sit. Tell me what you have been doing.”
 
   Yanti waved a hand. “There will be time to talk once you are in Kratis. As I said before, I have come to take you with me.”
 
   His words sent a cold chill down Basanti’s spine. Several seconds passed before she could compose herself sufficiently to speak. “Then you have wasted a journey,” she told him. “I have no intention of leaving. My duty is here.”
 
   “A duty to who?” he snapped. “The gods? The very beings who cursed me for protecting you? Is that who you still serve? I know you, Basanti. By now you will have groveled and begged before them. You belittled yourself when you asked them to heal me. Well, I am not healed. I can feel the wound in my spirit even now. And it has grown and festered. Pleasures I once relished no longer hold any joy for me. My rage is so great that at times I can barely contain it.” His eyes burned with hatred. “But, at long last, I have found a way to end my torment.”
 
   Basanti hesitated, afraid to hear what he might say next. “How?” she eventually asked.
 
   He straightened his back and held his head high. “The gods must die. Their reign must come to an end. And I know how this can be done. I have learned their secrets.” 
 
   Basanti was mortified. Springing up, she seized hold of her brother’s arms with a force that surprised even herself. “No. You must abandon such plans. War on the gods is unthinkable. You will end up….” 
 
   Her lips trembled. “You will die…and I could not bear that.”  
 
   “Let them try,” he challenged. “I have openly defied them. I have torn down their temples and desecrated their altars. I have killed their servants and cursed their names. Where is their vengeance? Where is their wrath? I’ll tell you. It is nowhere. They do not care enough to bother.”
 
   As his fury rose, so did his voice. “They interfere with the world of mortals, leaving nothing but devastation in their wake, then turn their backs and leave it to others to pick up the pieces. And who is here to mend what they have broken? I am. So it is I - King Rätsterfel – who will free humankind from the blundering and indifference of the gods.”
 
   By now, Basanti was weeping openly. “Please stop,” she cried. “I cannot hear more.” She could not force herself to look at him. “Leave this place…and me....now.”
 
   “I will leave,” said Yanti. “And you will come with me. Though it pains me to take you against your wishes, in time you will understand.”
 
   Basanti shrank back as her brother moved closer. As he was about to seize hold of her, a blur of gray shot across the tent, slamming into Yanti and sending him skidding across the floor. He shook his head, dazed from the blow, and looked up.  Felsafell was standing between him and his sister. 
 
   “You will not touch her,” Felsafell snarled. 
 
   With a roar of anger, Yanti jumped to his feet. In the blink of an eye, a dagger appeared in his hand. Then he charged. 
 
   Felsafell waited. An instant before Yanti reached him he spun left, and, as his onrushing opponent drew level, struck him on the back of the head. Yanti stumbled before whipping his dagger around. But fast as he was, Felsafell was much faster. He ducked, easily avoiding the blade and brought his fist crashing into the side of Yanti’s jaw. The impact was immense, twisting Yanti’s head so far around that it would easily have killed a mere mortal man.
 
   Before Yanti could recover from this terrible blow, Felsafell ripped the dagger away from his grasp and sank it into his chest. Yanti cried out before falling flat on his back. Felsafell was on top of him in a flash, pinning his opponent and pulling the blade free again. Yanti tried to throw the hermit off, but cold steel pressed firmly against his throat.
 
   “No!” shouted Basanti. “Don’t kill him!”
 
   Dark, thick blood poured from the wound in Yanti’s chest, and in a trickle from the corner of his mouth. Basanti’s dream flashed through her mind. It’s happening, she thought. Felsafell really is going to kill him. 
 
   But her plea did not fall on deaf ears. The pressure of the knife slowly eased. 
 
   Felsafell stared at Basanti for several moments, then looked down at Yanti. “Leave this place and never return. You may have placed yourself on a mortal throne, but you are not beyond my reach.” He jumped up and tossed the dagger toward the entrance. “Do not think that because I have allowed you to live this time, I will ever do so again.”
 
   Yanti tore a piece of cloth from his robe and covered his wound. He turned to Basanti, but she averted her eyes. “So be it,” he said coldly. “You will not see me again.” He strode out, stopping only to retrieve his dagger. 
 
   The instant he was gone, Basanti fell to the floor. Wrapping her arms around her knees, she began rocking back and forth, weeping uncontrollably. 
 
   Felsafell rushed to her side, but as soon as he touched her she flailed her arms wildly, striking him on the face and chest. Undeterred, he pulled her close. After a while she stopped struggling and clutched at his sleeves. 
 
   Shilsa burst in. “What happened, My Lady? Are you hurt?”
 
   Basanti turned her face away. “I’m fine. Please leave.”
 
   After a brief hesitation, the woman obeyed. 
 
   “Promise that you will not kill him,” Basanti whispered through her tears. 
 
   Felsafell brushed her hair away from her eyes. “I will not allow him to harm you. But I will not kill him unless you consent.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   They stayed where they were for more than an hour without saying a further word. Finally, Basanti wiped her eyes and sat up. She gave Felsafell a fragile smile and embraced him tightly.
 
   “You seem destined to keep saving me,” she said. 
 
   “I will always be here to save you.” 
 
   He paused before continuing. “I am sorry that you were forced to witness me fighting your brother, but had I not, he would most surely have taken you to Kratis by force. And I have no doubt he would never have allowed you to leave.” Tenderly, he lifted her chin. “If that had happened, then the result of my actions would have caused you immeasurable pain. For I would have stormed his gates to get you back, and undoubtedly slaughtered any who dared to hinder me.  As long as I draw breath, no one will ever harm you.”
 
   “I know, my love.” She leaned in and kissed him gently.
 
   “I was only just able to be here in time,” Felsafell told her. “When I discovered that King Rätsterfel is in fact Yanti, he was already on his way to see you.” He lowered his eyes. “And what else I learned about him is deeply troubling.”
 
   Basanti clasped her hands to her heart. “Tell me. What has my brother done?”
 
   Felsafell was unable to look up at her for several seconds. Finally, he sighed with reluctant obedience. “Very well. Not long after I arrived in Angrääl I discovered the king’s motives and the full extent of his resolve. The atrocities he has committed against those who serve the gods are too terrible to speak aloud. But more than that, he has designs on heaven itself. He seeks a power that could give him the strength to set the world ablaze.”
 
   “He told me he wanted to make war on the gods,” Basanti interjected. “Also, that he has found a way to destroy them.” She was trying hard not to think about the lives Yanti had taken, nor of the fate those who served in the temples must have suffered. 
 
   “He believes he has,” said Felsafell solemnly. “During his travels he discovered a book containing the secrets of The Sword of Truth. His intention is to find it and use it to murder the gods.” Seeing that Basanti was becoming increasingly upset, he placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “But his plan is doomed to fail. Amon Dähl will stop him.”
 
   “I know of the Sword,” said Basanti. “Pósix once spoke of it. She said it contained the power of all nine gods, and that it holds the key to heaven itself. Though I must admit, I have never understood why they would wish to create such a thing. I’ve also have heard about the Order of Amon Dähl, and how they are the protectors of a great and terrible secret.” 
 
   She paused as the first hint of fear washed over her. “What if he finds it?” 
 
   “He will never do that,” Felsafell assured her. “You have nothing to fear. The Order of Amon Dähl keeps it safe, and it is well beyond your brother’s power to steal it. It is unlikely he could even find the order, let alone the Sword itself.”
 
   “And if he did?”
 
   “Then nothing could stop him.” 
 
   After a long silence, Felsafell broke the ominous mood with a silly smile. “But it does not matter. As I said, he will not find the Sword, and he will not take you to Kratis. So all is well.”
 
   Basanti nodded with feigned acceptance. At the same time, she was certain Felsafell knew how afraid she still was that her brother might find a way to succeed. But after what had happened earlier, she considered it best to push her anxiety aside. Her love had returned, and for that at least, she was glad.
 
   She was also reluctant to tell Felsafell of her latest conversation with Pósix. Partly because she wanted him to remain with her without thoughts of parting, but mostly because her heart could take no more. Not for a while. 
 
   Just a week, she told herself. Then I’ll send him away. She kissed him again, this time with urgency. 
 
   Just one week of joy. It was now a prayer…a promise…a bargain. 
 
   Pósix must accept it.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 12
 
   Gewey concentrated on the swirling mass of pitch-black smoke. But without the flow to help him he was unable to make any sort of connection. Melek was standing immediately behind him with both hands firmly gripping his shoulders. 
 
   “Feel the power inside you,” Melek whispered in his ear. “Use your will to overcome what you see.”
 
   Gewey gave a sharp nod and redoubled his efforts. They had been at it for weeks. At least, he thought it was weeks. Sometimes it felt like minutes. Other times he could scarcely remember the world outside of this terrible place. These non-stop attempts to create a portal were taking their toll on his mind. The howls of the human spirits were growing ever louder and more desperate. Several times he thought madness would take him as well, but Melek would produce a cup of wine and a word of encouragement and then he would regain his wits.
 
   “I need to rest,” Gewey said. His head was splitting from the exertion. “I can barely think.”
 
   Melek’s hands tightened their grip to the point of pain. “Do you think your enemy is resting?” His tone was cold and harsh. “Do you think he complains about being tired? No! He thinks his schemes have succeeded and you gone forever. Soon, he will sweep down and slaughter all that you love in your absence.” 
 
   His voice dropped to the very lowest of whispers. “He will seek out Kaylia. He will take her and your child for his own. He will twist her mind and corrupt your child’s spirit. They will live out their lives as little more than broken slaves.”
 
   His words rapidly became pictures in Gewey’s mind. He could see Kaylia sitting beside a golden throne, their infant child in her arms. A crown was atop her brow, and on the wall behind her was a banner with broken scales splashed boldly across it – the sigil of the Reborn King. Her eyes were vacant and her expression of one utterly defeated.
 
   “He covets her,” Melek continued. “And if you remain here, he will have her.”
 
   Gewey let out an anguished cry. “I will not let that happen! I will kill him first! Do you hear me? I will rip him limb from limb!”
 
   “Yes,” Melek coaxed. “You will. We will. We will make them all pay.” He relaxed his grip. “But first we must escape.”
 
   Gewey took a deep breath and renewed his efforts, his desperation to save Kaylia and his desire to please Melek both raging. But even now, he was still unable to make any progress. 
 
   This time it was Melek who shouted out in frustration. “Have you not heard me? Is your mind completely addled?”
 
   Startled by the outburst, Gewey lowered his eyes in shame. Melek’s discontent pained him. He desperately wanted to make him proud. But no matter how hard he tried, he wasn’t able to.
 
   “I....I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I’ll try harder.”
 
   A strong, self-assured woman’s voice carried over the wind. “You’ve tried hard enough, Gewey Stedding.”
 
   Both he and Melek spun around. From out of the choking dust appeared a young woman dressed in the robe of a novice from the temple of Ayliazarah. Her flaxen hair fell carelessly about her shoulders, and her sharp eyes and flawless ivory skin were matched in beauty by her graceful movements. She approached with confident strides.
 
   “Who are you, human?” demanded Melek. 
 
   “Does the mighty Melek not know?” the woman replied mockingly. “Is this not your domain?”
 
   The howl of the mad spirits rose in intensity. The woman frowned. “And to think those poor souls didn’t understand their true power in this place.” She shot a fiery gaze at Melek. “For that you will pay, beast.”
 
   “Silence, woman!” roared Melek. The landscape changed in an instant. Towering flames and razor sharp rocks sprang up from the ground, while surges of searing hot air blasted them from all directions, sending Gewey stumbling back.
 
   The woman laughed. “Is that the extent of your power, Melek?” She waved her hand and the land transformed once again, this time into a green meadow dotted with multicolored wildflowers. “Much better. Don’t you think?”
 
   “H...How…” Melek stuttered. “What are you?”
 
   “Melek is thinking that I would be a better tool to use than you, Gewey,” the woman said. “But whatever he has told you, it is a lie. He means to escape Shagharath and then rule heaven and earth alone. No matter what you think, he is not your ally.”
 
   Gewey took a menacing step forward. “Melek is the only one who has ever told me the truth.”
 
   The woman was not impressed by his display. “Is that so? I am shocked at you, Gewey Stedding. So easily taken in by this charlatan.”
 
   “That is enough!” shouted Melek. He crossed the distance to the woman in only a few steps, his hand reaching out to grab her.
 
   The woman’s fist shot out just before he made contact, crashing into Melek’s jaw and knocking him flat on his back. He landed with a loud thud. After laying there in shock for a few seconds he scrambled to his feet, staring at her in stunned disbelief.
 
   “Do not touch him!” Gewey cried out, rushing forward with rage set on his face. 
 
   Just as he reached her, the woman’s body turned to mist. With nothing solid to grasp hold of he passed right through, his momentum causing him to stumble and fall to one knee. 
 
   “I can see that Melek has been hard at work on you,” she remarked with distaste. 
 
   Confusion and fear ran through Gewey. Rising up, he quickly took a few steps back.
 
   “How is this possible?” hissed Melek. “You are human. You should not be able to–”
 
   “This is your prison, Melek,” she snapped, cutting him off. “Not mine. Nor that of any other mortal soul. Here, you are the weak and we the strong.” She closed her eyes and listened to the cries of insanity. “If they had only known, you would never have been able to drive them mad.”
 
   “Melek tried to help them,” argued Gewey. 
 
   The woman huffed. “Is that what he told you? And you believed him?” She looked closer at Gewey and scowled. “But of course you did. He has poisoned you with his deceit and bile. He hoped to make you his slave, and from the look of it, he has very nearly succeeded.” She cast a sideways glance at Melek. “He tortured them out of pure malice, and for his own sick and twisted pleasure – tortured them until they were driven mad. They never knew that in Shagharath they are far more powerful than he. And the irony of it is, Melek had no idea that the humans he so despised and tormented were the very ones holding the key to his freedom.”
 
   “You lie!” shouted Melek, his face red with fury. “Mortals are weak and useless. What power could they possess?”
 
   “And yet a mortal knocked you down as if you were nothing more than a small child,” the woman jeered. “A mortal turned your nightmarish realm into a place of beauty.” She raised her arm in a grand sweeping motion to indicate the landscape she had brought forth. “And a mortal will now undo the evil you have visited upon her friend.”
 
   “Your friend?” said Melek. He gave a sarcastic snort. “You are no friend to Darshan.” 
 
   Gewey could only stand and watch. His mind was clouded, and though he dearly wanted to come to Melek’s defense, he did not know how. Whoever this woman was, she could easily overpower him.
 
   The woman gave Gewey a kind smile. “I am a friend to him. Though he may not recognize me as I appear now.” In a flash of light, the form of the young and beautiful woman transformed into the old and sturdy frame of Maybell.
 
   Gewey gasped, eyes wide.
 
   “Yes,” she said in her familiar voice, spreading her arms. “It is me.”
 
   “But you…before...you were...” struggled Gewey.
 
   She completed his sentence for him. “Beautiful?” 
 
   Gewey could only nod.
 
   “I was not always an old woman,” she explained. “And here, I am able to look however I choose.” In another flash of light, her younger self returned. “And now I choose to be young once again.”
 
   “How did you get here?” asked Gewey. He took a nervous step forward.
 
   Melek snarled and spat on the ground.
 
   “The same way that you did,” she replied. 
 
   “But why?” 
 
   Maybell sighed. “To save you, of course. Why else would I come here?”
 
   “Don’t listen to her, Darshan,” cried Melek. “She is here to trick you. To turn you against me.”
 
   “You’re half right,” admitted Maybell. “I am here to turn him against you.”
 
   Gewey stepped back again. “I’ll not turn on Melek. He has shown me the truth. He is my…” 
 
   He wanted to say ‘friend’, but a different word came out. 
 
   “Master.”
 
   Maybell’s face tightened. She folded her hands in front of her waist. “We cannot move forward until I undo this.” She shut her eyes and lowered her head. “I’m sorry, Gewey. This is going to hurt.”
 
   As Gewey stiffened, Maybell vanished, only to reappear behind him an instant later. Before he could move she had wrapped her arms around his torso and held him tightly. At first he struggled with all of his might, at the same time shouting out every curse he could think of. It was futile. Her strength was far beyond anything he could have anticipated.  He quickly realized that he was helpless. 
 
   Melek, understanding what she was doing, charged in and lashed out with a barrage of blows. But Maybell was unaffected. It was as if she was made from granite, and Melek glass. He withdrew after only a few seconds, his fists bleeding and bruised.
 
   “Release me,” Gewey commanded. The sight of the injured Melek fueled his anger. 
 
   “As you wish,” whispered Maybell. 
 
   She opened her arms, allowing Gewey to crumble to the ground. He tried to stand, but a pain instantly shot through his gullet. He doubled over as wave after wave of searing hot spasms caused him to cry out in agony. Then, a final great wave rose up, forcing him to begin emptying his stomach. The air was immediately filled with the sickly sweet smell of wine. But the moment any of this touched the grass, it instantly turned thick and black. Again and again the poison within him spewed forth until Gewey could no longer hold himself upright. He toppled over, the putrid bile still flowing from his mouth.
 
   Maybell turned to face Melek. “And when he is himself again, I will show him what you really are.”
 
   “Know this, mortal,” he hissed back at her. “When I am free from this place I will send your spirit to the depths of oblivion. But not before I strip you of your reason and force you to experience terrors such as your limited mind can scarcely conceive.”
 
   Maybell laughed tauntingly. “Were you this boorish and crude before you betrayed your children and your maker?”
 
   Melek sneered. “Again you speak of things of which you know nothing.”
 
   “I know that you showed Gewey his father,” she retorted. “But I also know that you showed him only a part of the story. But understand this: I can see everything that you see. You cannot hide what you are from me.”
 
   Gewey had at last stopped vomiting and was struggling back to his feet. The thick ooze covered his shirt and trousers, and was smeared across his face. Maybell pointed to a spot behind him where a tiny stream had suddenly blinked into existence.
 
   “Clean yourself,” she said. “Melek has shown you what he wanted you to see. Now I will show you the rest.”
 
   With glazed eyes and skin devoid of color, Gewey did as instructed. Maybell waited patiently while Melek paced back and forth, seething and sulking. When Gewey returned he looked much recovered and more like himself.
 
   He managed a weary smile and embraced Maybell fondly. “You shouldn’t have come here. I don’t think I can get us out.”
 
   “You needn’t worry about that,” she replied. “It is I who will get you out. But first there are things to do.”
 
   “What things?” he asked.
 
   “Do not listen to her, Darshan,” said Melek. “She is not who she says she is.”
 
   “Your lies no longer work, Melek,” said Maybell, waving her hand dismissively. “Gewey knows who I am.”
 
   Gewey scrutinized Maybell for a short time, then turned to Melek. “This is Maybell. I have no doubt of that. But I don’t understand. Why would you show me all those things if they weren’t true? What was there to gain?”
 
   Maybell cut in before Melek could respond. “He showed you the truth, Gewey. But only a part of it.”
 
   “And you can see these things too?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes,” she affirmed. “And were you to spend enough time here, you would learn to see them as well. All beings carry within them every memory, from the moment of their birth, right through to their final breath. It lives deep inside us where few can see or touch. But here, these memories are a part of what we are. Over time your perceptions would change and you would see them as I do now.”
 
   “So Gerath really did hate me?” asked Gewey. Without Melek’s poison coursing through him, his anger was now mild. “That’s what my memories are still telling me.”
 
   “Of course not,” she replied, smiling.
 
   The meadow faded and Gewey found himself inside a spacious tent. Standing in the center were three people that he recognized at once: Gerath, Ayliazarah, and Basanti. In Gerath’s arms was an infant bundled in a soft cotton blanket. He was smiling fondly at the baby, but with a profoundly mournful look in his eyes. 
 
   “You will see that Darshan is delivered safely,” he said, not taking his eyes off his son.
 
   Basanti bowed. “He will come to no harm. I will send for Felsafell and have him escort my maid to Hazrah.”
 
   “No,” said Ayliazarah. “He must be taken immediately. We cannot wait for the hermit.”
 
   “Then I will escort her myself,” offered Basanti.
 
   Ayliazarah shook her head “It would be better if you stayed. There must be as little attention as possible drawn to the child, and your absence would be noticed. Send only a few trusted followers. And only those who will remain silent. No one must know that we were here, or that you ever had contact with this child.”
 
   “I will see it done,” she replied. 
 
   “I should take him myself,” said Gerath.
 
   “You know that is not possible,” objected Ayliazarah. “You must return right away.”
 
   Gerath tore his eyes away from his son and looked hard at Basanti. “The half-man, Lee Starfinder, son of Saraf. He will be my son’s protector?”
 
   “As you commanded,” replied Basanti, dropping her chin to her chest. “I cannot tell you the details. But know that I have arranged for him to be well cared for…and well loved.”
 
   Basanti’s words struck Gerath. He squeezed his eyes shut and nodded. “I would speak to Ayliazarah alone.”
 
   Basanti bowed low and hurried out.
 
   “I do not trust her,” said Gerath. “She speaks to Pósix.”
 
   “You should have included Pósix in your plan,” said Ayliazarah. “She would have supported you if only you had confided in her.”
 
   “No,” said Gerath. “Only you can know of my true intentions. My mistreatment of my son has kept the others from becoming suspicious, but I cannot risk betrayal.”
 
    
 
    
 
   His words pierced Gewey. He glared furiously at Melek. “You knew this? You knew that the way he treated me was all an act, yet you still let me believe he hated me?”
 
   Melek met Gewey’s anger with calm silence.
 
   Gewey started to move toward Melek, but Maybell stopped him.
 
   “Be careful,” she warned. “He may not be a match for me in this place, but he has been here for a very long time. Do not underestimate him. Leave such things to me.” 
 
   She gave Gewey a sinister smile.
 
   Gewey nodded and returned his attention to the scene.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps I will betray you,” said Ayliazarah. “You know how I feel about your plan.”
 
   Gerath managed a small laugh. “If you were going to betray me, you would have done so already.” He looked at his son. “No. I’m afraid that my love for Darshan is rivaled only by your own. And you know this is the only way.”
 
   “Yes. I know.” She touched Gerath’s cheek with the tips of her slender fingers and traced his aspect. “I never thought you capable of such devotion, brother.”
 
   “Nor did I. Though I have had mortal children, I never fully understood the bond that mortals share with their offspring,” said Gerath. “But then the Creator called on me to be a father. To give life to my own kind.” He looked at Ayliazarah in obvious agony. “How could she do this to me? She must have known. How could she not? Why would she ask of me the one thing that would tear my heart to pieces? Does she test me? Or does she simply not care?”
 
   Ayliazarah slipped her arm around Gerath’s waist. “I understand. For the first time, I too have questioned her wisdom and compassion. But we must remain steadfast and strong. Though we cannot see her design, I must stay true to my maker and believe that she loves us.”
 
   Gerath nodded. “I know you are right.” 
 
   In spite of his words, there was a glint of defiance in his eyes as he continued. “But should harm come to my son, I will tear down creation to have my vengeance. Only banishment to Shagharath will stop me.”
 
   “And I will be by your side. But we must not dwell on such evil thoughts. Events have been set in motion and we must see this through.”
 
   “I am grateful for your friendship,” said Gerath. “I have often wondered why you were not chosen to parent this child.”
 
   Ayliazarah laughed. “Because you are far stronger than me. I would never have been able to give him up, and all would turn against me.”
 
   Gerath stared at Darshan with loving eyes for several more minutes. Finally, he called for Basanti and handed over his son.
 
   “I know you are Pósix’s creature,” he said. “And I do not expect your loyalty. But if you can find love in your heart for this child, you will not speak of where he has been taken to Pósix, should she ever ask.”
 
   “I will not speak of it,” she assured him. “If Pósix ever learns of where the child is, it will not be because I have told her. You have my promise.”
 
   Gerath scrutinized Basanti for a long moment before nodding his acceptance of her word.
 
   “Come,” said Ayliazarah. “There is little time. We must go.”
 
   Gerath touched the face of his son, then leaned down and kissed his brow. Darshan cooed and shifted in his blanket. A second later, in a flash of blue light, he and Ayliazarah vanished. 
 
   Basanti held Darshan close and sat down on a pillow. “Pósix already knows,” she whispered, tickling Darshan’s tiny chin. “And she is the reason you will succeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Gewey was smiling, his eyes wet with tears ready to flow. 
 
   “So now you see,” said Maybell. “You have never been unloved or unwanted.”
 
   “Yes,” said Gewey. “Thank you. Thank you for showing me this.”
 
   “You needed to understand that you are not merely a tool of the gods,” Maybell told him. “Or a means to an end. And I suspect there is more yet to discover once you have returned.” 
 
   She took his hand. “Now for the last. To banish any doubt, you shall witness the fall of Melek and the depths of his madness.”
 
   “I don’t need to see that,” said Gewey. “I believe you.”
 
   “Yes,” said Maybell. “But you will one day be faced with a decision. And you need to know how to decide wisely.”
 
   “And this will help?”
 
   Maybell shrugged. “I’m not sure. Perhaps. This was not a part of the plan when I arrived. But my instincts tell me it will be important later.” She grinned impishly, her young body contrasting with the wisdom in her eyes. “Call it an old woman’s intuition.”
 
   The world changed again. This time Gewey found himself standing at the base of an immense marble statue that he recognized immediately to be of Gerath. A few yards away stood Melek and a breathtakingly beautiful woman with bronze skin and auburn hair. He knew that this must be Melek’s wife, Ustrea. Gewey was reminded of Kaylia for a moment, and the pain of her absence shot through him. 
 
    
 
   “A good likeness,” Ustrea remarked approvingly. 
 
   Melek twisted his mouth in a frown and huffed. “It is a blight on the world. A testament to Gerath’s bloated sense of self-worth. What purpose is served from such mindless worship?”
 
   “The people of this world love him,” she said. “And he loves them in return. They worship him because he has earned their adoration. He spends a great deal of time amongst them, guiding their future.”
 
   “He has placed himself above the Creator,” countered Melek. “And now I find out that he is actually mating with them.” The thought clearly disgusted him.
 
   Ustrea laughed. “And you find that distasteful?”
 
   Melek raised an eyebrow. “Of course. How could I not? And you? Would you have us breed with these animals?”
 
   “I must admit that I find the males to be fair,” she replied, smiling playfully. 
 
   Melek stared at his wife with a mixture of outrage and jealousy. “So you would–”
 
   “No,” she said, before he could complete his sentence. “I would never consider such an act. At least, not with them.” Her tone took on a distinctly seductive quality. “Though have you not wondered what it would be like for us?”
 
   “Absolutely not!” he replied. 
 
   Surprised and displeased by his reaction, Ustrea turned her back. “So you do not find my physical form pleasing?”
 
   Melek grumbled and shook his head. “I did not say that. But you cannot truly wish for us to engage in…” 
 
   He could not bring himself to say the words. Instead, he demanded: “Are you not happy with the love we share in heaven?”
 
   She turned to him and smiled. “Of course I am. But I would share my love with you in all its forms. It seems to bring such joy to the people here. Not to mention to our sons and daughters.”
 
   Melek’s slumped his shoulders in defeat. “If you desire it, I will comply.”
 
   Ustrea frowned. “I am not asking you to do so here and now. Only to give the idea consideration. These people bear the spark of the Creator. So perhaps we should understand how they express their feelings.”
 
   “But what of the offspring?” countered Melek. “Should we explore that as well? Should we make children with these people?”
 
   “Perhaps,” she replied. “If it is possible. Would that be so wrong?”
 
   Melek’s face turned red and his fist clenched. “I will not allow such abominations to exist. If Gerath desires a child then he should choose a wife from his own kind.”
 
   “But he does not love them in such a way,” she pointed out, unmoved by Melek’s anger. 
 
   “What does love have to do with anything? One does not need love to father offspring.” His eyes turned to the statue. “And this must stop.”
 
   The ground shook violently. In seconds the marble base of the statue turned to dust. The statue fell, smashing to pieces as it hit the ground. 
 
   Ustrea groaned with frustration. “Are you satisfied?”
 
   Melek smiled. “I am.”
 
    
 
   “This is how it began,” said Maybell. “Melek’s hatred and jealousy. His unbending nature began to assert itself. Even his wife could see it.”
 
   “Ustrea did not understand,” snapped Melek. “Such worship was wrong. As was breeding with lesser beings.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Maybell. “But it did not end there, did it?”
 
    
 
    
 
   The scene faded. When Melek and Ustrea returned they were walking on the shore of a vast ocean. Gewey thought it might be the Western Abyss, but there was no way to be certain. 
 
   From out of nowhere, a bolt of lightning struck the ground a few feet in front of the couple. Gerath appeared, his eyes burning with fury. He was brandishing a sword.
 
   “Father!” His voice boomed. “You killed her, didn’t you?”
 
   Melek’s expression was blank as he nodded.
 
   “What did you do, husband?” asked Ustrea. 
 
   “He killed my daughter,” roared Gerath. 
 
   “Yes,” Melek admitted flatly. “I warned you not to mate with the people here. Your defiance caused this. The child should never have been born.”
 
   “You killed his child?” said Ustrea in horror. “How could you?”
 
   “Did I not warn him?” he shot back. “Did I not say that there would be consequences?”
 
   “But to kill a child…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
   “You are a monster,” said Gerath. “A blight on the face of creation.” His grip tightened on his sword. “One that I will now erase.”
 
   With a primal yell Gerath charged in, his sword slashing at Melek’s exposed neck. Melek made no effort to avoid the blow. The blade struck home, but shattered into a thousand tiny shards on impact. Undeterred, Gerath struck his father squarely on the jaw. Once again Melek made no attempt to move, and once again the blow had no effect. Melek’s palm then shot out and thudded into the center of Gerath’s chest. The strike sent him flying through the air for several yards before landing with bone-crunching force on his back. Snarling, Melek moved forward.
 
   “Enough!” shouted Ustrea, seizing her husband’s shoulder and jerking him back with surprising ease. “You will not harm him.”
 
   “Let him come, mother,” thundered Gerath. 
 
   “You fool,” scoffed Melek. “Do you think you can harm me? I made you. And I can end you as well.”
 
   Ustrea moved between the two. “You did not make me,” she challenged. “And I will tell you only once more. Do not harm our son or I will show you the full meaning of consequences.”
 
   Melek and Ustrea stood nose to nose for several seconds. Eventually, Melek stepped back in reluctant submission. 
 
   “As you wish, my dear wife,” he said. “But I will tolerate no further defiance from him.”
 
   Ustrea looked over her shoulder. “Leave, Gerath. We will speak later.”
 
   Apparently no more willing to defy his mother than Melek, Gerath vanished. 
 
   “I would not have harmed him,” Melek said soothingly. “At least, not permanently.”
 
   “Why did you kill his daughter?” she demanded, ignoring his attempt to quell her rage. “What gave you the right?”
 
   “She did not suffer,” said Melek. 
 
   “That does not change what you did.”
 
   “I did what needed to be done.” His tone bore the certainty of absolute conviction. “I have every right to determine the paths our children take. The Creator gave me that right.”
 
   “Then she has told this only to you,” Ustrea countered. “I have heard no such edict.”
 
   “I know the mind of my maker,” he said proudly. “She has given me the power to guide and protect. And to destroy if needs be.”
 
   Melek turned and walked away. His wife could do nothing but stand and watch with dread growing in her eyes.
 
    
 
   “You killed your own kin?” said Gewey accusingly. “How could you be so heartless?”
 
   “I do not answer to you, Darshan,” said Melek. “I did what I had to do. My children acted recklessly and without concern for anything but their own lustful desires.”
 
   “You acted out of envy,” said Maybell. “You couldn’t understand their love so you sought to destroy it. And it didn’t end with the death of one child, did it? You slaughtered the offspring of every one of your children. And not in the quick, painless way you told Ustrea. You didn’t kill them in the womb or the cradle. No. You waited until they were older. Then you tortured them, breaking their bodies and minds until they begged for death. It was for that reason more than any other that your wife turned against you.”
 
   “Be quiet!” ordered Melek. But Maybell only shook her head and looked at him in disgust. 
 
   “And even with all your power,” she continued, “you were still not satisfied. You needed unquestioning obedience. And it was not enough for you to subjugate heaven. You needed to rule all of creation as well.”
 
    
 
   A city appeared before them, its once tall spires broken and engulfed in flames. The screams and cries of its inhabitants carried on the wind, leaving a smile on Melek’s lips as he watched from a few hundred feet away.
 
   A small group of people began climbing down a rope on the east wall in an attempt to escape. Melek sneered and sent an inferno to consume them. Their agonizing cries and the stench of their burning flesh drifted across the field where he was standing. 
 
   “Melek!” Ustrea’s voice boomed out. A moment later she appeared in front of him. Before he had any time to react, she slapped him hard across his cheek. “How dare you do this? What gives you the right?”
 
   Ignoring the blow, Melek laughed. “You are too attached to these pitiful creatures, my love. They have become a disease – a disease which I have deemed unworthy of the Creator’s gifts.”
 
   “You have no authority to decide this,” Ustrea told him. “Only the Creator can choose their fate. Not you.”
 
   “And where is the Creator?” he snapped back furiously. “She has made no effort to stop me. Have you heard her voice? I have not. And yet I am forced to look upon this once pure and tranquil world and watch these beasts desecrate the very ground that provides them with life.” 
 
   He surveyed the destruction and nodded with satisfaction. “Soon they will be ready to follow the path I set before them.”
 
   “So you mean to rule these people?” Ustrea asked. 
 
   “Those that survive, yes.”
 
   “And should the Creator make her displeasure known and tell you of your folly?”
 
   Melek laughed. “She will not. And soon it will no longer matter.”
 
   Ustrea’s eye widened. “What are you saying?”
 
   He gave her a loving smile. “My dear wife. If our Creator will not act, then I must set things to rights. Then I will become the Creator. I will cast her out and do what she will not.”
 
   His words hung in the air like vapor. Ustrea backed away, tears streaming down her face. She turned and vanished.
 
    
 
   “The arrogance,” said Maybell. “To think you could raise yourself so high.”
 
   “But when was this?” asked Gewey. “I couldn’t tell what race those people were. They looked…” He paused. “Well, they somehow just didn’t look right.”
 
   “It’s how Melek sees them,” Maybell explained. “You are only seeing things as he does, and to his eyes all people look the same. But I suspect it was during the time of the first born. I don’t believe he knew what a human was until he met you.”
 
   “Then what about the children he killed?” Gewey asked. But he already knew the answer.
 
   “The very first elves,” Maybell confirmed. “But his crimes run far deeper. His rampage of death spread like a plague as he destroyed city after city. And all of heaven was powerless to stop him. Well...all but one.”
 
   “I will not see this,” grumbled Melek, lowering his eyes. 
 
    
 
   Melek walked the devastated streets of the once magnificent city. Charred bodies littered the avenues and sidewalks, and the foul stench of decay was already beginning to set in. 
 
   He had been surprised at how difficult these creatures were to kill. Their spark had been made to never burn out, so it had taken him some time to puzzle out a way of extinguishing it.
 
   “You have been busy, my husband.” Ustrea appeared from around a corner a few yards ahead. “Is your appetite for carnage sated yet? Have you killed enough?”
 
   “Before I came here,” he replied. “I did not know what it was to kill. Not really.”
 
   “And now that you do?”
 
   “It is different to what I expected,” Melek mused. “In a way, quite liberating. But it’s a pity these creatures were made unable to slay each other. Think how much joy I would be able to experience in that. There are so many ways to inflict pain and suffering. More than I could have ever thought possible. If only they could see as I see.”
 
   “And if they could?” asked Ustrea. “What would you do? Incite them to fight one another? Would you have them burn the world to cinders? Would that entertain you?”
 
   Melek scrutinized his wife. “What is it, my love? Why have you come? I know you find this distasteful. Why witness it?” He took a step forward, but Ustrea moved back. “Why do you shy away? You have nothing to fear from me.” 
 
   He looked at her even more closely. “Something is different. You are…changed.”
 
   “Yes, my love,” she confessed. “I am changed. But no more so than you. You have become lost to me. You have blackened your heart and turned your back on everything we hold sacred.”
 
   “What have you done?” he asked, suddenly suspicious. 
 
   “Only what I had to do.”
 
   A tiny object flew from her hand. Melek gasped with surprise and threw himself to his left. The missile missed his neck by a hair’s width, instead burying itself into a half burned wagon a few feet behind him. 
 
   A rage that caused the very ground to shake filled Melek as he realized his wife’s intent. “You seek to destroy me?” he accused.
 
   Ustrea did not respond. Instead, she ran headlong at her husband, the dagger that had suddenly appeared in her hand slashing furiously at Melek’s chest. He instinctively twisted aside, but the tip of the blade still found his earthly flesh. He let out a cry as, for the first time ever, he felt pain. 
 
   Ustrea was not about to allow him time to get hold of the situation. She pressed the attack. Melek dodged and spun in desperation, at first uncertain of what to do. 
 
   Three more times Ustrea drew blood. But then Melek begin to realize that, for some unknown reason, she was in a weakened condition. Compared to how they usually were, her movements that day were relatively slow and clumsy. She thrust the blade at his gullet again, and this time he was able to catch hold of her arm. He crushed it in his powerful grip. Ustrea cried out as the dagger fell to the ground.
 
   Melek no longer cared why she had changed; rage was blinding him to all but vengeance. His fist smashed against her temple. She fell back, but he pulled her to him, striking her over and over until her legs collapsed beneath her. 
 
   In that moment, Melek thrust his hand deep into her chest. Not with his physical being, but with his godly form. Letting out an ear splitting yell, he ripped Ustrea’s spirit from within its earthbound shell. He raised the formless and radiant essence aloft for a moment, the blood lust still coursing wildly through him. Then, with a scowl contorting his features into a mask of pure evil, with a single motion he tore it apart. 
 
   The two pieces of what had once been Ustrea flickered and then vanished.
 
   Melek touched the wounds inflicted upon him by his wife. They were already beginning to close. His hands were covered with her blood, as were his shredded garments. It was then that the awful realization of what he had done struck him. 
 
   He fell to his knees and wept.
 
    
 
   “You killed her,” whispered Gewey. “You killed your own wife.”
 
   Melek could not respond. A single tear fell from his eye.
 
   “Ustrea realized that he must be stopped,” said Maybell. “And she knew that her children did not possess the power to do this.”
 
   “So how did they defeat him?” asked Gewey.
 
   Maybell nodded toward where Melek still knelt.
 
    
 
   In a flash of light, all nine of Melek’s children appeared. Gerath was in front, his eyes searching the area.
 
   “Where is mother?” he demanded.
 
   Melek looked up at his son. In an instant he knew why Ustrea had been diminished. She had passed on a part of herself to their children.
 
   “I will ask you one last time,” said Gerath, this time far more aggressively. “Where is mother?” His eyes took in Melek’s bloodstained clothes and hands, also the dart lodged in the wooden wagon behind him. Then, he saw his mother’s lifeless body lying on the ground a few feet behind his father.
 
   “You forced her to betray me!” Melek shouted. Leaping to his feet he ran at Gerath, arms outstretched and hands curled into savage claws ready to rip his son apart.
 
   Gerath waited for him to come with clenched fists. 
 
   They smashed together with a thud that sent shock waves reverberating through the ground. Even with the added power that his mother had passed to him, Gerath was still not as powerful as Melek. He was thrown violently twenty feet down the cobbled street, two bloody gashes already opened up in his chest. Ignoring the rest of his children, Melek chased after him, spanning the distance before Gerath could regain his feet. He slammed his foot onto his son’s throat and raised an arm high. His earthly flesh faded into a godly spirit, poised to send Gerath to the same fate as Ustrea. 
 
   His hand was already plunging down and a mere parchment’s thickness away from Gerath’s chest when the rest of his children seized hold of him and pulled him away. Melek thrashed and kicked with a mad man’s ferocity, his immense strength very nearly proving to be a match for their combined efforts. But somehow they managed to hold on long enough for Gerath to recover and draw a dart from his pocket. It was identical to the one that Ustrea had thrown. With ominous purpose, he moved in. 
 
   Gerath grabbed his father’s hair and yanked his head straight back. Melek screamed with terror and fury, but to no avail.
 
   “This is for all of those you have slain,” announced Gerath ceremoniously. “For our children…and for our mother.” Having spoken these words, he sank the dart into Melek’s neck. 
 
   His father’s body instantly went limp.
 
    
 
   “Now you know what he really is,” said Maybell. “And now it is time you returned.”
 
   At the sound of this, Melek exploded with rage. “I will not be left here! You will not do this to me!” In a mirror image of his attack on Gerath, he charged at Maybell.
 
   Maybell grinned wickedly and sent a blast of air at the fallen god. Melek was sent sprawling, as if struck by an enormous hammer.
 
   He pushed himself up and glared at her. “This is not over, mortal.” 
 
   Barely were these words out of his mouth when he was surrounded by a swirl of dust and smoke. Within moments he had completely disappeared. 
 
   “Where did he go?” asked Gewey. 
 
   “Don’t concern yourself with Melek,” she replied dismissively. “I will deal with him soon enough.”
 
   Gewey frowned. “Aren’t you returning with me?”
 
   Maybell touched his face tenderly. “I cannot. My body was destroyed when I came to Shagharath. There is nothing for me to return to.” The sound of the mad human souls echoed distantly. “Besides. I have a new purpose. To heal those poor creatures of the wounds inflicted by Melek. Here, I can create a paradise of my own choosing. And I’m safe from the Dark Knight’s power.”
 
   Gewey was rendered speechless by Maybell’s sacrifice. 
 
   She pulled his head down and kissed his cheek. “You are a good and kind man, Gewey Stedding. And you will prevail. I know it.”
 
   Gewey embraced her tightly. “I have no way to thank you for this. But I will never forget you.”
 
   Maybell giggled, the laugh matching her youthful form. “I should hope not. And I hope you will be the one to escort me to heaven when the time comes.”
 
   “You have my word,” said Gewey. He released Maybell and bowed low. “I will personally hold your hand while you walk through its gates.”
 
   She sighed. “What a wonderful dream to hold on to. But you should not delay any longer. Your destiny and, more importantly, your wife awaits your return.”
 
   A silver light appeared a few feet away. It was oval shaped and just tall enough for Gewey to walk through.
 
   “All you need do is step inside and you will be returned to your body,” explained Maybell. 
 
   Gewey started to speak, but she placed her slender, unblemished hand over his mouth.
 
   He chuckled and turned to face the light. After taking a deep breath, he stepped inside. 
 
   Maybell watched with a satisfied smile as Gewey vanished from view. But her satisfaction was fleeting. 
 
   From seemingly nowhere, the sound of wild howls suddenly assaulted her from all directions at once. Intense heat began blistering her skin and thick choking dust attacked her eyes. It took a moment for Maybell to realize that it was the souls of the mad humans who were responsible for this attack. 
 
   “Fool.” It was the voice of Melek. “You think me without power or influence?”
 
   The dust lifted just in time for Maybell to see Melek passing through the portal, laughing triumphantly.
 
   She cried out and immediately banished the light. 
 
   But it was too late. 
 
   Melek was free.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 13
 
   For two days everyone waited anxiously. Once word spread that Maybell had sacrificed her own life in order to save Darshan, songs praising her courage could be heard ringing out in many quarters of the camp.
 
   Lee and Jacob spent most of their time in quiet conversation: Lee telling his son about his many exploits, and Jacob telling of his own youthful misadventures. Millet joined them occasionally, but he understood that Lee felt an urgent need to spend more time with his son, so for the most part he left them alone.
 
   Linis, Dina and her mother used the short respite to get to know each other better. It was clear that Nahali approved of Linis’ union with her daughter, and often wept tears of joy at the sight of them together.  
 
   No one knew how long they would need to wait. Kaylia had regained her wits completely and was sleeping well, comforted by the knowledge that her unorem would soon be back in her arms. 
 
   In spite of her reservations regarding Maybell’s chances of success, Dina had decided to delay the funeral rites until Gewey returned. This pleased Kaylia, who took time to learn the significance of the ceremony that Maybell had requested. 
 
   Bevaris and Tristan, ever the vigilant warriors, took a group of elves to scout the surrounding area. It was feared that if the enemy thought Darshan gone forever, this would embolden them and prompt an attack. Lee was hoping that, since Kaylia had slain all of Gewey’s attackers, word of his demise would be slow in arriving to agents of Angrääl. 
 
   Several villagers from Sharpstone had ventured into the camp to speak with Lee and Millet. Most wanted to go west and join in the fight. Their outrage at the occupation of their town, combined with their utter inability to fight back at the time, made it almost impossible to dissuade them. But Millet, ever the voice of wisdom and reason, eventually convinced them that they were needed far more by the people at home than the armies fighting in the west. 
 
   Before departing, some of the villagers asked to hear tales of Darshan. They had heard rumors of his powers and triumphs and were now desperate to hear more. Given Darshan’s true identity, Lee felt this was a bad idea. But Kaylia thought differently. She stepped in and regaled them with tales so fantastic and full of heroism that everyone left the camp in total awe. 
 
   “It gives them hope when they hear that such power fights for them,” she explained. “And I would see that the people of my unorem’s home have as much hope as I can provide.”
 
   Lee did not dare to argue.
 
   On the morning of the third day Kaylia rose up early and set about educating the sand masters, explaining to them the different landscapes and obstacles they would be facing during their trek west. Weila was far and away the quickest learner. Not only was she soon able to name and describe more than fifty different plants, she could also state where they could be found, which ones were good to eat, and which had medicinal properties. 
 
   Kaylia was just about to lead the sand masters into the nearby forest for further lessons when her legs suddenly gave way and she crumbled to the ground. Weila was instantly at her side.
 
   “Are you ill?” she asked. “Is it your child?”
 
   Kaylia looked up at the old sand master, a broad smile on her face. Without replying, she sprang to her feet and ran at full speed toward the pavilion where Gewey’s body lay. The six elf guards protecting the site moved quickly aside when they saw her coming.
 
   She was still at full speed and closing rapidly when the flap opened and Gewey stepped out, shielding his eyes and squinting at the morning sun. Before he even had time to gage his surroundings Kaylia crashed into him, sending them both tumbling down onto the soft turf. The moment Gewey’s back struck the ground she began showering him with innumerable small kisses. This continued for several minutes until Kaylia finally completed her welcome with a single long kiss of deep passion, utter relief, and unending devotion. 
 
   Gewey allowed the renewal of their bond to envelop his soul and wash his spirit clean. It was almost painful when their lips parted. He made no move to rise, content merely to gaze into Kaylia's eyes from the flat of his back.
 
   “You have no idea how beautiful you are to me,” he whispered, touching her belly. “I love you both.”
 
   Kaylia's emotions burst forth and she embraced Gewey again, weeping for joy. “I knew you would come back to me…to us.”
 
   By the time they finally got to their feet Lee and Jacob had arrived, while Linis, Dina, Nahali and Millet could be seen fast approaching. Weila was transfixed, for now unable to do any more than simply stare in disbelief. Jacob reached out and touched Gewey’s arm, just to be sure that he was real. But it was Lee who was the first to embrace him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Gewey. “I should have never said–”
 
   “Now is not the time for apologies,” Lee told him. “Even if they were necessary. That you live is a miracle.”
 
   The others took their turn in welcoming Gewey back to the land of the living. Dina did so somberly while still holding the urn containing Maybell’s remains.
 
   Gewey knew what they were without being told. He took the urn from Dina, bowing his head with deep respect. 
 
   “If you will come with me,” he said, “I will tell you all how brave and pure Maybell is. And what she did so that I might live.”
 
   “We should call for Lyrial,” suggested Kaylia. 
 
   Gewey nodded his agreement, then led everyone inside the pavilion and asked them all to sit in a tight circle. When Lyrial arrived she was laughing uncontrollably. That was, until Kaylia cleared her throat to get her attention.
 
   “Can he be real?” Lyrial asked.
 
   “He is real,” said Kayla. “And he has a tale to tell.”
 
   “One that I would not miss for every drop of water in the desert,” said Weila.
 
   Once they were all settled, Gewey began recounting his experiences in Shagharath, making certain he left out no detail and stopping several times to answer questions. It took the better part of the day, but when he was finished the group was thoroughly astounded.
 
   “Such things do not even exist in legends,” remarked Linis. “And this god Melek that you spoke of – it is hard to imagine that his name could be wiped so completely from memory. Such an evil would be hard to erase.”
 
   “And what about Maybell?” added Dina. “It would seem her true destiny was revealed at just the right time. To think she held such knowledge for so many years and never understood why until now.”
 
   “Without her, I would still be under the yoke of Melek,” Gewey said solemnly. “And there I would have stayed, trapped in Shagharath until the end of time.”
 
   “And now that you are free, will you continue to Althetas?” asked Linis.
 
   Gewey shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. But I can tell you that this war will soon be over. Shagharath has given me the peace in my heart I've longed for. I have been fighting a battle ever since the first moment I discovered who and what I am; Kaylia knows this better than anyone. The part of me who is Gewey Stedding, and the part of me who is Darshan, have been in a constant struggle for control. Now that struggle is over.”
 
   “And who won?” asked Millet in his typical, calm yet scrutinizing manner.
 
   Gewey smiled and spread his hands. “I did. That is to say, both parts of me have emerged as one. The Gewey Stedding in me has tempered the steel that is Darshan, and for the first time in what seems like forever, I am whole.”
 
    “If your destiny is at hand, should you not seek out your foe?” asked Lyrial
 
   “I won’t need to seek him out,” said Gewey. “I intend to draw him away from his stronghold in Angrääl. I want his only hope for victory to be my death. I may not be in turmoil any longer, but that doesn’t make me all-powerful. If I march into the jaws of his strength, he may be able to defeat me. My experience with the Oracle showed me that his power is not to be underestimated. And my intuition tells me that there is something else hidden. Something I have yet to discover.”
 
    He shook his head. “No. I’ll be the one to choose the time and place of our battle. But in the meantime, people are still fighting and dying. That needs to be stopped as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Isn’t that why we go west?” asked Weila. “To aid our kin and allies? 
 
   “Yes,” said Gewey. “And I think we should still go. But I have an idea, though I need more time to be sure it won’t lead us down the wrong path.” 
 
   “You have friends to help,” Lee pointed out. “Friends with experience you don’t possess.”
 
   Gewey chuckled. “Don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten that I’m still the student. I promise to consult you later. But first of all, I think Maybell deserves to have her rites performed.” 
 
   He looked to Dina. “How long will it take to get ready?”
 
   “The ceremony is simple,” she replied. “It’s the Farewell Song of Ayliazarah. That’s usually followed by a celebration, though I don’t see how that will be possible.”
 
   Weila slapped her knees. “Not possible? Bah! You clearly still know nothing of the desert elves. We may lack for wine, and our rations will make a meager feast, but we have fire, kinship, and songs enough to last until the light of the sun dims forever.” 
 
   “Until dawn will do just fine,” said Gewey, smiling. He pushed himself to his feet. “And now, much as I have missed you all, I would like to spend some time alone with my wife.”
 
   The entire group nodded with understanding, and all grinned as Kaylia stepped beside him and slipped her arm around his waist.
 
   After everyone had departed, Kaylia stepped outside for a moment and returned with a plate of bread and dried meat, along with a jug of wine. 
 
   It may not have been a feast, but they ate slowly, savoring every mouthful of their first meal together since being reunited. Once finished, Kaylia poked her head out of the flap and whispered a few words to the guards. A couple of minutes later two elves brought in a large clay pitcher of steaming hot water and sat it in the center of the pavilion. Kaylia retrieved a rag from the corner, which she dipped slowly into the water. Gewey grinned sheepishly. 
 
   “Is there a reason that you are still dressed, my love?” she asked playfully.
 
   He reached into the pitcher and took the rag from her hand.
 
   “I was about to ask you the same question,” he responded.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 14
 
   Dina performed the rites for Maybell flawlessly. Her clear, strong voice carried out over the entire camp as she sang the Farewell Song of Ayliazarah. At the beginning Gewey did his best not to weep, but he found himself succumbing to his sorrow long before the song ended. The sight of his tears encouraged at first dozens, then hundreds of the other mourners to join him in openly sobbing. 
 
   With the ceremony completed, Dina held her arms wide and smiled brightly.
 
   “Let us rejoice in the memory of our friend, Sister Maybell,” she called out with splendid joy. “For she has earned a place in our hearts and put a song on our lips. May Ayliazarah bless her and keep her forever in the light of heaven.”
 
   Though the elves had never witnessed this ritual before, they instinctively knew that it was now time for the celebrations to begin. Their cheers erupted in a symphony of elation.
 
   Weila had been correct about the lack of wine and good food not hindering her kin from merrymaking. Within minutes, the sounds of small wooden flutes and gleeful voices could be heard throughout the encampment.  
 
   Gewey and Lee were soon being challenged to wrestling matches and foot races, both of which Gewey respectfully declined. Lee, on the other hand, was in the mood for some sport. He won every match, and all but one race. Jacob clearly enjoyed seeing his father having fun and was more than willing to cheer him on. He even took part in one match himself. But unfortunately this was against Weila, and he was swiftly beaten. 
 
   As it neared midnight, Bevaris and Tristan returned. After the initial shock of Gewey’s resurrection had worn off a little they managed to report that scattered units of Angrääl soldiers had been seen, every one of them heading south. None of these units appeared interested in the fact that a large elf army was close at hand, even though their presence would certainly be well known to the enemy by now.
 
   Gewey pulled Lee away from the festivities and together with Kaylia led him to an outlaying area where a small fire burned. This was surrounded by bedrolls and dishes. 
 
   Lee pushed a blanket aside and seated himself close to the fire. “With all these games, it’s easy to forget that we are now in the dead of winter.” He looked up and smiled. “At least there’s no snow. I never did care for that white stuff.”
 
   “Not good for a man from Hazrah,” joked Gewey, taking a seat beside him.
 
   Kaylia pulled a flask of brandy from a pouch in her belt and passed it to Lee. “A gift from Linis.”
 
   Lee eagerly opened the flask and took a large gulp. The sweet scent filled the air, encouraging Gewey to breathe in deeply.
 
   “So, I take it that you want to tell me about this plan of yours,” Lee said, as he passed the flask over.
 
   Gewey held the flask under his nose. “You know, I never thought I would learn to truly appreciate plum brandy. But after seeing Shagharath…” He paused to take a drink. “I feel there are many things I will never take for granted again.” 
 
   Lee was still chuckling at this remark when Gewey added: “I think we should take Baltria.”
 
   The laughter quickly ceased. Lee sat back, raising an eyebrow. “Do you think we can?”
 
   “I think we must,” said Gewey. “King Lousis fights in the west. And I’m sure we can agree that Angrääl is staging its attack from Baltria’s port.”
 
   Lee nodded. “That would certainly be my guess. It’s probably why he moved there first, and why he secured the Goodbranch. But do we have the numbers for this? Even with you leading us, Baltria is well defended. The approach is made narrow by the swampy terrain and the city walls are thick and high.”
 
   “True,” agreed Gewey. “But if we succeed we take away the Dark Knight’s ability to supply his armies in the west. He’ll have to pull back and try to re-take the city.”
 
   “That, or he’ll march overland and concentrate his forces west,” countered Lee. “Hoping to win there, where resistance is most fierce.”
 
   “Either way, it disrupts his plans,” said Gewey. “With Angrääl out of Baltria we can choke off his supplies, and at the same time create a supply line of our own to the west.”
 
   Lee nodded. “This is all true. And if we had three times our numbers I wouldn’t think twice about going through with your plan.”
 
   “What about Helenia?” asked Gewey. “Perhaps we could convince them to fight with us.”
 
   “I doubt it,” said Lee. “The king fears Angrääl, and thinks that the only reason the city remains unconquered is due to his supposed neutrality.”
 
   “Then perhaps Darshan can help him understand that neutrality is no longer an option.”  Gewey grinned wickedly while handing the flask back to Lee. “Surely the name is known there. What would he do if a column of flames erupted in the city square?”
 
   Lee laughed. “I don’t know. But I would like to find out.”
 
   “I think you should leave the people of Helenia out of the fray,” objected Kaylia. “They are your people, Gewey, and the Dark Knight has left them in peace for the time being. We should not tempt him to change his mind.”
 
   Gewey thought for a moment, then nodded. “I suppose you’re right. But so is Lee. Taking Baltria would be much easier with a larger army.”
 
   “There is another option,” Lee suggested. “I have friends and allies there. Perhaps we could even the odds from within.”
 
   “Barty and Randson may still be there as well,” added Gewey. “Is there a way we can get into the city unseen?”
 
   “We can’t,” Lee replied. “But I can.”  
 
   Before Gewey could object, Lee held up his hand. “If Vrykol are anywhere in Baltria, they’ll sniff you out in a second. I should take Millet with me as well. The two of us know Baltria better than anyone, so it shouldn’t be a problem to move about unnoticed. Especially when they have an elf army led by the mighty Darshan bearing down on their city walls. They’ll be far too busy worrying about you to care about us.”
 
   “Once you’re inside, what will you do?” asked Kaylia. 
 
   “I suppose I’ll have to improvise,” replied Lee, giving an elaborate wink.
 
   “Are you sure you should take Millet?” Gewey asked. 
 
   Lee chuckled. “I know him well. He won’t allow me to go alone. And he is even more familiar with the back streets of Baltria than I.” His smile slowly vanished. “Besides, if Millet doesn’t go, Jacob will insist that he does, and I can’t have that. If either Millet or I are caught, we’ll likely be killed. Both of us have lived long enough to welcome our end, should it come to that. But Jacob has not. I know I can’t keep him out of danger all the time. After all, this is a war. But I’ll feel better if my son is under your protection while I’m gone. The thought of something happening to him…”
 
   “You are like a second father to me,” said Gewey. “Well…a third actually, now that I think about it.” Lee’s smile returned. “That makes Jacob my brother. So do what you need to do. I will watch over him.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Lee. With a grunt, he pushed himself to his feet. “I should go speak with Millet. I think I saw him with a bottle in his hand earlier. Hopefully he’s only found one, otherwise he’ll be in a foul mood come morning.”
 
   “So you leave tomorrow?” asked Gewey. 
 
   Lee nodded. “And I suggest you follow quickly. Speed is your best ally.”
 
   Gewey watched as Lee disappeared into the camp. The sounds of the celebration suddenly seemed dull and dreary as he thought of yet another battle to come.
 
   “So you intend to draw the Dark Knight out,” said Kaylia. 
 
   “Yes,” Gewey replied. “Though that’s not the only reason I see for taking Baltria. I fear that we may not arrive in time to save King Lousis. But word of Baltria’s fall will travel far faster than an army can. And I don’t think the Dark Knight will ignore such a bad turn of events to go unchallenged. As we have already discussed, losing Baltria will disrupt his supply line and stop his advance cold.”
 
   “Of course, taking the city is one thing,” Kaylia pointed out. “But how do you intend to hold it?”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if we hold it. The elves will continue west after the assault.”
 
   Kaylia cocked her head. “If you don’t intend to keep it, why risk the lives?”
 
   A faint smile formed on Gewey's face. “When I was a young boy, my father sent me to Miss Havershan’s house in town three days a week to study. She taught most of the children in Sharpstone – at least, those whose parents could spare the extra pair of hands. The first day I went, a boy named Walton Vessty decided he didn’t like me. I couldn’t tell you why, but he made it clear that he was not my friend, and made it his mission to make my life difficult. Each day after lessons he would round up his friends and follow me home, throwing rocks at me the whole way.”
 
   “What did you do?” asked Kaylia, clearly bothered by the idea of someone tormenting her unorem, even as a child.
 
   Gewey shrugged. “What could I do? I was outnumbered, and they were all bigger and older than me. So I ran. 
 
   “Eventually, when my father found out what was happening, he went to talk to Mister Vessty. Well, I can tell you, Mister Vessty was a mean-natured son-of-a-pig farmer. He told my father that if I had a problem with his son, best that I solve it myself.”
 
   “And did you?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “In a way,” he replied with a smirk. “My father told me that the next time it happened I should walk right up to Walton and punch him on the nose. Well sure enough, the next day he and his friends were at it again. So I turned around ready to do what my father had told me. But for some reason – and I have no idea why – I picked up a rock instead and threw it as hard as I could. It hit Walton right between the eyes and knocked him out cold.”
 
   Kaylia gave a loud laugh. “Served him right.”
 
   “Yeah,” agreed Gewey. “I thought I might have killed him at the time, but luckily there was no serious harm done. And though we never became friends, he did not bother me again - ever.”
 
   “So is that what attacking Baltria is all about?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “In a way,” said Gewey. “So far, we’ve been running and running while our enemy continues to assault us on all sides. He thinks we can’t do a thing to stop him, and hopes to draw me to his lair where I am at a disadvantage. But if we are successful and deny him Baltria - even for a short time - that could turn the tide in our favor. We will be the aggressor. People need to be shown that the Reborn King is not all powerful. Then perhaps they will not be so afraid and begin to rise up against him.”
 
   “And those same people may be slaughtered in the process,” Kaylia told him. “The Dark Knight is not a boy, and he will not be so easily deterred.”
 
   Gewey sighed. He couldn’t deny that she was speaking the truth. Nonetheless, he also knew that it was the right thing to do. As long as the enemy was allowed to press forward, the Dark Knight would remain in his fortress, unassailable and secure. The only path to victory was to disrupt his plans and force him out. 
 
   Baltria was going to burn – Gewey knew that - and he was going to be the one responsible, either in taking the city or defending it. But it was a sacrifice he would have to make. The western kingdoms would not be the only ones to feel the agony of war. 
 
   Kaylia hopped up, pulling Gewey with her. “Come. Dance with me. There will be time for war tomorrow. Tonight is for celebrating the memory of Maybell.”
 
   Gewey pushed troublesome thoughts to the back of his mind. Soon he and Kaylia were spending the rest of the evening in high-spirited merriment. Luckily, Lee had reached Millet before he’d found a second bottle of wine and they had now retired to a bedroll at the edge of the camp. Gewey spotted them talking in hushed whispers with Lee drawing lines in the dirt, presumably mapping out their entry into the city.
 
   It was near dawn by the time the elves began to bed down. The music continued on, but in contrast to the up-tempo melodies of the early evening, the tunes were now soft and sweet. 
 
   Gewey spoke to Lyrial about his intentions. She seemed unconcerned.
 
   “It matters not where we fight,” she said. “We will follow you into any fray – and we will be victorious.”
 
   Bevaris was less optimistic, though he voiced only a few half-hearted objections. Gewey could tell that the man was still unnerved by his miraculous resurrection. Tristan, on the other hand, was much more accepting of the matter and had no problem in telling Gewey the foolishness of his plan.
 
   “You’re completely mad,” the younger knight said, his mouth twisting in a disapproving scowl. “We’ll never take Baltria. I don’t care how many fireballs you throw at them. The walls of the city are fifteen feet thick and twice as high. They’ll rain down arrows so heavily that they’ll blot out the sun.”
 
   “You must trust me,” Gewey replied. “I promise I can take care of the walls and the arrows. The fight will truly begin once we’re inside. I can’t be in all places at once, and I doubt Angrääl is going to surrender the city easily.”
 
   Tristan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Get us inside and I can promise that the city will be ours.”
 
   Though it was obvious that Bevaris didn’t agree, he simply bowed and began gathering the sand masters. Battle plans needed to be made.
 
   Gewey was acutely aware that their success would hinge entirely on his ability to bring down the walls and gate. There was a time when he would have held doubts over this, but ever since returning from Shagharath he’d had a much greater understanding as to the extent of his powers. He was now confident that he could destroy the wall, regardless of how thick it was. 
 
   The sun was breaking the horizon when Kaylia led him back to the pavilion. She insisted that he sleep for at least a few hours. The elves needed only a short time to prepare and seemed unconcerned that they would be marching with very little rest. 
 
   Just as Kaylia pulled back the flaps to usher him inside, he glanced over to where he had seen Lee and Millet talking earlier. Their bedrolls were now gone. Jacob was sitting there alone, looking very displeased. 
 
   Gewey smiled inwardly. Better angry then dead.
 
   * * * *
 
   Lee was humming a tune that Millet had taught him when he’d first arrived as a scared yet excited young boy in the home of Dauvis Nal’Thain. The road they were riding along was easy for now, almost entirely because Gewey had frightened the enemy away for at least a hundred miles. 
 
   Lee’s mind drifted back to those early days. He had been so excited to explore the world around him. And though his escapades then had only ever been in the close vicinity of Hazrah, they had still seemed like a never-ending series of wild adventures to a boy who had spent most of his time before that locked away in a temple. 
 
   “You still remember that one,” remarked Millet with a lopsided smile. “I sang it to you when you were young.”
 
   “It made me feel safe,” said Lee. “The manor was so big and imposing. I was crying that night, just before you came into my room.”
 
   “I know,” said Millet. “You tried to hide it…but I knew. You may not have missed the temple, but you missed your mother much more than you were willing to admit.”
 
   “You always knew me better than I knew myself. And you knew what to say when I was alone and afraid.” Lee sighed. “You know, I don’t think I’ll see the end of this war, old friend.” His tone wasn’t dark or ominous. Instead, it was accepting…almost welcoming.
 
   Millet chuckled. “I’m amazed that you’ve lived this long.” He then looked at his friend and realized he was not jesting. “Why do you say such things?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Lee shrugged. “It’s a feeling, no more than that. It’s like an itch just out of reach. The more I try to ignore it, the more it bothers me.”
 
   Millet pretended to scowl. “In that case, I’m glad you asked me to come with you. I assume your intention is that we die together.”
 
   Lee laughed merrily. “That was indeed my plan. Why else would we be riding into an enemy stronghold, just ahead of an elf army, led by an angry god?”
 
   Millet joined in Lee’s laughter. “You know, since I became Lord of the House Nal’Thain, it seems as though I’ve become as big a fool as you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 15
 
   King Lousis rode beside King Victis at the vanguard of their magnificent army, backs straight and heads held high. Age and weariness had fallen away from both men, leaving only two fierce warrior kings riding boldly to meet their fates.
 
   Mohanisi had chosen to walk at the rear with Lady Bellisia, who, along with the other more gifted of the elder healers, had continued to work herself far beyond her normal measure of strength. It was only after no small amount of persuasion that she eventually agreed to ride in a wagon rather than continue on foot. Even then, she was reluctant to rest. Most of her time on board was spent with other elders examining the enemy weapon. Mohanisi suggested that perhaps Aaliyah might be able to further the investigation should they see her again. She was by far the most learned among them and had studied for many years on a myriad of subjects. 
 
   The Angrääl army was moving far more swiftly than Lousis would have thought possible. He had managed to close a little on the enemy, but remained fearful that he might not be able to catch up with them before they were reinforced. If that happened, the battle would be fierce…and very short.
 
   On a brighter note, Lord Chiron and his forces were only a few hours away and would be joining them well before nightfall.
 
   “They’re giving us quite a chase,” remarked Victis, maintaining his optimistic tone. 
 
   “They must sense that death is on their heels, my friend,” Lousis joked. 
 
   Even though a little contrived, the two monarch’s jovial mood as they set off that morning had done much to raise the morale of the soldiers. Combined with a bright cool day, it wasn’t long before songs of triumph – of both elf and human composition - were ringing out from the ranks. 
 
   They were well into the afternoon when the sound of trumpets calling out from the west was first heard. Lousis scanned the horizon and was soon able to see the column of haggard and war beaten soldiers led by Lord Chiron coming into view. He immediately ordered a halt, at the same time calling for healers to attend the newly arriving wounded. 
 
   Lord Chiron rode up astride a black mare, his leather armor so beaten and damaged that it looked as if it could fall from his body at any moment. Nonetheless, his familiar, good-natured smile was still very much in evidence. Despite having come straight from a hard fought battle and a long ride, his eyes sparkled with energy. 
 
   “It’s good to see you are still amongst the living,” called Lousis. 
 
   “Am I?” Chiron shouted back, glancing down at the sorry state of his attire. “Until just now I couldn’t tell. I guess the fates still have business with me.”
 
   Both Lousis and Victis let out a hearty laugh.
 
   “I’m afraid that may be to meet your end here with us,” said Victis. 
 
   Chiron positioned his horse alongside the two kings. “Then I could not ask for better company. Tell me what goes on here?”
 
   Lousis told him of their intention to catch the enemy. Chiron approved enthusiastically. But the mood instantly darkened when the subject turned to the death of Theopolou. The news hit Chiron severely and he remained silent for several minutes.
 
   “How did Bellisia fare?” he finally asked, swallowing back his tears.
 
   Lousis shrugged. “She appears to be managing. Though there is no doubt that she feels the loss keenly.”
 
   “As do I,” said Chiron. “But there is no time for mourning. We must be swift if we are to catch our prey.” 
 
   “Can your people march?” asked Victis.
 
    “We are not spent yet,” Chiron told him. “Though our ragged appearance may cause you to believe differently.”
 
   “We think that we can catch them by tomorrow if we press our pace,” said Lousis. 
 
   “We can halt long enough to treat your wounded,” added Victis. “But no longer.”
 
   Chiron nodded sharply. “Then I will tell my captains to make ready.” Excusing himself, he set off to find Bellisia. 
 
   Lousis couldn’t help but feel pity for the elf elder. He had been every bit as close to Theopolou as Bellisia - possibly even closer. From what Lousis had been told, Chiron had been Theopolou’s chief supporter when Darshan was first revealed to his people. The two of them had even fought together in the Great War. It boggled the king’s mind to imagine losing a friend you had known for five hundred years. He remembered how close to utter despair he had come when Lord Maynard was slain outside his manor. Chiron must be hiding unfathomable pain. 
 
   But, so are we all, he told himself.
 
   The mood in the camp that night was light and cheerful. Both humans and elves were aware that the next day would likely be their last, but it didn’t seem to matter. After having been through so many trials together, they were now happy to meet their destiny among comrades both old and new. Two widely conflicting peoples had originally entered the crucible, and they had emerged as one, solid in their unity.  
 
   At least some good has come of this horror, considered Lousis. 
 
   He decided to sleep in the open air that night, much to the chagrin of his guard. The danger of the enemy sending an assassin still existed, and the Vrykol could be as stealthy as they were deadly. But Lousis would not be dissuaded. Soon, Victis, Chiron and Bellisia elected to join him.
 
   Chiron and Bellisia looked to be in better spirits. Lousis guessed that perhaps their mutual friendships with Theopolou was in some way helping them to heal each other. He watched as they sat close, reminiscing with lighthearted tales of Theopolou in days long past. He couldn’t help but think the two elders would make a good match. These thoughts quickly brought High Lady Selena back to his mind. Lousis wondered if he would ever see her again. He promised himself immediately that, should he return safely, they would wed as soon as possible. And if she said no, then he would spend the remainder of his days trying to convince her to change her mind. 
 
   As dawn broke, the seekers returned. Angrääl had ceased its march and was apparently turning to fight. A mixture of fear and elation swept over King Lousis.
 
   If they could win this day, then perhaps they could push on to the coast and engage the enemy there as well, catching them off-guard. And if not completely off-guard, at least soon enough to prevent them from setting up solid defenses. 
 
   “They are three miles to the southwest,” reported a young seeker. 
 
   “Good,” Lousis acknowledged. “Then let’s not keep them waiting.”
 
   “Indeed,” agreed Victis. “We would not want to be discourteous.”
 
   The two men shared a short laugh before urging their horses into a slow walk. Trumpets blared as the army advanced, battle cries and songs heralding their approach.
 
   They had only traveled a mile or so when a long series of massive explosions were suddenly heard in the distance. Though unseen, the resulting tide of shock waves that swept into their ranks was powerful - strong enough to have the men wobbling on their feet and the horses rearing with fright. Minutes later, columns of thick, black smoke began rising up from beyond the hilltops. 
 
   Lousis halted the army immediately.
 
   “We should send scouts,” suggested Victis.
 
   Lousis nodded in agreement and began ordering the captain of his guard to locate the elf seekers who had brought him the earlier report.
 
   “Do not trouble yourself, Your Highness,” called Chiron, who was already making his way through the ranks. “I sent three of my elves the moment I heard the disturbance.”
 
   Bellisia was at his side. Her eyes were now bright, and she no longer had the appearance of someone on the brink of collapse. In one hand she gripped the staff gifted by Darshan, in the other a long sword. 
 
   “It’s good to see you looking better, My Lady,” remarked Victis. “It would seem that you’re more than ready for battle.”
 
   Bellisia smiled and sheathed her sword. “Sometimes the words of a good friend can help where sleep cannot.”
 
   It wasn’t long before the seekers returned. A tall, dark haired elf approached, a perplexed look on his face. For a moment he just stood there in silence.  
 
   “What’s happened?” demanded Lousis. 
 
   “I do not know,” he admitted, shaking his head. “They’re…they’re all dead.”
 
   “Who’s dead?” asked Victis.
 
   “The Angrääl army,” he replied. “Every last one of them. Some burned to ashes, others ripped apart, hundreds piled on top of each other…but all dead.”
 
   Lousis and those around him exchanged looks of utter confusion. 
 
   “Show me,” the king ordered. 
 
   The elf bowed and quickly set off, with Lousis, Victis, Chiron, and Bellisia all following close behind.  They had only gone a few yards when Mohanisi joined them. The king’s guard sprang to life, surrounding the entire group.
 
   “We should use caution,” said Mohanisi, troubled by the news. 
 
   All nodded in agreement. 
 
   The tension was high as the seeker led them to the edge of a large open field. By now, acrid smoke was already burning their eyes and choking their breath, while the stench of burned flesh and charred earth was almost unbearable. Some three hundred yards ahead, a tall hill spanning the entire breadth of the field rose up. The seeker stopped and pointed, but it was unnecessary. The carnage was easy to see.
 
   Beginning at the base of the hill and rising all the way to the top, mutilated and charred bodies were scattered literally everywhere. At the crest, possibly thousands of corpses had been unceremoniously thrown together and heaped into giant mounds more than twenty feet high. The catapults at the rear of these mounds were still smoldering, causing the air around them to ripple from the heat, so giving the horizon an even more disturbing appearance. 
 
   “They picked a good spot to fight,” was the only thing Lousis could find to say. But his words went unheard.
 
   “What could do this?” gasped Bellisia. 
 
   “Only Darshan possesses such power,” said Mohanisi. 
 
   “Apparently not,” corrected Victis. 
 
   “We should leave,” said one of Lousis’ guards. “Whoever – or whatever - did this may still be nearby.”
 
   “We are no safer in our camp than we are here,” countered Lousis. “It would seem that our army is no protection at all from whatever danger is out there.”
 
   “Look!” exclaimed Chiron, pointing to the top of the hill.
 
   At first, only the elves could see what Chiron was pointing at through the ripples of intense heat. Then Lousis and the other humans saw it as well.
 
   From amongst the monstrous piles of bodies, a lone figure emerged. It descended the hill with slow, deliberate steps and headed straight toward them. 
 
   As it came closer, the features became clear. It was a young man of no more than twenty years old with shoulder length, sandy blond hair. He appeared wholly unremarkable in every way: from his medium build and average height, right through to his commonplace attire of a plain white tunic and tan trousers. A small dagger was tucked in his belt, but other than that he looked to be unarmed. Lousis could see that the man’s eyes were fixed firmly on him. 
 
   He halted his guard as they moved to intercept the newcomer. “If he is the cause of this devastation, there is nothing you can do. And if not, then I doubt he is any threat.”
 
   Though still out of earshot of Lousis’ words, the man raised his hand and called out. “I am no threat, my king. Please do not fear me.”
 
   Lousis scrutinized the young man closely. There was truly nothing to indicate he was dangerous. In fact, the most remarkable thing about him was that he appeared entirely unremarkable. He wasn’t ugly, yet not overly attractive – the type of person who could easily pass by completely unnoticed. He stopped a few yards away, as if sensing the tension building.
 
   “Who are you?” inquired Lousis firmly. “And what do you know about what happened here?”
 
   The man tilted his head and smiled. “Who am I? I am a friend. And as far as what happened here, I am happy to tell you. But first, do any of you have any food? I have not eaten in….” He burst into laughter. “Well, let us just say that it has been a very long time.”
 
   Lousis looked over his shoulder and nodded. One of the guards pulled a strip of dried meat from his pouch and tossed it over. The throw fell short, but the man’s movements were nimble. He was able to catch the offering well before it hit the ground. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said, tearing off a piece. 
 
   He moaned with satisfaction while slowly chewing the meat, savoring each moment it was in his mouth. At last, he swallowed and sighed. “I hope there is more.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Lousis. “And you are welcome to as much as you like if you can answer my question.”
 
   “Which question is that?”
 
   Lousis glowered. “Do not play games with me, boy. I want to know exactly what happened here.”
 
   “You have fed me,” said the man, unimpressed by the king’s display of anger. “And in return I will tell you that your enemy was slain by the power of heaven. A power sent by the one you know as Darshan.”
 
   The name caused everyone to stir.
 
   “And are you this power?” asked Lousis. 
 
   The man nodded. “I am. I am the wrath and the hammer. I am the storm that comes to sweep away those who would destroy you.” He bowed low. “My name is Melek. And I am at your command.”
 
   “You tell us that you were sent here by Darshan,” Lousis said incredulously. “How do we know this to be true?”
 
   Melek glanced over his shoulder at the carnage littering the hillside. “Is that not evidence enough for you? I have defeated your enemy. I have saved the lives of many a brave elf and human who would have undoubtedly died in battle against a superior force. And I will continue to do so - unless you command otherwise.”
 
   Lousis thought for a long moment before taking a deep breath. “Will you accompany us back to our camp? There you can be better fed and we can talk further.”
 
   Mohanisi stepped forward. His eyes denoted mistrust and apprehension. “If Darshan sent you, why is it he has never mentioned your name to us?”
 
   Melek chuckled. “My dear elf. Darshan was only made aware of me recently. His bravery is the reason I am here, and I am deeply in his debt.” 
 
   His smile vanished. “And if I was your enemy…” The ground began to tremble, then stopped after a few seconds. “But I am not. And your childish fears are unnecessary.”
 
   All the elves stared in wonder.
 
   “Only once have I felt such power,” gasped Chiron.
 
   “Then you know that I cannot be false,” said Melek. “For I am the same as Darshan.”
 
   “How can this be?” asked Mohanisi.
 
   Melek grinned. “If we can obey our king and return to your camp,” he suggested, not even trying to disguise a demeaning tone. “Perhaps then I can eat and you can hear my tale in full.”
 
   Mohanisi stepped back, his face still awash with doubt.
 
   Apart from Melek humming an odd little tune over and over again, the journey back to camp was made in total silence. During the trek, the fact that Lousis’ guard made a great show of forming a protective barrier between the two monarchs and their new guest seemed to amuse Melek greatly. Frequently he waited for a small gap between the guard’s horses to appear, then lured them into thinking that he was about to dart through it. As they hurried to close the gap, he would back off and laugh softly. The guards were much less amused.
 
   After arriving back at the camp, Louis ordered his captains to stand down and then led Melek to the southern end of the settlement. Here, he ordered a tent be erected and food prepared for their guest. Melek thanked the king and waited patiently until his accommodation was made ready. A number of curious glances were shot in his direction as he stood there. Rumors were already spreading, and the general mood was changing to one of trepidation and confusion. 
 
   Once all was prepared, Lousis showed Melek inside the tent and over to a small table in the corner. On this sat a bowl of beef stew and a plate of fruit and bread. A bottle of wine together with a small wooden cup completed the meal. 
 
   “I’m afraid that this is the best we can do under the circumstances,” said Lousis.
 
   Chairs for the rest of the group had also been brought in and arranged in a semi-circle at the tent’s center. Lousis had already instructed his guard and the seekers to keep what they had seen to themselves for the time being. Rumors may be unstoppable within an army, but he did not want to spread the word that a god other than Darshan now walked amongst them. Not until he could be sure of Melek’s sincerity and intentions.
 
   Melek ate ravenously, stuffing the food into his mouth and gulping down the wine as if he was on the brink of starvation. When all was gone, he let out a sad sigh.
 
   “I can have more brought if you wish,” offered Lousis.
 
   Melek held up his hand and shook his head. “No thank you, Your Highness. This must all be quite confusing, and I am sure you are anxious to hear answers.”
 
   “Indeed,” Lousis affirmed. “You can begin by telling us how you know Darshan?”
 
   “The answer to that is not as straightforward as it might seem,” Melek replied. “But I will try to tell you as simply as possible.” He stood up and carried his chair over to join the others. “As I have already told you, I am the same as Darshan - a god. At least, that is what you call us. I was imprisoned in a place called Shagharath until Darshan freed me. In order to repay this debt I have pledged to help him vanquish the one you know as the Reborn King. Or the Dark Knight, if you prefer.”
 
   “I have heard of Shagharath,” said Bellisia. 
 
   “As have I,” added Chiron. “But only as a legend. I never thought it to be a real place.”
 
   Melek’s eyes darkened. “It is very real, I can assure you. I languished in that nightmare longer than you can imagine. And there I thought I would spend eternity. That is, until Darshan came. Through his mercy I have a second chance at life…now that I am free.”
 
   Mohanisi leaned in to meet Melek’s eyes. “You say you were a prisoner. How did this happen? How is a god imprisoned? And by whom?”
 
   Melek sniffed. “By those I trusted most. There are many things you do not know. Many tales you have not heard. That the nine gods worshiped in this world were not the first created is one of those tales. I was the first and most powerful. And then....” 
 
   He paused as if the words would not come. “And then my wife, Ustrea. She came next. Together, we gave birth to the nine gods you know today. They are my children and I loved them dearly. And it was my love for them that caused my downfall.” 
 
   “Are you saying that your children imprisoned you?” Mohanisi pressed. “How could that be accomplished if your power is so great?” 
 
   Melek frowned. “Are the gods not imprisoned now? Was this not accomplished by a mere human? I was betrayed; that is the truth. If you do not believe me, I will speak no more of this until Darshan arrives.”
 
   “I meant no offense,” said Mohanisi, though his tone was unapologetic. “Please continue with your tale.”
 
   There was a long pause as the pair locked eyes. Finally, an understanding smile crept over Melek’s face. He gave a soft laugh. “You are right to question me, of course. I forget how mortal minds work. I have been alone for such a long time.” 
 
   He leaned back and folded his hands in his lap.  “As I was saying – eventually I was betrayed. In spite of my warnings, and directly against the commands of the Creator, Gerath wished to rule in the mortal realm. He came down from heaven and demanded worship and sacrifice. Those who would not bow to his will were destroyed. My wife and the rest of my children wanted to rise up against him, but I knew they were no match for his power. So I did the unthinkable. I created Shagharath as a place to contain his evil, then forged a weapon known as the Fangs of Yajna that was able to send his spirit there.”
 
   A frown formed on Melek’s face. “But Gerath was clever. He discovered my plan and set about poisoning the minds of his brothers and sisters. Eventually, they all turned against their mother and me. They stole my weapon, then lured us into a trap. We fought on the shores of what you call the Western Abyss – and in the end it was not Gerath, but his parents who were both cast into the hell of Shagharath.”
 
   “Is your wife still there?” Mohanisi asked.
 
   Melek shook his head and shut his eyes. “Ustrea could not bear her fate. Before too long she threw herself into the pit of oblivion. Her light is no more.” His words were a lament. 
 
   “I am sorry if I have caused you pain with my persistence,” said Mohanisi.  “But these are things we must know if we are to trust you.”
 
   Melek smiled. “I understand. And I would like to tell you the tale in full, but that is far longer than you can ever fathom. You would grow to old age before hearing even the half of it. Darshan was able to know me and trust me because we are kin. As for you, I can only answer your questions and hope that you recognize truth when you hear it.”
 
   “I want to believe you,” said Lousis. “Another god as an ally would be more than I could dream of. But I must still be cautious. Darshan is not here to corroborate your story.”
 
   “That brings me to another question,” Bellisia interjected. “Why is Darshan not with you?”
 
   “When he released me from Shagharath, his physical body was far away from here,” Melek explained. “But I had not yet taken a physical form so was able to see vast distances in a single instant. When I saw that the friends of my liberator were on the verge of defeat, I chose to take form here so as to aid you in your hour of need.”
 
   “And we thank you for that,” added Lousis. “But tell me…how did Darshan know of you? None of us have ever heard the name Melek before. And how did he find a way to release you?”
 
   “I am afraid to say that one of his friends sacrificed her life in order to help him secure my freedom,” said Melek. “A human named Maybell had knowledge of my imprisonment, and of how to release me. She was the only human who knew of my plight. She understood that with me at Darshan’s side, the war would quickly be over and thousands of lives saved. Unfortunately, it meant that she had to accompany him to Shagharath.” He lowered his eyes. “Her body was destroyed in the process.”
 
   “I knew Maybell,” said Lousis. “She was a good, kind woman. I am saddened to hear of her passing.”
 
   Melek stood and surveyed the gathering. “I know you have many reservations. And that your questions are more numerous than the stars. But if you will allow me to prove myself through my actions, by the time Darshan arrives you will already be calling me friend. Together we can beat back the darkness that threatens to encompass this world, and ensure that it never returns.”
 
   “How do you propose to prove yourself?” asked Lousis.
 
   Melek flashed a toothy grin. “By rescuing the rest of your army. Those who fight in the south will surely be defeated if no help comes. Let me save them before it is too late.”
 
   “You know of their fate?” asked Lousis, anxious to hear news of Nehrutu and Aaliyah.
 
   “Your enemy is clever,” Melek replied. “He sent an army to meet them and sank most of their vessels. At this moment they are attempting to break through to join you.” He shook his head. “They will not succeed.”
 
   “How do you know this?” asked Chiron.
 
   “Partly because of what I saw when I left Shagharath. And partly because I pried it from the mind of the enemy commander.” His grin turned malicious. “He was most helpful.”
 
   Lousis rubbed his chin. “Can you give us time to discuss this?”
 
   “As you wish, Your Highness. But know that each minute of delay is another life lost.”
 
   Lousis nodded slowly and stood. The others did the same. “Please make yourself comfortable,” he said. “My guard will be just outside should you require anything.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Melek. “If I could have some more to eat….”
 
   “I will see to it at once,” said Lousis. He then turned and led the others out.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Melek watched with an artificial smile as they departed. He held his fleshy hands in front of his face and groaned.
 
   “Is this what I am reduced to?” he muttered. 
 
   His subtle yet effective use of the flow of the spirit had worked. He could have easily used more force while manipulating their minds. But if he had, the elves present might have sensed what he was doing. 
 
   Better this way, he thought. To leave Darshan’s friends mostly unchanged may be the wiser course. Not that he will need much persuading once he learns the truth about his foe. Then, he will have no choice but to accept my help. And after that, he will give me his in return.
 
   A short time later a soldier entered with more food. Melek thanked him and began devouring the meal. The body he had used to create his physical form had been nearly starved. But if he’d remained in spirit form any longer than he had, he would have simply blinked out of existence. He’d needed to bind himself to the earth quickly, and this poor creature was the only human close enough to the Angrääl army for him to reach and destroy it before battle commenced. 
 
    I should have just used a soldier, he thought. In any event, it was far too late now. This was his body in this world until heaven could be unlocked....unlocked and conquered.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Lousis led the others to the very far edge of the camp. Here, he hoped, they would be beyond the hearing of a god, though he doubted it. He could feel the eyes of the soldiers following him as they passed by. Though the secret of exactly what had happened to the enemy army was being well kept for the time being, there was no hiding the pillars of black smoke rising from their position. Combined with the arrival of a young man who was immediately allowed to speak privately to both himself and King Victis, not to mention all of the most senior elves, it was clear to everyone in the camp that something significant must have come about.
 
   Once in a relatively secluded area, Lousis gathered the others close.
 
   “My instincts tell me to believe him,” he stated firmly.  
 
   Before they even realized what they were doing, everyone but Mohanisi nodded in agreement.
 
   “You have reservations?” asked Chiron.
 
   “I cannot explain why,” he replied. “But I feel as if we are being manipulated. Do none of you find his story lacking substance? He explains very little, and yet we are ready to accept it after asking only a few questions.”
 
   Lousis shrugged. “Even if you’re right, my friend – what can we do? Melek offers to destroy our enemy in our most desperate hour of need. Should he not be who he claims to be, I would still be grateful for that.”
 
   “I agree,” said Victis. “If not one word of what he says about himself is true, our enemy still lies dead on the field at this very moment. That is a difficult fact to ignore.” 
 
   “And can we ignore what he tells us of Nehrutu and Aaliyah?” added Lousis. “They may well be in a desperate situation, just as he says. Do we leave their fate to chance?”
 
   His words were met by silent agreement. 
 
   “Good,” said Lousis. “Then we will accept his help for now. At least until we are able to speak with Darshan.”
 
   He paused for any objections. There were none. 
 
   Lousis nodded. “So let us inform our new friend.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 16
 
   Aaliyah reached over to give Nehrutu’s hand a slight squeeze. She couldn’t help but notice that his once soft palms were now calloused and rough from the hardships of war. He looked into her eyes and responded through their bond by sending waves of love and strength.
 
   In the distance, the banners of Angrääl fluttered in a gentle breeze. Scouts had told Nehrutu that because of the swift way in which he had moved their army, the enemy was finding it impossible to compensate and consolidate their forces. Even so, they were still greatly outnumbered. It would be a hard fought victory if they were able to prevail. And afterward, they would be chased north the entire way. 
 
   Nehrutu raised his arm and the name Darshan rose like a tide from the ranks. Seconds later, as if in an angry response, the enemy catapults began sending dozens of deadly projectiles hurtling through the air toward them. This was the moment that Nehrutu had been waiting for. He and Aaliyah immediately sent a whirlwind roaring skyward. Their initial combined efforts managed to slow the heavy balls but not completely stop them. The pair of them pressed harder - and then even harder still - until both were at the absolute limit of their power. The missiles gradually slowed more until, with a huge sigh of relief from Nehrutu, they eventually hung motionless in the air. They remained like this for a short time before exploding in a series of mighty booms.
 
   The blasts from these explosions were sufficient to send more than half of their soldiers stumbling to the ground. But it was only a temporary setback. They were back on their feet within moments and charging across the open field toward the enemy ranks. Nehrutu and Aaliyah maintained the flow of the air as their soldiers advanced, all the while looking out for the Vrykol they felt sure would be sent to disrupt their power.
 
   “Where are they?” shouted Nehrutu. “Surely our luck cannot be so good?”
 
   Just as his words were spoken, the first sounds of clashing steel tore through the air. Nehrutu smiled over at Aaliyah. She looked supremely confident and powerful. In fact, since she had learned of Darshan’s death, it was as if her own powers had somehow doubled to match the ferocity of her heart. 
 
   She returned his smile. Then, drawing a long knife with one hand and holding the dagger given to her by Darshan in the other, she stormed ahead to join the fray. Nehrutu followed, struggling to keep pace even though the bond he now shared with Aaliyah had given him speed and strength way beyond anything he had ever experienced before. 
 
   As he drew closer Nehrutu could see that their initial charge had already succeeded in pushing Angrääl back at least twenty yards. The humans had taken position on their left and right flanks, allowing the elves to run straight up the middle and wedge the enemy apart. The original plan to send the humans into the center had been set aside following Aaliyah’s magnificent motivational performance on the beach. Fueled by her words, such was the fury of the elves they had virtually demanded the new strategy and were confident of winning the day. 
 
   Even so, Nehrutu had elected to leave three men bearing trumpets at the rear. In spite of the elves’ renewed determination, he knew they would need to be careful. If they penetrated too deeply there was a danger of finding themselves surrounded. They needed to scatter the enemy’s center rather than simply cause it to fall back. If Nehrutu signaled one trumpet blast they were to halt the advance. Two blasts meant to regroup and fall back slowly. 
 
   There was no signal for a full retreat.
 
   By the time Nehrutu approached the front he found himself being forced to step over dozens of slain Angrääl soldiers. It seemed that the savagery of the elves and the courage of the humans was easily overcoming the handicap of their fewer numbers. What’s more, the enemy catapults were becoming much less of a threat; should they fire now they would be destroying their own men as well.
 
   So devastating had their attack been, it was nearly half an hour before he and Aaliyah actually came face-to-face with an enemy soldier. A fair-haired youth wielding a chipped battle-axe, his helmet and shield battered to the point of uselessness, was the first Nehrutu confronted. Ignoring his enemy’s fear, he took the youth’s head from his shoulders with one quick stroke. 
 
   Aaliyah was faring just as well. Her speed was astonishing. With a single fluid movement she ducked beneath a lunging spear, plunged her dagger into the heart of its wielder, then gutted a second soldier with her long knife.  
 
   The rage he could feel coming from her was not an uncontrollable inferno, but a righteous current of governed passion. Again and again the enemy fell to her flashing steel. So slow were their reactions to her attacks, they looked as if frozen in time by comparison. 
 
   It was then that Nehrutu felt Vrykol for the first time. Though, to his great relief, there was only one of them. He could sense it approaching from his left, its malice growing by the second. The creature was making no effort to disguise its objective....Aaliyah. 
 
   It wasn’t until it was ten yards away that Nehrutu caught sight of its black cloak and wicked steel. Aaliyah also knew it was there, but was heavily occupied with six soldiers who had rushed her position. She was having no trouble in avoiding their clumsy attempts to run her through, but they all bore shields. Nehrutu knew it would take her time to overcome them.
 
   With a dozen blinding strokes he cut his way through the enemy and placed himself directly between the creature and Aaliyah. He heard a hissing laugh escape from beneath its hood. 
 
   An elf fighter stepped in and tried to take the beast’s head, but it raised its blade and parried the strike. Before the elf could counter, the Vrykol spun. Steel met flesh, ripping through the elf’s mid-section until it lodged in his spine. Blood sprayed from his mouth and poured from the wound. In a blur of movement the Vrykol kicked the elf free from his sword and lurched at Nehrutu.
 
   Sparks flew as the two blades clashed. The Vrykol pushed forward, swinging in tightly controlled arcs that would have cut almost any other opponent to ribbons. While skillfully evading or blocking each new onslaught, Nehrutu was also able to slip his own blade through barely perceivable gaps in the Vrykol’s defense. He found the creature’s flesh at least five times, though none of these strikes slowed it in the slightest. But Nehrutu pressed on, knowing that it was only a matter of time before an opportunity would arise to take the beast’s head. 
 
   He could feel Aaliyah’s concern in the back of his mind, but didn’t allow this to distract him. She had slain all but two of the soldiers, and both of these were already badly wounded and falling back. But Nehrutu had every intention of ending his fight with the Vrykol long before she could come to his aid. 
 
   Then he saw it – an opening. So focused was he on unleashing the killer blow, he failed to spot the Angrääl swordsman to his right, or hear the anguished cry of Aaliyah as cruel steel pierced his side. The blade pushed deep, causing pain to shoot throughout his entire body. As his legs buckled, the black cloak of the Vrykol closed in.
 
    The last thing Nehrutu heard before fading into oblivion was the beast’s foul hissing laugh raking at his ears. 
 
   * * * * *
 
   Aaliyah watched in horror as the sword pierced Nehrutu’s side. His eyes squeezed tightly shut in the agony of the moment, blood trickling from his mouth. She did not need to be told that the blow was fatal; already she could feel him starting to slip away. Letting out a desperate scream and ignoring all danger to her own people nearby, she released a tremendous blast of fire that instantly consumed her two remaining attackers. 
 
   By now, the soldier who had dealt the deadly strike had yanked his sword free and stepped back to allow the Vrykol to finish the job. The sudden eruption of fire startled both of them for a moment. Before they recovered, Aaliyah was already across the distance separating her from the two enemies. Her dagger plunged into the human’s heart, meting out instant vengeance. But the Vrykol was undeterred. It raised its sword arm to end Nehrutu. 
 
   Without even thinking about her actions, the flow of the spirit leapt forth from Aaliyah and ensnared the beast. It struggled desperately to hold on to its life, but her rage would not be denied. In no time at all the creature’s spirit had been torn apart and its body crumbled to dust. 
 
   Dropping her long knife, Aaliyah rushed to her husband’s side. His life was all but gone. Drawing every bit of power she could muster, she set to healing the massive wound. Had it been any other case she would have admitted that such an injury was beyond her skill. But such thoughts were never allowed to enter her mind. She would save him. Whatever the cost.
 
   Three of her former crewmembers saw her kneeling beside his body and hurried to surround her. The battle still raged yet she was no longer trying to protect herself.
 
   “Let us carry him away,” pleaded a tall elder elf. 
 
   She did not respond.
 
   “If you allow us to help, we will not leave his side,” he pressed. “But we must get his body clear of the battle.”
 
   The sense of his remarks finally got through to Aaliyah. She nodded sharply and allowed the elves to carry Nehrutu to the rear. Throughout the withdrawal her hands never left him as she continued her efforts to save his life. 
 
   The battle raged on until the sun disappeared over the horizon, the red sky matching the blood soaked earth. Finally, a deep clear horn blasted from the Angrääl rear signaling their surviving soldiers into full retreat. With Aaliyah engrossed in attending her dying husband, several of the commanders took charge and ordered that there be no pursuit. The day was theirs, but the fighting had taken its toll on their lines. The best strategy, they decided, was to regroup and attempt to push north at first light. 
 
   Aaliyah was unconcerned with plans and strategies. Nehrutu’s life hung by a thread, and she knew that she lacked the strength to save him. But the thought of giving up was not even considered. Her kin from the ships assisted as best they could, but though their ability with the flow was strong, their skills at healing were limited. Mostly they helped by simply giving Aaliyah their strength and allowing her to use it in her own way.   
 
   This continued without pause until dawn. The army was now ready to move, but Aaliyah showed no sign that she would be joining them. Nehrutu had been stripped of his bloodied clothes and his wound cleaned and dressed, though by now it was little more than a bright pink line just below his ribcage. Skin was easy to repair. The rest of him was something else. 
 
   “My Lady,” said one of the senior human commanders. “We must march before Angrääl can recover.”
 
   Aaliyah lifted her bloodshot eyes and nodded. “Then go. I will remain here.”
 
   “But, My Lady,” he protested. “There is no hope. Even your own people say this.”
 
   “And they may be right,” she affirmed. “But he is my love and the reason I draw breath. However weak he may be, I still feel our bond. He cannot be moved - so I cannot be moved.”
 
   “But what if the enemy catches you out here alone?” he argued. “You will be killed.”
 
   She nodded with acceptance. “Then we shall die together.”
 
   “We will stay here with you,” offered one of the sailors.
 
   “No,” she replied firmly. “You must fight on and find a way to return home.” She smiled up at the circle of elves. “And when you arrive back on our shores, speak kindly of us.”
 
   It was clear that there would be no debate. The crewmembers bowed reverently in unison, then slowly dispersed. 
 
   Hundreds of people came by to pay their respects as the army began to depart, though they all stayed at a discreet distance. After a few hours the sound of marching boots faded, leaving only the wind, the birds, and Nehrutu’s shallow breathing. Aaliyah continued with a slow yet steady stream of healing energy through the thin strand that remained of their bond. 
 
   She rested her head on his chest. When the time comes, she thought, I will do as the elves of this land, and allow myself to follow you into death.
 
   Time now held little meaning, and when she next looked up the sun was once again breaking over the horizon. Nehrutu still lived, but Aaliyah could no longer detect even the slightest thought or emotion. She knew that before the day was over his spirit would finally lose its hold on mortal flesh and their bond would disintegrate.
 
   By midday, the heat of the sun was bearing down. Aaliyah caused a gentle breeze to waft over them and smiled down at her husband as it blew his silken hair away from his face. There was now only minutes remaining. She closed her eyes, continuing to send Nehrutu messages of devotion and undying love while a connection – however slight - still lingered. 
 
   All at once, the wind began to rise and swirl around them. Aaliyah huddled closer to Nehrutu’s body in order to shelter it from the flying dust and sand that was stinging her eyes. But then, as suddenly as it had started, the wind was calm again. A bright light was shining only a few feet away: a light so bright and pure that Aaliyah could not bear to look at it directly.
 
   “Why are you sad?” came a voice. It was musical and kind in a way that she had never heard before. It was as if the earth itself had taken pity on her.
 
   From out of the light stepped the lone figure of a young human. His simple dress and youthful features were made beautiful by the heavenly glow that emanated from his earthly flesh. 
 
   Aaliyah was overwhelmed by the vision. Tears burst forth. “He dies. My love…he dies.”
 
   In spite of his youth, the human smiled with a father’s understanding. “He will not die. Not if you wish him to stay with you.” He stepped closer. “Is that your wish?”
 
   Unable to speak through her sobs, she nodded her head vigorously.
 
   The man knelt beside Aaliyah. “Then it shall be so.” Placing his hands over Nehrutu’s chest, he drew in a deep breath. 
 
   Aaliyah gasped as the power of the flow sprang to life with an intensity that she never imagined possible. She looked on in spellbound wonder as Nehrutu’s eyes fluttered open and a weak smile crept upon his lips. 
 
   The man stood. “Now you can find joy again.”
 
   Aaliyah reached up and took hold of his hand, kissing it repeatedly and soaking it with tears. “Thank you. Thank you. I....I can never repay you for this.”
 
   “Of course you can,” he replied with a soft laugh.
 
   “How?” she asked. “Name the price and it shall be yours.”
 
   “My price is your friendship,” said the man. “You and your mate will come to Althetas and aid me in cleansing this world of the darkness that so nearly took your love from you.”
 
   “I will come,” she promised. “But please. Tell me who you are?”
 
   He withdrew his hand. “My name is Melek. Come to me. Do not delay. There is much to be done and time is short. You will find no enemies to hinder you. You are safe now.” 
 
   Melek moved back into the bright light. In a flash, he was gone.
 
   “Aaliyah…” whispered Nehrutu. 
 
   His voice snapped her back. She gazed at her husband, now feeling their bond as strongly as the moment it was formed. She took his face in her hands and kissed him with joy and exaltation. 
 
   “That man,” said Nehrutu, his voice weak and his eyes heavy, “the one who appeared to me. Where is he? He told me my work was not yet done.”
 
   “He saved your life,” she said, kissing him again. “His name is Melek, and as soon as you are able we will go to join him in Althetas.”
 
   He sighed and quickly fell into a deep, restful sleep. Aaliyah cradled him in her arms until the evening, then built a small fire. Nehrutu awakened only the once – just long enough to tell Aaliyah that he loved her before closing his eyes again. 
 
   The next morning they both awoke refreshed and strong. The knowledge that war was being waged in the direction they must now travel did not concern either of them in the slightest. Melek had said there would be no enemies, and they believed him.
 
   They headed north at a leisurely pace, talking and laughing hand-in-hand as if still in their homeland and never having seen battle or bloodshed. Both were excited at the thought of meeting up with Melek again, hoping they could find a way to repay the miracle he had bestowed upon them. 
 
   “He must be the same as Darshan,” suggested Nehrutu. “There is no other explanation for such power. As far as I know, only he and the Reborn King are stronger than you in the flow. That is, unless the enemy holds some secret power. But Melek was most certainly not the enemy.”
 
   “Perhaps he was sent by Darshan,” she suggested.
 
   “How could that be? Darshan is dead.” 
 
   Aaliyah squeezed his hand and smiled. “Darshan…Gewey…he lives. I felt our bond renew itself during the battle. But I was so distraught by what had happened to you, then so joyful when you were returned to me, I only now have thought of it.”
 
   A mixture of unbridled joy and relief washed over Nehrutu’s face. “Then perhaps Melek was sent to aid us. If so, with two of Darshan’s kind fighting against our enemy…” He gave a heartfelt laugh. “I do believe this war may end sooner than we thought.”
 
   “And then we can go home,” added Aaliyah with a longing sigh. Both of them smiled wistfully at the thought of seeing the shores of their homeland once again. 
 
   It was an hour before dusk when they caught sight of a lone elf seeker appearing through the brush. He raised his hand in greeting and broke into a dead run. 
 
   He halted a few feet away, his face alight with joy. “Lord Nehrutu. You live! How is this?”
 
   Nehrutu shrugged. “I suppose you could say it was a miracle.”
 
   The seeker laughed. “Then the day is replete with miracles. I was sent to tell Lady Aaliyah that the way to Althetas is clear.”
 
   “So you have defeated the enemy?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head. “There was no need. Something else defeated them. Their bodies were burned and strewn about like Fall leaves. If you had not already told us of Darshan’s death, I would have thought it done by his hand.”
 
   Aaliyah smiled knowingly. “Perhaps it was. Come. Walk with us.”
 
   “Will we rejoin the army?” the seeker asked.
 
   “No,” she replied. “We are going directly to Althetas. There is much to do.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 17
 
   Lee and Millet were at last nearing the end of a slime-coated tunnel that began just beyond the western walls of Baltria and led directly into a ruined warehouse on the fringe of the city. Lee was hoping fervently that the invaders had not yet discovered this ancient smugglers’ passage and sealed off the exit. The filth from hundreds of floods was causing the air to reek so badly that Millet had already vomited twice along the way. Lee thought to tease his former servant, but Millet was every bit a lord these days and one stern glance told him that it was a bad idea. 
 
   A story for a warm fire and good friends, Lee thought, grinning.
 
   When the pirates had shown him this tunnel many years ago, the warehouse was in the possession of a local merchant who had made most of his fortune by smuggling in goods from the west. It was in a perfect location for such dubious business, being near to the wall and frequently flooded. The repugnant smell alone was enough to keep most people clear, and those few authorities that could not be bribed imagined it to be long abandoned. The hordes of rats and other swamp vermin were also a big help in keeping any unwanted visitors well at bay. 
 
   Lee held his breath while pushing up against the steel trapdoor and felt a surge of anxiety when it at first failed to move. He pushed again even harder, and this time it screeched open just enough for him to peer into the gloom. It looked like the place had now been abandoned for real, though not so very long ago. A few broken crates of goods, so molded and deteriorated that they were unrecognizable still lined the far wall. One thing was for certain. The rats were definitely far fewer in number. Without the pirates and dockworkers providing them with a non-stop source of discarded food, most had undoubtedly found better pickings elsewhere. 
 
   With a grunt, Lee pushed hard yet again on the trapdoor, and suddenly there was almost no resistance at all. With an unexpected rush it flew completely open. The loud crash of metal striking against the stone floor caused him to wince and remain absolutely still until he was certain that no one was reacting to the noise. Millet scowled and shook his head. 
 
   Once out of the tunnel, they took a closer look at their surroundings.
 
   “I thought this place could not have gotten worse,” remarked Millet. “I was wrong.”
 
   “At least the guards won’t likely come around,” Lee told him.
 
   Millet blew a blast of air from his nose as if this would banish the odor. “Not unless they enjoy smelling like the underside of a sewer.”
 
   Lee flashed a playful grin. “Look on the bright side. In our present malodorous condition, no one will want to come near enough to figure out who we are.”
 
   “Either that, or they’ll know we don’t belong in the city,” countered Millet. “We should avoid being seen...or smelled, if we can.”
 
   After pulling his hood over his head, Lee led the way across to the exit. Millet groaned several times as his foot sank deep into muck and mire. 
 
   A missing board in the old and rotting wooden door had left a sizeable gap. Lee peered through and quickly established that there was no one about. The sun had set an hour ago, though the street lamps had not yet been lit. All the better, he thought, easing the door open just enough for them to pass through. 
 
   Lord Lanson Brimm’s estate was on the other side of the city, so it would take them at least two hours of dodging in and out of alleyways and dark corners to get to the manor district undetected. Lee hoped that his old friend still lived. During their last meeting Lanson had indicated that he would no longer turn a blind eye to the crimes of Angrääl. Lee now regretted shaming the man into behavior that would most certainly place him at risk, and quite possibly get him killed. 
 
   As they wound their way through the city they saw that, although the streets were empty of citizens, Angrääl troops were everywhere. Fortunately, they were far too busy to take much notice of Lee and Millet.
 
   “Word must have arrived that the elves are coming,” remarked Lee. 
 
   “So it would seem,” agreed Millet. 
 
   It took them longer than expected to reach their destination. Several times they were forced to hide while hundreds of soldiers marched from the direction of the docks toward the main gate. 
 
    Normally at this time of day the avenues of the manor district would have been filled with wealthy merchants and nobility on their way out for an evening’s entertainment. But as with the rest of the city, no one was about, and only a few lights could be seen in the windows of the lavish homes. 
 
   Lanson’s estate was as opulent as one might expect for a man of his outward extravagance and charm. The wrought iron gates and fence surrounded lush gardens and a veritable labyrinth of well-manicured paths, fruit trees, and marble fountains. The grand house itself was built in northern fashion – two stories of dark polished granite fronted with imposing columns supporting a broad marble porch. A wide veranda directly above the porch spanned most of the upper floor. 
 
   Lee was relieved to see that the gates were unguarded and open. They followed the main drive for a while before turning off onto a red slate path that would take them to the servants’ entrance at the rear of the house. Millet, with his hood pulled down as far as it would go, led the way. 
 
   The sturdy oak doors that guarded a large kitchen were closed, though the tantalizing scent of freshly baked bread escaped from within. Both men's mouths began to water. 
 
   Millet pounded hard and took a step back. Curses could be heard coming from inside.  Moments later the door creaked open.
 
   “We don’t give to beggars,” snapped a thin, middle-aged woman with dark hair.
 
   “I apologize, miss,” said Millet in his humblest voice. “But I have a message for Jansi.”
 
   The woman scrutinized the pair. “Give it to me. I’ll see that he gets it.”
 
   “No ma’am. I was ordered to give it to him in person.” Millet could see that the woman was not about to make this easy. “We’ll take an awful beating if I don’t give it to him. It won’t take but a second.”
 
   She sniffed the air and curled her lip. “Well you’re certainly not coming inside smelling like that. Wait here. I’ll see if I can get him to come down.” She turned and slammed the door.
 
   “Well,” said Lee. “At least we know he’s here.”
 
   Millet nodded. “But I don’t recall the Brimm house ever turning away hungry people who came calling. This may have been a wasted trip.”
 
   Ten minutes passed before the door reopened. There stood Jansi in a simple brown robe and a dagger in his right hand.
 
   “Speak your message and be gone,” he demanded. 
 
   Millet pushed back his hood. “You should put that dagger away before you cut yourself, my friend.”
 
   Utter astonishment appeared on Jansi’s face. He stepped quickly outside and shut the door behind him. “Have you lost your wits? What are you doing here?”
 
   “At this moment,” replied Millet. “We are standing at your door, very much hoping that you can help us.”
 
   “Is that Lord Starfinder?” he asked.
 
   Lee revealed his face and smiled. “It is indeed.”
 
   Jansi regarded him for a moment, then looked back at Millet. “I gave you more credit than your master for common sense. But it seems I was wrong.” 
 
   “He is no longer my master,” corrected Millet. “And I’ll thank you to show me a bit of courtesy.”
 
   Jansi held up his palm. “Forgive me. But you have no idea the risk you are taking by coming here. If you are caught....”
 
   “Soon it won’t matter,” interrupted Millet. “The walls of Baltria are about to fall and Angrääl will be driven out.”
 
   “If you speak of the elves that are on their way here,” Jansi shot back, “then you are mistaken. They will be blasted from the field before they fire the first arrow.”
 
   Millet and Lee gave each other a knowing smile. 
 
   “More than just the elves are coming,” said Lee. “Darshan is leading them.”
 
   “Are you sure of this?” Jansi asked incredulously. “Darshan is coming here?”
 
   “I see you have heard the name,” said Lee.
 
   Jansi shrugged. “Everyone has heard the name of Darshan. But no one is sure what to believe.”
 
   “If you allow us to come inside,” said Millet, “and for the love of the gods give us a bath and a change of clothes, we will tell you all that you want to know.”
 
   Jansi thought for a moment. “You must wait here until I can dismiss the kitchen staff. Once they’re gone, I’ll let you in.” He opened the door and ran inside, returning a moment later with a loaf of bread. “This will have to do for now.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Millet, bowing. 
 
   Jansi went back inside, smiling at the duo in spite of himself.
 
   Millet and Lee found a spot in the shadows behind a lemon tree where they devoured the bread and settled down to wait. Lee kept a vigilant ear on the comings and goings at the front entrance throughout. Thankfully, no one else came calling.
 
   More than three hours passed before the kitchen staff eventually filed out of the house. Lee’s sharp hearing picked up their chatter. Many of them were remarking how odd it was that they had been told to leave through the front entrance that evening. 
 
   Jansi returned a short time later.
 
   “Is Lanson at home?” asked Lee.
 
   “My lord is quite ill,” Jansi replied. “However, he knows that you are here and wants to see you as soon as you’re cleaned and changed.”
 
   Lee’s face tightened at the news. “How ill is he?” But the man’s bleak expression already told him the answer to that.
 
   Jansi ushered them inside and through the kitchen. A stone staircase in the pantry at the far end took them up to the second floor where bedchambers, the library, and Lanson’s personal office were all situated. Lee could hear the remaining maids and cleaning staff downstairs busying about their duties.
 
   Jansi showed them to their separate rooms. Millet and Lee’s eyes lit up when they saw that both of these were equipped with a shower. Clean clothes were in the wardrobes, and to finish things off, Jansi soon returned with a bowl of beef stew and a bottle of wine for each of them. 
 
   Once cleaned and dressed, Lee took his meal to Millet’s room. Jansi checked in on them just as they were sitting down at a small table close to a window overlooking the southern garden. 
 
   “My lord’s room is down the hall and the last door on the left,” he told them. “Join him there once you’re ready.” He left with a polite nod.
 
   “He seems greatly worried,” said Millet. “I hope that it is only his master’s health that occupies his thoughts.”
 
   “I sense no deception in him,” said Lee. “Only deep concern.”
 
   They hurried through their meal, then followed the directions Jansi had given. The polished double doors they came to were slightly ajar, allowing Lee to push them open just far enough to look inside. The room was dimly lit, with only a single lantern on a table in the far corner. 
 
   The spacious chamber appeared warm and welcoming. Lee could see immediately that the dark wood furnishings and plush purple rugs had all been imported from the northern towns near Hazrah. Even the immense four-poster bed was not unlike the one that he himself used to sleep in back home. 
 
   Thick cotton blankets covered a small lump on the bed, with only a head peeking out to show that it was indeed Lanson. But this was not the vigorous man Lee had known. His eyes were sunken deep into his skull and surrounded by black circles. The rest of his face was ghostly pale, and his thin, dry lips bore a grayish color.
 
   “Don’t lurk in doorways, Lee Starfinder,” Lanson said. His voice was raspy and his breathing labored.
 
   Lee stepped inside.  Millet followed close behind.
 
   “I see you’ve managed to womanize your way into a sickbed,” said Lee, using his best lighthearted tone.
 
   “Naturally,” he replied, a fragile smile forming. “But it took more than half the women in the city to lay me so low.”
 
   Two chairs awaited them beside his bed. Lee took the one nearest to his old friend. 
 
   “So you’re still causing trouble, I hear,” said Lanson. “When I received news that the faithful had been slain in Sharpstone, I knew it had to be you.”
 
   “Actually, that was more Millet than me,” Lee told him. “I have turned my lands and titles over to him.”
 
   Lanson managed a loud laugh, but the effort of this brought on a spasm of coughing. “Best thing you could ever have done,” he eventually croaked. “You always were a poor excuse for a noble, Lee. Too idealistic. And too rash.” He looked at Millet. “I hope you’ve finally put him in his proper place, My Lord.” There was no sarcasm when he used the title.
 
   Millet smiled and nodded. “I had done that long before I became a noble.”
 
   Lee leaned in. “Tell me what afflicts you, old friend?”
 
   Lanson shifted, managing to prop his head up. “Oh, nothing that death won’t cure.” 
 
   Lee and Millet clearly did not find this amusing. Lanson sighed. “I’m afraid I am a casualty of war. After you left the city, I did what I could to hinder the efforts of the Reborn King. I was actually shocked at how many others I was able to enlist to my cause. Apparently, I had underestimated the worth of the Baltrian nobles. We did our best to disrupt things, but with only limited success. Most of us are now dead. The lesser nobles were executed – their bodies hung from the city walls. Those who had enough influence to avoid the noose began dying one by one of a mysterious illness. I suppose I fall into that category.”
 
   “I should have never talked you into this,” said Lee.
 
   Lanson scowled. “You didn’t talk me into anything. All you did was point out what I already knew in my heart.” He reached over and took hold of Lee’s hand. “I will die with no regrets.” He chuckled, but this brought on another short fit of coughing. “If we win this war, maybe for once in my life I’ll be called brave. For certain they’ll say that Lee Starfinder was brave, but Lord Lanson Brimm…now he was a most courageous fool, if ever there was one.” 
 
   “You’ve always been brave,” said Lee. 
 
   Lanson shook his head with the look of a guilty child. “Only when I was drunk, I’m afraid. But enough about me and my decrepit state. Jansi says Darshan is coming. Is this true?”
 
   “It is,” Lee affirmed. “And when he gets here I’ll bring him to you. Perhaps he can heal you of this mystery illness.”
 
   “That would be good,” said Lanson. “But I don’t think I’ll make it long enough for him to arrive.” Lee started to argue, but Lanson held up his hand. “You must listen to me, Lee. The enemy has a weapon. A terrible weapon. It was shown to us shortly after you escaped from here. Three of the faithful who had attempted to flee the city were taken outside the walls. Every noble in Baltria was ordered to bear witness. They tied them to posts and placed a white ball about the size of a man’s head at each one’s feet. All three balls had a long wick that ran into its center. Another of the faithful then lit these wicks, and a few seconds later the deserters’ bodies were blown completely apart.” 
 
   He shuddered. “I was a hundred feet away, and the force of the fireballs still knocked me over.”
 
   “What are they made of?” asked Millet.
 
   “I don’t know,” he replied. “They keep that secret, and allow no one near them. But they have hundreds stored away - and catapults to launch them too. If your friends assault the gates they’ll be blown apart.” His eyes closed as he suppressed a cough. “Some nights you can hear them training in the swamp. The whole city shakes. Darshan had better be as powerful as people say, otherwise his entire elf army is doomed.”
 
   “Where do they keep these weapons?” asked Lee.
 
   Lanson chuckled. “I thought you’d ask me that. That’s why I told Jansi to speak to a couple of your friends about scouting the area.”
 
   Lee looked confused for a moment, then it hit him. “Barty and Randson! They’re here?”
 
   “They said they were here to gather information,” he replied. “Though they didn’t tell me it was Millet, not you, who’d sent them.” He gave a lopsided smile. “They have been rather tight lipped. I didn’t trust them at first, but Randson can be quite convincing when he wants to be. Smart lad, too. When this is over I hope that you will find him something more rewarding than a gardener’s position.”
 
   “I will indeed,” said Millet. “When do you expect them back?”
 
   Lanson shrugged. “It shouldn’t take long. The Angrääl soldiers are busy preparing for an assault. They won’t bother with two stragglers wandering about.”
 
   “And what of the city guard?” asked Lee. “I didn’t notice any of them on the way here. Only soldiers.”
 
   “Most been inducted into the army,” said Lanson. “After the faithful wiped out the king and his family there was no one to stop them.”
 
   Millet was shocked. “They killed them all? Then who rules Baltria?”
 
   “Some wretched dog the Reborn King sent from down Angrääl. A man named Lord Ziri.” Lanson spoke the name with contempt. “If I could only live long enough to see him dance on the gallows.”
 
   “You will, my friend,” promised Lee. But he struggled to put any real conviction into his voice. He knew that time was fast running out. The smell of death was thick.
 
   “You never could lie to me, Starfinder” said Lanson. “But still, I thank you. Now stay and talk with me for a while. I miss intelligent company.”
 
   They spoke of good times past until Lanson’s eyes were no longer able to stay open. Millet and Lee were just rising from their chairs when Jansi entered. He looked at his master with a pained expression before speaking.
 
   “Barty and Randson are waiting for you in the parlor,” he whispered.
 
   After leading them through the halls to the opposite end of the house, he showed them into a small room with a fire burning cheerily in the hearth. The walls were lined with paintings of Lanson’s family going back at least ten generations, while the floor was covered with a thick Dantory rug woven into hundreds of undulating swirls of color and form. Lee had admired this rug several times in the past, and even offered to buy it once. 
 
   Sitting on a couch in front of the fire were Barty and Randson. As soon as they caught sight of the arrivals they leapt to their feet and ran across the room, embracing them both in turn. 
 
   Barty had not changed, but Randson seemed older and more careworn. They were clad in black shirts and trousers, and each carried a dagger on his belt.
 
   “It is good to see you both,” said Millet. 
 
   Barty bowed. “We are grateful to see you still alive, My Lord. There were rumors that you and Lee had been killed.”
 
   Millet smiled. “The enemy certainly did try. But now is not the time for tales. We need to know where Angrääl keeps these new weapons that Lord Brimm spoke about.”
 
   Everyone took a seat by the fire. 
 
   “They had been keeping them all together in a small building near to the main gate,” Barty began. “But since they heard about the elves coming they’ve spread them around to each catapult along the north and east walls. Mostly on the north. They figure the east approach is too hard for an army of any size, and the west is impossible.”
 
   “How well are they guarded?” asked Lee.
 
   Barty shook his head and sighed. “I’m afraid that each machine is guarded by at least ten men, and there are more than twenty machines in all.”
 
   “With just the four of us,” said Millet, “I don’t see what we can do.”
 
   “We have a few stout lads,” said Barty. “Friends of my son. They’ll help if needed.”
 
   Lee thought for a moment. “How far apart are the catapults on the east wall?”
 
   “Quite a long way,” replied Barty. “Five hundred feet or more. But they are light and easily moved. It only takes one man to use them.”
 
   Lee recalled the catapult he had seen atop the barracks in Angrääl. “That leaves nine men to deal with. Tell me more about the weapon itself.”
 
   “No one knows very much,” said Randson. “I’ve tried to find out, but they’re made in Kratis and then shipped south on the Goodbranch. Whatever they are, they can destroy stone, steel and wood as if they were parchment.”
 
   “If you had one, could you use it?” asked Lee.
 
   Randson thought for a second. “They don’t seem complicated. If they were, I doubt these dolts could use them. As far as I can tell you just need to light the wick. As soon as it burns inside the wrappings – bang - it goes off.”
 
   “I think we’ll need your friends,” said Lee. He stood up. “The elves will be here by midday tomorrow, so we have only until then to prepare.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 18
 
   Lee, Randson and Barty, together with the seven men Randson had brought along, lay down in a group atop the roof of a small house near to the east wall. From this vantage point they could see the catapult clearly. It was situated about twenty feet back from the wall’s base - far enough to give plenty of clearance to launch a bolt over the top, yet near enough to ensure that most incoming arrows would fall well behind them. 
 
   Just as Randson had reported, ten men surrounded the device. Beside it lay a neat stack of white balls standing four feet high. 
 
   The remainder of Randson’s comrades were at the Brimm estate guarding Lanson, as well as a very unhappy Millet. He had argued vehemently that as Lord of the House Nal’Thain it was his duty to do his part. Nothing Lee could say would sway him. It was Randson who stepped in to remind Millet that he had not yet legally named a successor to his lands and titles, and therefore it was his duty to stay alive until he could do so. Lee could hardly contain his laughter as Millet stood speechless in the face of Randson’s irrefutable logic. More than once had Millet told Lee the very same thing during his younger and far more foolhardy days. 
 
   By using his half-man senses Lee could easily hear the conversation of the Angrääl soldiers. They were apparently unconcerned about the coming siege; their confidence in the new and deadly weapon at their disposal was absolute. In fact, many times they mentioned how they wished they’d been assigned to the north wall, just so they could see the bodies of the elves being blown to bits. Lee felt his blood boiling at such casual callousness. 
 
   He calmed his anger. The sun was now high in the sky. It was time for action. 
 
   His original plan was to have had Barty and all the others on the roof fire arrows at the soldiers, then he would charge in at ground level and quickly finish off any survivors. But Randson had come up with a better idea, and produced two stolen Angrääl uniforms that he and Lee were now wearing.
 
   “Are you ready?” Randson whispered.
 
   Lee nodded. The pair of them slipped down to the rear of the house, where they crept to the corner and waited. A patrol came by this spot every twenty minutes and another one was almost due. Right on schedule, three soldiers passed. They gave the catapult crew a half-hearted salute before continuing along the wall. 
 
   Once the patrol was out of sight, Lee and Randson moved out from behind the corner. It took a moment for the soldiers guarding the catapult to notice them, and even then they only glanced up casually before continuing with their conversations. 
 
   They didn’t look up again until Lee and Randson were only a few feet away. And by then, even if the soldiers had suspected what was about to happen to them, it was far too late.  
 
   In unison, Lee and Randson drew their blades. Randson stepped left and Lee to the right, so leaving a clear shot in the center for the others who were now aiming bows from the roof. A series of whizzes and thunks sounded as the missiles found their targets. Those soldiers not hit were quickly cut down before they could make a move or sound the alarm. Lee had to restrain himself from cutting them to pieces. But they needed the uniforms, and too much blood would be hard to hide. Within seconds, all of the soldiers lay dead. 
 
   By the time Barty and the others joined them, Lee and Randson were already dragging the bodies into the house. The severely dilapidated property had been abandoned some weeks ago; a stroke of luck, Lee considered. And they would need all the luck they could muster that day if they were to succeed.
 
   While they waited for the signal announcing the arrival of the elf army, the regular patrol passed the catapult they were pretending to guard three more times. On none of these occasions did the soldiers notice that the faces of the crew were now different, or that there were blood stains on most of their uniforms. 
 
   Then they heard it. From the north wall a trumpet sounded, warning the troops that the elves had arrived. An eerie hush settled over the city.
 
   Lee smiled warmly at Randson, Barty and the others. “Well, this is what we've been waiting for. Let's make the most of it.”
 
   * * * * * 
 
   Gewey raised his arm, bringing the army grinding to a halt. The walls of Baltria were every bit as impressive as he had been told, and the approach equally as treacherous. He walked forward for another fifty yards, unconcerned that this now brought him within range of the enemy bows.
 
   Kaylia walked beside him, her mind focused and strong. But the mood inside the city was not as Gewey expected. Normally an elf army would illicit dread and panic, but the Angrääl soldiers seemed relaxed and eager for the battle. And that did concern him. 
 
   He’d expected a few arrows to come flying his way, but none did. Instead, he heard a loud creaking and the clank of metal. Moments later, half a dozen white balls flew up from behind the wall, each with a wisp of smoke trailing behind it. Gewey almost laughed. None of these shots were going to hit him; he didn’t even need to use the flow.  All of the missiles struck the ground a few yards ahead of them in a rapid succession of deep thuds.
 
   It was then Gewey noticed a small wick protruding from one of the bolts quickly burning shorter. Something wasn’t right. Instinctively, he moved to push Kaylia behind him, but his hand had barely touched her arm when there was a huge flash and a tremendous ball of fire. 
 
   Gewey felt as if he’d been rammed by a bull. 
 
   And then there was nothing but blackness.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The moment the trumpet sounded, Lee and the others each grabbed two of the catapult bolts and set off speedily to their respective targets. 
 
   He arrived at the catapult nearest to the gate just as it was releasing a bolt. Hiding behind a nearby shack, he cursed the fact that he had not got there a few moments sooner. 
 
   As soon as the missile had been launched, the operator began rapidly spinning a small crank handle until the launching arm was pulled back in position ready to fire once again. From a metal tube positioned alongside the cradle, another bolt then dropped into place. Lee couldn’t help but admire the skill that had gone into the machine’s construction and design. 
 
   A series of thunderous explosions sounded, raising loud cheers from the soldiers.
 
   “What were you thinking about?” shouted a laughing soldier atop the wall. “Did you and your woman think we would allow you to march right up to the gates by yourselves? Look at you now, fool.” He turned to the men on the ground. “If this army is full of idiots like that, it will be a short day, lads.” His mocking words were met by more harsh laughter.
 
   Lee could guess what had just happened and dread gripped his heart. Gewey and Kaylia must have marched ahead of the army in order to break down the gates. 
 
   “Too bad we can’t shoot any farther,” said another soldier in a thick northern accent. “If we could, this would be over in time for dinner.”
 
   Using a flint and steel, Lee quickly lit the wick to one of the bolts he was carrying. It sparked to life and a metallic smell filled the air. He waited until the wick had burned down to less than an inch long, then stepped out from behind the shack and heaved the fizzing ball at the men. 
 
   Cries of alarm instantly sprang from the soldiers as the weapon landed right amongst them. Panicked and fearful, they jostled amongst themselves in their efforts to scramble away. But it was too late. The bolt exploded, blowing them apart and their catapult to splinters. The remaining bolts beside the weapon were scattered about over a wide area. Several of them were already beginning to smolder, warning Lee that he needed to get away fast. 
 
   He had only made it a few yards when he heard the first of the bolts exploding. He grinned with satisfaction. There was no way he would be able to destroy all of the catapults, but he had one more bolt tucked firmly under his arm. And he knew exactly where he was going to put it.
 
   More blasts rocked the city as Randson and his comrades began setting off their own bolts. Now if only Gewey is not dead, we stand a chance, Lee thought grimly. But the soldier’s mocking words were still echoing in his head. He forced them out of his mind, knowing that he mustn’t lose focus. 
 
   While winding his way through the streets he passed hundreds of troops racing in the opposite direction toward the north wall. Not that it mattered. Still in the stolen uniform and looking as if he were hurrying to obey an order, none of these gave him as much as a second glance.  
 
   Lee’s jaw clenched tight as his target came into view. Three of the faithful were standing in front of their so-called ‘temple’, each one carrying a short sword. He had expected soldiers to be guarding the place, but the mayhem he and the others were causing must have drawn them away. The men left in charge looked nervous. Clearly they were not accustomed to the turmoil of war, and the blades looked awkward in their pale, chubby hands. 
 
   Soft, doughy nobles, he thought. So much the better.
 
   The faithful looked up at Lee as he approached with long, deliberate strides. 
 
   “It’s about time too,” one of them yelled out. He drew back his hood, revealing pale skin and flat features. His dark brown hair was oiled and pushed back. Without doubt a noble. He glared angrily at Lee. “You can tell your captain that I’ll have him hanged for this. He was told to stay here and....”
 
   The man never got a chance to finish his sentence. In one fluid motion, Lee drew his blade and took the man’s head. The two others froze, staring in horror at the still standing body of their fellow faithful. Before it even hit the ground, Lee’s sword had claimed their heads as well. 
 
   At the entrance to the temple he paused just long enough to light the bolt before smashing the thick oak doors open with his boot. Lee could hear a host of people talking and laughing. He gave a sinister laugh of his own before hurling the deadly ball deep within the building. 
 
   “With the compliments of Lord Lanson Brimm,” he shouted to those inside. 
 
   After waiting just long enough to hear the sounds of laughter abruptly turn to cries of alarm, he turned and ran off in the direction of Lanson’s manor. The explosion, when it came seconds later, filled his heart with a sense of righteous justice. 
 
   Upon reaching the house he paused long enough to make sure there were no soldiers about. Happy with the situation, he made his way around to the servants' entrance. 
 
   The door was guarded by two of Randson’s friends. They nodded a greeting at Lee and gave him a knowing smile. 
 
   “Did everyone make it back?” Lee asked.
 
   “You are the last one we've been waiting for,” replied a tall lad with short cropped blond hair. “Randson and his father are upstairs with Millet and Jansi.”
 
   “And Lord Lanson?” 
 
   “He sleeps,” the lad replied solemnly. “Jansi doesn’t think he’ll last until nightfall.”
 
   Lee nodded and went quickly upstairs. Entering the parlor, he saw Millet sitting stone-faced by the fire. He looked up at Lee with obvious relief. The others were talking quietly on the other side of the room.
 
   “It figures that you would be the last to arrive,” scolded Millet.
 
   Lee spread his arms and grinned. “I’m sorry, but I had to leave a message with the faithful before I returned.”
 
   This brought forth smirks and nods of approval from everyone but Millet. Lee sat across from him and snatched up a bottle of wine that was sitting on a small table beside the chair.
 
   “Have you seen Lanson?” he asked.
 
   “About twenty minutes ago,” Millet replied. “I’m afraid our visit has over-exerted him.”
 
   “Nonsense,” said Jansi, crossing the room. “This is the first time my master has smiled in many weeks. Whatever the enemy did to him, it drained his humor and lust for life. It was good to see that return, if even for a moment.”
 
   Hearing this made Lee more determined than ever to get Gewey to his friend’s bedside as soon as possible.
 
   “Is there more we can do to aid the assault?” asked Millet. 
 
   Lee shook his head and took a drink from the bottle. “Not unless we charge the gates ourselves. And I don’t think we’d get very far with that. Right now, all we can do is wait until the city has fallen.”
 
   “The sooner the better,” said Jansi.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Gewey’s vision was blurry at first. It took a moment or two before realizing that he was no longer near the vanguard of the army, and had apparently been carried to the rear. As his eyes cleared further he could see that he was surrounded by dozens of elves, all with looks of deep concern on their faces. On his left knelt Lyrial.
 
   “Kaylia!” he cried out. He could feel her, but knew that she had been injured. 
 
   “She is resting,” said Lyrial. “She will be fine. But considering her condition, we thought it best to attend her first.”
 
   Gewey felt a sudden sense of panic. “Our child?”
 
   “Your child is strong,” she replied in a reassuring tone. “Your body took the brunt of the attack and probably saved them both.”
 
   Gewey could hear shouts and orders being given. “What’s happening? How long was I unconscious?”
 
   Lyrial cocked her head. “Not long. Less than an hour. But my people went mad with rage the moment you fell. They have already begun the assault.”
 
   This brought clarity rushing in. He sat up straight, ignoring the throbbing pain in his head. “They must pull back.”
 
   “It’s too late for that,” she responded. “There was a series of explosions just as you were being brought here. Apparently Lee has been busy. Bevaris didn’t think we should wait – not that my kin would have delayed, regardless of his opinion. He ordered trees felled to be used as ladders, guessing that we elves would be excellent climbers. He guessed correctly.” 
 
   She handed him a cup of water. “Our bows cleared the ramparts and we were able to scale the wall before the enemy could react. A few of those dreadful weapons came over the top, but nowhere near enough to halt us.”
 
   “Lee must have learned of them and destroyed as many as he could,” mused Gewey.
 
   “It would seem that way,” agreed Lyrial. “Most are now silenced, anyway.”
 
   Gewey put down the cup and struggled to his feet. He reached out to Kaylia. She was resting and relieved to touch his thoughts. 
 
   I must end this, he said through their bond.
 
   She did not protest, sending him only waves of love and strength in response. 
 
   On approaching the north wall he could see a dozen or more tall trees leaning against it. The elves were scampering up these like squirrels. If not for the occasional body falling after being hit by enemy arrows, it would have been an almost comical sight. 
 
   He spotted Bevaris, Tristan, Linis and Dina standing in a group. Linis waved him over.
 
   “You look well considering,” his friend told him. “And Kaylia?”
 
   “She’s fine,” Gewey replied.
 
   Dina sighed with relief. “Maybe next time you’ll be more careful,” she chided. 
 
   Gewey met her eyes unblinkingly. “If I could convince Kaylia to stay out of danger, I would.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should both stay clear of the fray,” she shot back. “As you can see, the city will soon be ours.”
 
   “I’ve heard that the elves were unable to take Baltria during the Great War,” Bevaris interjected. “That hardly seems possible from what I am seeing here.”
 
   “Baltria was defended from within by fifty thousand soldiers,” explained Dina. “As well as another fifty thousand outside the walls.”
 
   “And the humans of that era were battle tested,” added Linis. “By the time Baltria was attacked, the war was well into its eighth year. They had learned how to fight us by then.”
 
   Gewey ignored everything but the ongoing battle. “They must be defending the gates with all they can muster.”
 
   “That’s my guess,” agreed Tristan. “They know that if the gates open, all is certainly lost.”
 
   “Then the gates will open,” said Gewey. 
 
   “There’s no need,” objected Dina. “The battle will be won without you putting yourself in danger.” 
 
   Gewey couldn’t help but be grateful for her concern. But he knew that lives would be lost needlessly if he did not act.
 
   “I promise that nothing will happen to me,” he said. 
 
   Before another word could be spoken he unleashed the flow of the air. His body flew skyward and in seconds he was more than one hundred feet above the battle. Elves were pointing up at him in awe as he drifted closer to the wall. 
 
   After crossing over the ramparts he could see that he and Tristan were correct. Angrääl had set up their defenses around the gates and all along the main avenue toward the docks. There, another large force waited. If the gates were breached, they were obviously hoping to hold off the elves long enough to escape by sea.
 
   Arrows began to streak toward Gewey, but he easily blew them back. The sight of a man flying above their heads was now spreading increasing terror through the Angrääl ranks. Before his time in Shagharath he might have chosen to engulf them in a blazing inferno. But his spirit no longer raged. His intention was not only to save the lives of the elves, but of his enemy as well. 
 
   Using the flow of the earth, he caused the ground below to shake violently. Very quickly, not a single man was able to remain on his feet. 
 
   “I am Darshan!” he called out in an ear-splitting voice. “Throw down your weapons and you will be spared.”
 
   Gewey spread his arms wide. A ball of fire shot down and exploded twenty feet above the cowering men. The flames swirled and rose, enveloping Gewey’s body. 
 
   He descended through the inferno, allowing it to dissipate as his feet touched the ground. He did not need to repeat his command. The clank and clatter of hundreds of swords being dropped echoed off the granite walls. Though the ground no longer shook, the soldiers still did not dare rise to their feet. 
 
   Gewey surveyed the scene. The gatehouse had been barricaded and the streets leading from the main avenue blocked with anything they could get their hands on.  
 
   He heard the snap of a bowstring and the whiz of an arrow. From the corner of his eye he saw the deadly missile bearing down. An odd sensation of amusement rushed through him. Just before the arrow found its mark he sent out a short blast of air that sent it falling harmlessly to the flagstone street. 
 
   The ground shook once again. “Do not test the limits of my goodwill.” Gewey’s voice was like a thunderclap, echoing as if inside a great cavern. “Who is your commander?”
 
   Several moments passed before a man clad in black steel plate, a red plume fixed atop his helmet, stepped forward. Gewey noticed that he still held his sword. 
 
   “Do you intend to fight me?” he asked.
 
   “Rather than kneel before someone who will kill me anyway,” the man replied. He held his head high and proud. “I will choose to die fighting…not groveling.”
 
   “Surrender to me at once,” said Gewey. “And I will not kill you or your men. Nor will any who follow me.”
 
   The commander sneered. “Do you expect me to believe that?”
 
   In a blur of speed, Gewey spanned the distance between them. With a quick twist of his wrist, he disarmed the man as easily as swatting a fly. The commander could only stand with his eyes wide and his mouth agape.
 
   Gewey’s expression did not change. “I expect you to believe that if I wanted your blood, I could have it now.” He reached down and picked up the commander’s sword. He examined it for a moment, then offered it back to him. “Have your men lay down their arms and leave the city. Tell them that they may return home, or go back to their master in the north…it doesn’t matter to me. But they are to be out of Baltria by nightfall.”
 
   After a brief hesitation, the commander took his blade and saluted. “I am General Leon Kirtzul. The city is yours, Darshan.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “Very well. Open the gates and spread word of this to the rest of your troops before more lives are needlessly lost.”
 
   General Kirtzul immediately issued the necessary order for the gates. This done, after a final glance at Gewey, he marched away to begin organizing a withdrawal. 
 
   As the gates swung wide, Gewey stepped out. The elves came charging headlong toward him, but stopped the moment he held up his hand.
 
   “The city is ours,” he announced. “None who surrender are to be harmed.”
 
   Cheers rose like a flood. Those climbing the walls quickly began descending, many of them jumping from considerable heights in their eagerness to join celebrating comrades on the ground. 
 
   Gewey could see Bevaris pushing his way through the ranks, smiling broadly. Tristan, Linis and Dina were close behind. 
 
   “Well done, my lad,” shouted Bevaris with a boisterous laugh. “Well done indeed.”
 
   “See that once the city is secured, all Angrääl soldiers are escorted from the walls,” said Gewey.
 
   “So you really intend to let them go?” asked Linis.
 
   “This war is not going to be won with more blood,” said Gewey. “Killing these men will accomplish nothing. And I already have enough deaths on my conscience.”
 
   “They would not have been so generous if the situation was reversed,” countered Tristan. “Nor will they be, should they return.” 
 
   “I don’t care,” said Gewey sternly. “If they will lay down their arms and leave, I will allow them to do so. And those who choose to go back to their homes will spread word of the Reborn King’s defeat.”
 
   “Not to mention the mercy of Darshan,” added Linis. “I think it a wise decision.”
 
   Gewey smiled. “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
   He turned back to the gates. Elves were flooding in, nearly all singing songs of the mighty Darshan and their great victory. He could see that Angrääl soldiers were already lining the main avenue, defeated but relieved they would be spared. 
 
   “Come,” he said to the others. “Let us go find Lee.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 19
 
   Basanti squinted up at the noonday sun. Most people found the warmth of the Fire Hills unbearable, but she thoroughly enjoyed it. 
 
   It was shortly after the goddess had changed Yanti that they’d first come here. They discovered an ice-cold spring that was so well hidden, only the two of them knew how to find it. They had spent almost a full year together doing little more than talking and resting, though her brother had never much cared for the heat. Still, he endured it for her sake.
 
   Those were the days before his fall. The days before they became reviled and hunted. 
 
   The thick turf covering a small hill she was resting on made it feel like a soft bed of goose feathers, while the sweet scent of wild flowers mingling with the earthy aroma of damp tree bark and moss created a fragrance that was uniquely pleasing and wholly unforgettable. A dense jungle surrounding this thirty-mile enclave of green hills, geysers, and hot springs effectively kept most people away, so Basanti had always found it the perfect place to clear her mind and cleanse her heart. 
 
   Felsafell had offered to leave her alone here for a time and guard the perimeter, but she merely kissed him and smiled a refusal. They had spent far too long apart already. 
 
   She often wished for the ability to bond their spirits in the same way that the elves did. The thought of being so close to Felsafell caused Basanti’s heart to ache with longing. But even without the benefits of such unity, she had never been more certain of her love…or his.
 
   With a howling hiss, a column of steam erupted from the top of a nearby hill. Basanti frowned. The air would soon be filled with the smell of sulfur – the one thing she didn’t like about the Fire Hills. She sat up and sighed. I guess nothing is totally perfect, she thought. 
 
   She spotted Felsafell cresting the next hill and smiled, laughing at herself for not yet having grown accustomed to his transformation into original form. Though he was truly magnificent, she often still saw the odd little hermit who loved her. And the fact that only she could see his true self was a constant source of pride. 
 
   “What were you thinking, my love?” Felsafell asked.
 
   “I was thinking of how adorable you were as a little old man,” she admitted. 
 
   He flashed a smile. “Actually, I miss it myself.” He reached down and pulled her to her feet. The strength of his arms was unrelenting, yet tempered with great care. “I could return to that form if it pleases you.”
 
   The memory of the pain he’d endured while changing was still fresh in her mind. She shuddered. “No. When this is over we’ll find a place where no one will give you a second look.”
 
   He chuckled and kissed her forehead. “I don’t know if such a place exists. But it matters not who stares and gawks, just as long as your eyes are among them.”
 
   “I always missed the way you speak to me,” she said. 
 
   “I will still sound like a wild madman when I speak to others,” he replied, grinning. “I never could speak their language properly.”
 
   “I’ll teach you,” she offered, taking his hand.
 
   Abruptly, they stiffened, both feeling it in the same instant. The presence they had hoped to escape was now entering the jungle. 
 
   “Come,” said Felsafell. “If we leave immediately we can avoid him.”
 
   Instant sorrow washed over her. “No. We cannot. He is set to task by his master and will never relent. Even if Darshan is victorious, it will change nothing.” She lowered her head and wiped a tear. “This is inevitable.”
 
   “I have given you two oaths,” said Felsafell. “I cannot...will not...break them.”
 
   “I know,” she replied. “You will not have to.” 
 
   Basanti kissed his cheek and led him down the hill. 
 
   They walked in silence until they came to a small clearing full of thick moss and colorful wildflowers. At the center of this, Felsafell had long ago placed a small wooden bench for the two of them to sit and talk. Wonderful memories had been created in this setting. And now they would all be overshadowed by tragedy.
 
   Basanti sat down. “Leave me. I will speak to him alone.”
 
   Felsafell’s eyes narrowed. “I will not allow him to harm you.”
 
   “He won’t. His orders are to take me with him to Angrääl. I have no intention of that happening.”
 
   He leaned in and kissed her with devoted passion. “I will not be far away.”
 
   Basanti watched as he disappeared behind the hills, secure in the knowledge that he would protect her, but at the same time fearful of what that protection might mean.
 
   Beads of perspiration formed on her cheeks. She closed her eyes while sending her thoughts out to Yanti. I know you are coming. Turn back, brother. Please. But there was no response.
 
   In less than an hour she heard his muffled footsteps crushing the turf just behind her. 
 
   “It is good to see you, sister,” Yanti said. “It truly is.” He took a seat beside her.
 
   Basanti opened her eyes and looked at him with a woeful gaze. “I had hoped you wouldn’t come.”
 
   “And I had hoped you would remain hidden,” he countered. “You must have known that my master would seek you out.”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, I knew. But I also knew he believed Felsafell to be under his power, and hoped he would not think it necessary to send you.”
 
   “I never believed that,” Yanti said with a jeering grin. “Felsafell is far too old and stubborn. But the Reborn King does not listen to me.” He scanned the area. “I assume he is not far away?”
 
   She ignored the question. “When I first heard that your master was claiming to be the reincarnation of King Rätsterfel, I hoped that the limit of his ambition was to build on your legend. I prayed he had not found you.”
 
   “That is how it began,” said Yanti. “He used the stories of King Rätsterfel to inspire and create fear. But then he uncovered an ancient tome revealing where the gods had imprisoned me beneath the Weeping Mountains. It wasn’t long before he came to my prison and…changed me.”
 
    “I never wanted you to be imprisoned,” said Basanti. “I begged them to…”
 
   “To kill me?" He raised an eyebrow. "Is that what you asked of your gods?” 
 
   He held up his hand before she could answer. “Don’t feel guilty, sister. I know you did so out of love. You asked them to give me a gift and they refused you. Instead, they buried me in the bowels of the earth to rot. Being trapped there all but drove me insane. You can’t imagine the never-ending darkness. I watched from within my own mind as hope faded away and I lost all notion of who I was. When my master opened my prison I thought I was dreaming. But instead, I was thrown into a nightmare.” 
 
   He paused to take a deep breath. “You cannot defeat him. Not even Darshan has the power to cast him down. He has strength you cannot fathom.”
 
   Tears welled in Basanti’s eyes, and one by one they began to fall. “I am so sorry that I failed you. And I am sorry that your torment continues. But you’re wrong about Darshan. His power grows, and he will defeat your master. And when he does–”
 
   “Your savior has no idea what he will face,” Yanti snapped sharply. “My prison was not the only thing my master discovered hidden in the deep of the mountains. Thanks to the lack of wisdom amongst those you serve, he is now far more powerful than any god could be. Darshan has taken Baltria, and he imagines that this will draw the Reborn King out of Angrääl to a battleground of his choosing. He does not understand that the battle is already over.” 
 
   He looked into Basanti’s eyes, his face tense and pale. His mouth twitched. “When at last they meet, Darshan will fall.”
 
   “What else did he find in the mountains?” asked Basanti.
 
   Yanti's hands trembled. “I cannot say. The power held over me forbids it.” He glanced in the direction where he knew Felsafell was waiting. “The old hermit knows. Or at least, he should. And if he slays me, he will tell you.”
 
   She reached over to take her brother’s hand but he pulled away. “There is so much I want to say,” Basanti told him. “So many things I need you to know.”
 
   Yanti managed a smile. “I know you love me, sister. And that is what makes me wish for death. Know that whatever I have become, I have always loved you…and I am sorry.” 
 
   He got to his feet. “Come out, old hermit!” he shouted. “It is time for us to settle accounts.”
 
   It took only a few seconds for Felsafell to appear. 
 
   Yanti smirked. “So, I finally get to see you in your true form. Quite a bit more impressive than before.”
 
   Felsafell ignored his words and looked to Basanti. She was openly sobbing.
 
   “I release you from your oath,” she whispered. “Do what you must.” She stood up on unsteady legs. “But I cannot watch.”
 
   Yanti and Felsafell both looked on as she walked away. Then, inevitably, their eyes met.
 
   “Before we end this,” said Yanti, his tone sincere and steady. “I would like to thank you for keeping her safe all these long years.”
 
   Felsafell nodded. “I love her. And once you are gone, my commitment will remain.”
 
   Yanti huffed a laugh. “That is assuming you turn out the victor.”
 
   Felsafell’s legs parted and his muscles tensed. “For both of your sakes, let us hope that I do.”
 
    A hissed curse slipped from Yanti’s mouth. He then leapt forward with inhuman speed, a dagger appearing in his hand from seemingly nowhere. Felsafell only just managed to move aside in time as the blade passed less than one inch from his throat. 
 
   Before Felsafell could strike back, Yanti ducked low and spun, his left leg extending sharply. It smashed into Felsafell’s right ankle, knocking his foot away from the ground. Felsafell stumbled for a moment before quickly regaining balance.
 
   Yanti rolled away, out of reach. 
 
   “You have grown stronger,” said Felsafell. “It would appear your master has been generous.” He pointed to the dagger. 
 
   Yanti sneered with contempt. “You didn’t think I would challenge you without hope of victory, did you?”
 
   Felsafell did not bother to reply. He spanned the distance between them in the blink of an eye, smashing his fist hard across Yanti’s jaw. Yanti grunted as the sheer force of the blow lifted him from his feet. But then, in an amazing display of skill, he tucked his legs in tight and allowed his body to continue spinning. He landed on one knee, the hand still gripping his dagger pressed to the ground. Felsafell was on him before he could rise, but Yanti drove at him low. To escape the lunging blade, Felsafell was forced to jump vertically, so allowing his opponent the space to roll away beneath him.
 
   Yanti rapidly regained his feet. His eyes were twin balls of fire, blazing from the thrill of the battle. In total contrast, Felsafell looked to be calm and in complete control of his emotions. 
 
   His appearance unnerved Yanti for a moment. Perhaps he toys with me, he thought. The idea was rapidly dismissed. He charged in again, flipping the blade in his hand, then falling to the right. This time he felt the tip slice through flesh. But Felsafell did not cry out. Instead, Yanti felt a booted foot kick him hard in his ribs. His body flew at least ten feet into the air. He tried to land in an upright position like before, but this time he was too unbalanced. He hit the soft ground on the flat of his back. 
 
   He jumped up, slashing in tightly controlled motions. Felsafell loomed above him, seemingly unconcerned when the blade again cut deep, this time into his stomach. With effortless fluid strikes, his ebony fists smashed repeatedly into Yanti’s face. Yanti staggered back, dazed and confused. He stepped hard to his right and thrust low in a vain attempt to keep Felsafell away, but this time his steel found only air. The man was already to his left. He caught only a flash of Felsafell’s boot before the heel sank hard into his gut.
 
   Yanti winced and was sent sprawling. He tried to raise his dagger, but steely fingers crushed his wrist. The weapon dropped into the soft turf with barely a sound. 
 
   Before Yanti could move again, Felsafell was behind him, a sinewy arm wrapped around his neck. He struggled for a moment but quickly stopped. It was pointless. He was beaten.
 
   “I am truly sorry, Yanti,” said Felsafell with genuine remorse. 
 
   Yanti gasped out a quiet laugh. “I am not.” 
 
   Pain suddenly shot through his skull like a piece of hot steel in the center of his brain. He screamed and writhed in Felsafell’s grasp as his master bestowed upon him the penalty for failure. 
 
   “Do it now!” he pleaded. 
 
   With one quick and powerful twist, Felsafell snapped Yanti’s neck then ripped his head from his shoulders. His screams of agony immediately ceased, though for several long moments they continued to echo in Felsafell’s mind. He stepped away and allowed the body to fall. 
 
   After pausing briefly to utter a quiet prayer, he set off to where he knew Basanti would be waiting. He found her sitting cross-legged on the ground with eyes shut and a tiny smile on her face. He sat beside her, confused by her demeanor.
 
   She took hold of his hand and leaned on his shoulder. “I heard his final thoughts,” she said. “They were of gratitude, relief...and joy. I wasn’t sure how his death would affect me. I loved him so much, but now that it is done, I am comforted that he no longer suffers. And I’m happy I was able to see him one final time. In the end, you saved him for me. And I thank you, my love.”
 
   After dressing Felsafell’s wounds, they sat together quietly until the sun began to set. Basanti then stood up, stretched her arms and sighed. 
 
   “Are you weary?” asked Felsafell.
 
   “No,” she replied. “But I will sleep, nonetheless. Tomorrow we must leave here and seek out Gewey Stedding. Yanti told me that when the Reborn King uncovered his prison, he also discovered something else hidden within the mountain. He said you would know what it was.”
 
   Felsafell nodded slowly, a grave expression appearing on his face. “I heard you speaking to him. It can only be one thing that he found. Four of the god stones were buried within the same mountain as Yanti.”
 
   Basanti gasped. “If he has found a way to use their power…”
 
   “Then he may be beyond the strength of Darshan,” said Felsafell. “But there is something more that troubles me. While I waited for you, I felt a presence. One that I have felt once before when a great evil plagued the world. One that should not be here. One that could unleash an evil beyond reckoning. And if I am right, then Shagharath has opened.”
 
   Basanti stiffened and turned pale. “Then we cannot wait until morning. But where should we go? To Baltria perhaps? Yanti said that Gewey has taken the city.”
 
   “No,” he replied. “The presence I felt is near Althetas. And if Melek really is free, we must discover what he plans before Darshan confronts him.”
 
   There was a long silence. Then, in spite of herself, Basanti began to laugh. “And I imagined that all we had to overcome is a madman with the power of creation at his disposal. But obviously the fates believe this is not challenge enough.”
 
   Felsafell joined in with her laughter. “Not for creatures such as us. Our love is so vast that it requires the greatest of obstacles. And it seems the fates intend to oblige us with exactly that.”
 
   Basanti wrapped her arms around his neck. “On second thought, perhaps the world can survive until morning.” She kissed him passionately.
 
   “I would not dare to argue,” he replied, smiling.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 20
 
   Gewey spotted Lee sitting alone on a bench in the rear garden of the Brimm estate. He had been out of sorts ever since the death of his friend, Lanson. Sadly, Gewey had not arrived in time to heal the man. Lee was trying to act unaffected, but it was clear that this particular death had touched him deeply. 
 
   Millet had explained earlier that the pair were close friends in their youth. He'd also told Gewey how Lanson, in spite of the danger to himself, had helped Lee and him to flee Baltria only a few months previously. 
 
   “I think Lee sees it as a part of his youth passing away,” Millet concluded. “Lanson Brimm was vigorous and carefree in the same way that he once was. It’s what brought them close all those years ago. And he was a good man to boot.”
 
   With no offspring or natural heir, aside from a few personal items to be distributed amongst his friends, Lanson had left everything to Jansi. To Lee he’d bequeathed an ivory handled dagger. Lee wept when he saw this, but said nothing as to why it was so special to him.
 
   He smiled as Gewey approached and invited him to sit. Gewey gladly accepted.
 
   “I hear you are sparing what remains of the faithful,” Lee said with a hint of displeasure. 
 
   “I am,” he confirmed. “Though the Baltrian citizens who joined are all exiled from the city. The others can go home. Or wherever else they choose.”
 
   Lee nodded but said nothing.
 
   “I know you don’t agree,” Gewey added.
 
   Lee shrugged. “I know it’s the morally right thing to do. But war isn’t a moral act. It’s savage and brutal. It brings out the hatred and darkness of our nature. To think otherwise is foolish. The men you release will come back to fight you again and again until you are ultimately forced to kill them.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Gewey. “But soon the fighting will end. I have to ask myself – how much more blood do I want to spill? I could have slaughtered every Angrääl soldier that breathed Baltrian air. But the truth is, even if I killed every single man under the Dark Knight’s command, the war would still not be over. It only ends when he dies.”
 
   “And then what?” asked Lee. “Have you thought about that? Do you think people can just return to their homes and be welcomed with open arms after having served the enemy?”
 
   “I don’t know,” admitted Gewey. “Perhaps not. But exterminating them isn’t the solution. In the end it may be that those who fought with Angrääl can never return home. But then I wonder, what if my father had chosen such a path? Would I welcome him back?” He hunched forward, his elbows on his knees. “I’m sure I would. That he survived would be enough for me.”
 
   “You may be right,” said Lee. “But I don’t think I can ever forgive what this war has taken from me. After the death of your father, Lanson was the last remaining friend I had from my life as Lord Nal’Thain - apart from Millet, of course. Everything that I once was now seems to be disappearing.” He shook his head and rubbed his face. “I don’t know why this has affected me so much. I wasn’t even aware of how deeply I cared for the old scoundrel.” 
 
   He sighed and forced a smile. “But you didn’t come here to speak to an old man about his troubles, did you?”
 
   “You’re wrong,” said Gewey. “I do need to know your troubles. The elves leave Baltria for Althetas in two weeks. Once their ships are ready I’ll have to decide what my next move is to be. When they’re gone there will be nothing to stop Angrääl re-taking the city, and both Bevaris and Tristan are convinced that’s exactly what they will do.”
 
   “And you?” asked Lee. “Will you go west with them?”
 
   “That’s what I’m trying to decide. The point of taking Baltria was to draw out the Dark Knight; to let him know that the only way for him to win this war is to face me directly. I must do everything I can to make him come to me.”
 
   “And if he doesn’t take the bait?” asked Lee. “What then?”
 
   “Then I’m left with only one choice,” Gewey replied somberly. “I will be forced to march an army into the heart of his power.”
 
   “And you want me to lead that army, I suppose?” Lee chuckled. “There was no need for you to have wondered my response, or worry that I can no longer fight. My friend is dead, as is my wife....” The mention of his wife made him pause for a moment to clear his throat. “And yes, my heart grows heavier by the day. But I am not yet done. You have my word on that.”
 
   Gewey nodded and squeezed Lee’s shoulder. “I promise that you will have peace when this is over, my friend. And if I can save your wife, I will.”
 
   A pained expression washed over Lee’s face. “I fear that she is beyond even your power. I ask only that you release her, so that when my time comes our spirits can be reunited.”
 
   “I swear it,” said Gewey earnestly. “But there is also the question of your son. I want him to go to Valshara to be with your mother. He’ll be much safer there if Baltria is attacked.” 
 
   “You’ll have to convince him,” said Lee. “But I wouldn’t object. In fact, I would be grateful.”
 
   “I don’t intend to leave him with a choice,” explained Gewey. “But I wanted to have your permission first. I figured it better for him to hate me rather than you for forcing him to leave.”
 
   “He’s no fool,” said Lee. “He’ll know I am aware of it. But the thought is still appreciated.” He rose to his feet and stretched his limbs. “I have sat for too long. I noticed The Plank Walker’s Café is still open. Come. Let’s continue this over the best seafood stew you’ve ever tasted.”
 
   Gewey slapped his knees and hopped up. “An excellent idea.”
 
   He followed Lee through the labyrinth of city streets until they reached the Café. Once settled at a table they spent the next few hours talking on a variety of matters. At first they went over plans for the city defenses and how to best secure supply lines to the west. Most of the proposals they discussed had originally come from either Jansi or Bevaris, both of who had greater experience than them in such matters. After agreement on Baltria’s immediate future, the conversation soon drifted on to more relaxing topics. 
 
   That evening Gewey and Kaylia retired early. Jansi had been more than happy to provide them with a room that came complete with a private shower and small dining area.
 
   The elves were already voicing a desire to leave for the west; the cold there seemed to bother them far less than the extreme humidity of the deltas. Linis at first objected quite strongly when Gewey told him to go with them to Althetas, but Dina, understanding the danger that Baltria would soon be facing, helped to convince him. Millet, on the other hand, would not be easily moved. Lee planned to use the fact that they were also sending Jacob to persuade him. Gewey hoped this would be effective.
 
   “You know,” said Kaylia as they lay in bed. “It may not be any safer in Althetas than it is here.”
 
   “That's true,” said Gewey. “But with their supply line cut, Angrääl will be hard pressed to hold land that is not their own. And once elf reinforcements arrive, the enemy will be over matched.” He pulled her close. “At least, that’s my hope. Both Linis and Bevaris agree with me.”
 
   There was a soft knock at their door. Grumbling, Kayla grabbed her robe to answer it. She found Millet standing there, a mixture of excitement and confusion on his face. She ushered him inside and turned up the lamp.
 
   “I’m sorry to bother you,” Millet told them, “but a fauna bird has just delivered some amazing news.” He paused. “Angrääl is defeated in the west.” 
 
   Gewey leapt from the bed. “Defeated? How?”
 
   “Their commander sent a message to the temple of the faithful, not knowing that the city has fallen,” Millet explained. He hesitated for a moment, searching for the right words. “They think you are responsible.”
 
   “Me!” Gewey exclaimed. “How could they think that?”
 
   “It says Darshan has descended upon them and is slaughtering them by the thousands. They say they cannot escape and are begging for help.”
 
   Gewey was astonished. “That doesn’t make sense. What could have happened?”
 
   “It could be a deception meant to lure you away from Baltria,” suggested Kaylia.  
 
   “I thought that as well,” said Millet. “I sent a message to Althetas just before I came here. If it is a ploy, we may not know for as long as two weeks.”
 
   Gewey nodded and rubbed his chin. “I will contact Aaliyah. Perhaps she can shed some light on all of this. Who else knows about the message?”
 
   “Just Lee and Linis,” replied Millet. “They were with me when I received the parchment.”
 
   “Did anyone else read it?” he pressed.
 
   Millet shook his head. “No. Only Jansi, Bevaris and I are permitted to see the faithful’s correspondence. No need for rumors to spread.”
 
   “Good,” said Gewey. “Tell as few people as possible for now.”
 
   Millet nodded and showed himself out, bowing goodnight as he reached the door.
 
   “There is another possibility,” said Kaylia.
 
   Gewey knew exactly what she was thinking. “It couldn’t be,” he said. “Melek is trapped in Shagharath. There is no way for him to get out. Only Maybell has the power, and she certainly wouldn’t allow him to escape.”
 
   Kaylia gave Gewey a worried look.
 
   He climbed into bed and pulled her close beside him. “I’ll contact Aaliyah. I’m sure there is nothing to worry about. More than likely it’s just as you said before - a ploy.”
 
   He closed his eyes to concentrate on the bond. It always felt a little odd whenever he became consciously aware of it; their link existed mostly in the back of his mind. When he reached out this time however, he was met by a new and strange sensation. It was as if a cloud had settled between them. He could feel Aaliyah’s presence, but was unable to capture her form. The veil still remained even when Kaylia added her power to his. 
 
   “Are you there?” Gewey called out.
 
   “Come back to Althetas,” a distant voice responded. It sounded something like Aaliyah, but different in a way he could not grasp. 
 
   “What has happened?” asked Gewey.
 
   “You are needed,” the voice told him. “Come back.”
 
   Gewey broke the connection. His eyes snapped open. “Something is very wrong. She should not be able to block me like that.” He could feel fear rushing through Kaylia and gently took her by the shoulders. “What is it?”
 
   “I felt something,” she whispered. “When she spoke, there was a power surrounding her. It reached out for me.”
 
   Gewey furled his brow in confusion. “I felt nothing. What was it like?”
 
   “I have felt only one thing like it before,” she told him. “You. Only your spirit can compare.”
 
   Gewey’s concern deepened. “Then perhaps Melek did escape after all,” he said. The idea was terrifying. To think that a monster to rival the Reborn King in malice and power walked the earth was beyond comprehension. Three warring gods would rip the world apart like wet parchment.
 
   Sensing his sudden fear, Kaylia used her most soothing tone. “What will you do?” she asked.  
 
   Gewey shook his head slowly. “I don’t know.” He closed his eyes and took a deep cleansing breath. “I can’t leave though. Not until I know for sure.”
 
   For the next two weeks Gewey was on constant edge, spending most of his time either on the Lanson estate grounds or inside his room. Elves relayed regular updates on preparations for their ships’ departure, as well as news of any messages received by fauna bird. Though there were none of these birds living in the desert, the elves were most impressed with the ingenuity of using them in such a manner. It wasn’t long before there was chatter about using one of their own native species, but no agreement could yet be reached as to which one would be best suited to the task.
 
   The Baltrian citizens were wary of the elves at first, but life under the rule of the Reborn King, which at first seemed like a boon, had turned into a nightmare. This went a long way to easing fears and misgivings. For their part, the elves went to great lengths to reassure the people that they meant them no harm, regularly treating the sick and seeing that food and supplies withheld by Angrääl were distributed to all those in need. Millet had mentioned that people were now even smiling at the newcomers as they passed them in the street.
 
   Lee was equally concerned about the possibility of a mad god rampaging in the west and made a point of taking at least one meal every day with Gewey.
 
   “You can’t send the elves to Althetas if this Melek is there,” he said during a particularly early breakfast. Kaylia was with Dina exploring the city, so they were alone in the parlor.
 
   “If he is there,” said Gewey, “then remaining in Baltria is not a refuge. He will come eventually.”
 
   This brought about several minutes of unsettling silence, broken only by the rapid footfalls of a young messenger. Finding the door ajar, he entered and bowed. Before Gewey could ask, the boy handed him a folded parchment and ran out.
 
   Gewey read the message with a look of amazement. He gave a short laugh. “Apparently, a Vrykol awaits me at the city gates bearing a banner of truce.”
 
   Lee leaned back in his chair and cocked his head. Gewey handed him the note. After reading it for himself, he spread his hands. “What do you want to do?”
 
   Gewey hopped to his feet, smirking. “Let’s see what it wants.”
 
   As they made their way to the gates, Kaylia appeared from around a corner and fell into step. Gewey took her hand. It never ceased to amaze him how in tune she was to his thoughts.
 
   “A single Vrykol?” she asked with mild amusement. 
 
   “You should still be cautious,” warned Lee. 
 
   “I won’t allow him to get near enough to harm us,” said Gewey. “I’ll rip his spirit to shreds before he can lift a finger.”
 
   When they arrived at the gates they found them shut and barred. The fury of the elves guarding them was obvious, as was the fear of the humans who were scattered amongst them. The gates cracked opened just sufficiently to allow the three of them to slip through.
 
   Standing twenty feet away was a lone figure in the now all too familiar black cloak. It held the truce banner high, and there was no weapon apparent. Gewey reached out and touched its vile mind. It did not resist. 
 
   “As far as I can tell, it only wants to talk,” he told the others. “And I sense no one else nearby.” He took a step forward. “Speak, beast,” he commanded. 
 
   “My master sends a message to the mighty Darshan,” it said in the all too familiar foul hiss. “You have taken what was once his. He now offers that you keep it.”
 
   Gewey burst into laughter. “He’s very generous. What else that I have taken from him does he offer me?” He could feel the malice bearing down on him from beneath the shadow of the Vrykol’s hood.
 
   “My master has an army of one hundred thousand men ready to march from Kratis,” the creature continued. “These are not the weak townsfolk and farmers you have battled before. These are barbarians from the frozen wastes of Angrääl. They will burn every city to the ground and slaughter all that breathes air if you do not take his…kind offer.” 
 
   Gewey was no longer amused. “So what does he want in return?”
 
   “My master wishes for you to return to the west,” it replied. “A new threat has arisen. One that requires your personal attention.”
 
   “And what do you know about this?” Gewey demanded.
 
   “I am but a servant and know nothing. But I have been instructed to tell you that he will not move against you until the matter is resolved. On that you have his word.”
 
   Gewey stared hard at the creature for more than a minute. “And how do I know your master will keep his…word?”
 
   Thin laughter seeped out of the Vrykol. “You don’t. But you do know that your beloved home, and every inhabitant of every city, town and village from here to my master’s doorstep will perish if you ignore him. Your attempt to draw him from his fortress has failed. He will remain in Angrääl until he chooses to do otherwise. He offers you the lives of those you love and a short time of peace so that you can deal with this matter.”
 
   Gewey looked to Kaylia and Lee, but they offered nothing. “I will consider it,” he said.
 
   “Do not take too long to decide,” the creature told him before turning and walking away with slow, even strides.
 
   Gewey shouted after it. “And how will I deliver my answer?” 
 
   “There is no need,” it hissed without glancing back or pausing. “He will know what you decide.” Moments later, it disappeared from view. 
 
   “Do you think it’s telling the truth?” asked Lee. 
 
   Gewey rubbed the back of his neck and shrugged. “I don’t know. But if there is really an army of one hundred thousand more soldiers ready to march, I have to take it seriously.”
 
   “And if they are truly native Angrääl barbarians,” added Lee, “it is a force to be much feared. I’ve encountered these people before, but only in small groups. Even then they were formidable. A raiding party of twenty could sack a small city if it was unprepared. Should the Dark Knight have organized them into an army…” He did not need to elaborate any further.
 
   “Tell Millet, Linis and Bevaris to join me at the manor,” Gewey told Lee. “I’ll find Lyrial. It looks like Jacob will be staying here after all.”
 
   Lee nodded and headed off toward the temple of the faithful. At this time of day Millet was sure to be going through their records, hoping to uncover anything that could give them an advantage. The bolt that Lee had thrown inside, as well as claiming many lives, had also done considerable damage to the temple’s main interior. Fortunately though, the deep vault where all of the faithful’s records were stored had been virtually untouched by the blast and subsequent fire. The thousands of papers discovered there all needed to be thoroughly checked. If there really was anything of great value amongst them, Millet was determined to find it. 
 
   Lyrial was at the docks watching the ships being prepared. She spent as much time as possible studying the workings of the strange vessels, and had a seemingly endless number of questions for the crews. At the same time, Weila and the other sand masters were working mostly in conjunction with Bevaris, Tristan, and a small human force formed from those former city guards who had chosen not to join the Angrääl army. Only a lucky few of these had escaped being killed following the murder of the royal family. 
 
   Lyrial was reluctant to leave the dockside, but the seriousness of Gewey and Kaylia’s expressions silenced any complaint that might have been forming.
 
   By the time they reached the manor, everyone apart from Bevaris was gathered in a small study just down the hall from the main dining room. A serving girl brought them each a crystal goblet of sweet wine as they settled down around a mahogany table opposite an elaborately carved marble fireplace. 
 
   No one spoke to relieve the somber mood until Bevaris finally arrived. Gewey then told the group of the Reborn King’s offer, as well as his suspicions regarding Melek. 
 
   Millet was the first to speak after he had finished. “Assuming the Vrykol is telling the truth, I would guess that you intend to return to Althetas.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “If the offer is genuine, then I would be a fool to ignore it.” He turned to Lyrial. “I know your people are longing to be reunited with your kin in the west, but in light of this I must ask you to remain here for a time longer.”
 
   Lyrial frowned. “You may need us if Melek is as powerful as you say.”
 
   “If he really is there,” countered Gewey, “then there is nothing you can do to aid me. The fight will be between the two of us. There will be no battles. But if the enemy is being deceptive, you will be needed to hold this city until my return.”
 
   “This will not sit well with my people,” she said. “But we will do as you ask. However, I would request that you at least allow Weila to go with you as a representative of the desert.”
 
   “Agreed,” he replied, then looked to Lee. “You and your son will remain here as well.”
 
   Lee nodded in compliance but said nothing.
 
   “I hope you do not think I will be left behind too,” said Linis. His voice was commanding and serious. “My home is in the west. If a mad god threatens my kin–”
 
   Gewey held up his hand. “That is precisely why I would not suggest you stay. And as for Dina...I would not dare ask her to stay either.” 
 
   He turned to Bevaris. “I would like you here to aid in strengthening the defenses. I will deliver any message you may have for Valshara.”
 
   Bevaris simply nodded.
 
   Gewey sighed. “That covers just about everything. I’ll leave with the supply ships the moment they’re ready to depart.”
 
   With that, everyone stood and left. Only Kaylia and Linis lingered. 
 
   “Why leave Lee behind?” asked Linis. “Surely he could be of better use where we’re going?”
 
   Gewey sat back down and drained the wine left in his glass. “Melek is powerful. How powerful, I’m not sure. But I do know that if he were to somehow ensnare Lee in the same way that the Dark Knight has done to others…”
 
   Linis nodded with understanding. “Yes. He could be used to terrible affect. I can see the wisdom in your decision.” 
 
   In spite of his words, Linis knew that Gewey’s true motives were to keep Lee with his son and as far out of danger as possible. But he was not going to challenge the issue. 
 
   “It occurs to me,” he added, “that Melek may possibly be more powerful than you – if he is indeed the father of all the gods. Also, if the Dark Knight is aware of this, he may be acting out of fear.”
 
   Gewey nodded slowly. “That is certain. But fear of what? Is he afraid that Melek will destroy him, so wishes me to fight what he cannot? Or does he hope Melek will destroy me? Better still, that we destroy each other?”
 
   “The Dark Knight plays a dangerous game,” Linis pointed out. “Were Melek to convince you to join with him, it would undoubtedly spell the end for Angrääl.”
 
   “If he really is in Althetas, that's exactly what he will try to do,” said Gewey. “But at the moment, we still don’t know if I’m chasing shadows.”
 
   “I would say trust your instincts,” Linis remarked. “They’ve served you well enough so far.”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “There are some who might say different.”
 
   “And I would be one of them,” Kaylia told him with a smirk.
 
   Linis rose. “Dina and I will be ready when all is prepared.” He turned and left.
 
   The rest of the day for Kaylia and Gewey was spent walking the gardens and exploring the massive house. They could see that Lanson had been as avid a collector as Lee, though Gewey guessed that most of the treasures on display were purchased from ships importing goods into Baltria rather than from the man’s adventuring. 
 
   Lyrial reported later that afternoon that the ships would be ready to sail in two days’ time. 
 
   Just as they were heading for their room to take their meal, Millet arrived. 
 
   “There is a message for you,” he said. “It arrived by fauna bird a few minutes ago.” His shoulders drooped and there were dark circles under his eyes. He handed Gewey a rolled parchment. Just to the left of the unadorned wax seal were scrawled the words: ‘For Darshan’. 
 
   Gewey took the parchment and gave Millet a worried glance. “You should get more rest. You look as if you are about to collapse.”
 
   “The faithful had thousands of letters and journals hidden away,” Millet explained. “And my old eyes aren’t as sharp as they once were.” He bent backward and groaned while stretching his knotted muscles. “My body isn’t in much better condition either.”
 
   Kaylia stepped forward, allowing the flow to pass into his thin, fatigued frame. He instantly smiled and sighed with relief.
 
   “Now don’t start thinking this means you can go straight back to work,” she said with false harshness in her tone. 
 
   “Ah, my dear lady,” said Millet. “I would not dare disobey.”
 
   Noticing that Gewey had yet to open the message, he took his leave.
 
   Gewey broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. Kaylia drew close. A sense of dread ran through both of them as they read the brief message.
 
   Darshan,
 
   I forgive you for leaving me behind in Shagharath. Join me in Althetas, where I am a guest of King Lousis. I give you my word that no harm shall befall you, or any in your company.
 
   With warmest regards,
 
   Melek
 
   Gewey crumpled the note in his fist. “Well, I suppose that answers my question.” 
 
   He could feel Kaylia’s heart pounding furiously. He wanted to ease her fears, but his own doubts were on the brink of overcoming him.
 
   For two days after that Gewey was unable to sleep. By the time the ships were ready to depart, his mind was scattered in a thousand directions. The docks were packed with elves and humans, all there to see the great Darshan sail west and wish him a safe voyage.
 
   Lee, Jacob, Millet and all the others bid him a solemn goodbye. It was clear that they were acutely aware of the danger he was now facing. In that moment he wished that he had not told anyone other than Kaylia about Melek. Certainly not the bit about how powerful he thought the father of gods might be.
 
   More than fifty ships were loaded and prepared for the journey. The vessel he would travel on was by far the largest and most seaworthy – or so he had been told. As he boarded, the crowd erupted into cheers and farewells that continued long after the ship had set sail and was moving with the rest of the fleet into open waters.
 
   The trip would take several weeks. That meant several weeks to contemplate what might happen. 
 
   In truth, several weeks of apprehension and worry.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Lee had not wanted to appear as somber as he did, but he could not shake off a sense of foreboding and finality about Gewey’s departure. Jacob remained at his side for the remainder of the day as he wandered the city, and for that he was very appreciative. But his dark mood and unintended aloofness soon had his son worrying needlessly. 
 
   “I’m fine,” Lee lied, forcing a smile. “Just tired, that’s all. Being a half-man does not give me infinite strength.” 
 
   “I can tell that you’re lying,” Jacob responded. “You’re worried that Gewey is quite possibly racing off to his death. As a matter of fact, so am I.”
 
   “Yes,” Lee admitted. “But there’s more. I had hoped that you would go west where you would be safe. Or at least, safer than you are here. But these days it seems there is nowhere safe. The world is closing in, and I don’t think I have the power to hold it back.” 
 
   He knew what his son was going to say and held up his hand to silence him. “I know you think it’s your duty to stand by my side. And when there is no other way, I would agree. But you are all that survives of me and your mother. I would have you one day worry over your own children, not perish fighting beside an old man who has cheated his fate far too many times.”
 
   “The difference between us, father,” began Jacob, “is that I still have hope for us both. You hope only for me and keep none for yourself. You act as if you were already dead. Well, you still live. And until that changes, I will continue holding my hope close to my heart. So if you cannot find any of your own…share mine.”
 
   A tiny smile formed at the corners of Lee’s mouth. “Not long ago I would have said that you reminded me of myself as a young man. But now I see you are far wiser than I ever was. For that, you can thank your mother.” He slapped his son on the shoulder. “Pay no attention to my foul moods and moping. But for now, I think I need some time to myself. I’ll see you in the morning, and then we will banish my melancholy together. Baltria is a large city with many distractions. Tomorrow you can help me remember my youth - just the two of us.”
 
   Jacob smiled, hugged his father, and then disappeared into the crowds of people that were now a constant sight on the streets of Baltria.
 
   Lee had remarked on several occasions how the elves had breathed new life into the city. With each passing day the humans were becoming ever more accommodating. He agreed with Millet that soon it would be as if the elves had always been there.
 
   He wound his way through the streets until arriving at a small tavern close to the western market. The sound of a lute and singing drifted out from the worn front door. He reached into his pocket and jingled the coins he had with him.
 
   “Perhaps some wine and song,” he muttered to himself. 
 
   The interior was quite shabby and old, but the faces of the patrons were friendly and the musician playing and singing pleasing enough. The small bar ran along the wall to his right, while two rows of tables were to his left. Here, the musician was perched atop a small stool. 
 
   Lee ordered a bottle of wine and found an empty chair beside two drunken sailors. Across from him was a party of elves. He was certain they recognized him, but to his relief they only nodded and smiled a greeting.
 
   As the night wore on, Lee managed to finish off three bottles of wine and a pitcher of ale. By now he was well aware that if he didn’t eat soon, his head would pay the price in the morning. Unfortunately, the tiny tavern had no kitchen. He drained his final mug and tossed the young serving maid a copper. Not wanting to insult the musician, he leaned back in his chair to wait for the song to end before departing in search of a late meal elsewhere. 
 
   As the music stopped and the crowd burst into ale fueled applause, the maid brought him over another bottle of wine.
 
   “No thank you, my dear,” Lee told her. 
 
   “I’m sorry, sir,” she replied. “But the lady at the bar sent it over.” She placed her hand back on the bottle. “Should I take it away?”
 
   Lee looked across the room to the bar. Only one woman was seated there. Though her back was turned to him, her sleek raven hair caused him to struggle for breath. He rose to his feet and slowly made his way toward her. She was wearing a simple blue cotton dress, tied at the waist by a thin white belt. The floral pattern on the cloth was unmistakably northern weave.
 
   Lee’s heart began to race with each step. He knew who she was, even without seeing her face. When standing just behind her he opened his mouth to speak, but the words caught in his throat. 
 
   The woman, sensing that he was there, turned around. 
 
   Even though he had already known that there could be no mistake, a loud gasp of surprise still shot from Lee’s mouth. There, right before his eyes sat Penelope...his darling wife. 
 
   He reached out with an unsteady hand and touched her bare arm, as if to make sure she wasn’t simply a specter. 
 
   “It is me, my love,” she said. “I am here.”
 
   “How?” was the only word he could manage.
 
   “We must talk,” she replied. “Soon, everything will become clear.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 21
 
   They had only just sailed out of sight of Baltria when Gewey spotted Dina storming toward the bow, her face red and her eyes ablaze. Linis followed a short distance behind her, smirking. 
 
   Dina spun around to glare at him. “If you think it’s funny, you can just leave me alone.”
 
   Linis stopped and backed away.  After staring hard at him, Dina marched to the rails on the port bow and began screaming curses at the sea. 
 
   Linis joined Gewey, who was sitting on an apple barrel near to the center mast. “She has just found her mother,” the elf explained.” He could see Gewey’s confusion. “Dina instructed her most firmly not to come. But a few minutes ago she saw Nahali in the galley helping the cook.”
 
   “I can understand why she’s upset,” said Gewey sympathetically. “I too wish I could keep those I love safe. And remember, they are only recently reunited.” He laughed softly to himself. “And to think she’s off on a quest to challenge a mad god…two mad gods, in fact. And in the company of a third.”
 
   Linis grabbed his shoulder and shook it fondly. “Mad? You? Not entirely. A bit moody from time to time perhaps. But considering you went from being a young farm boy to the hope of the world in such a short span of time, you can be forgiven a little bit of madness.”
 
   Gewey recalled the visions he had been shown when visiting the Oracle’s hiding place in the forest. Linis had featured in two of these: once as a friend, and once as foe. But in both visions Gewey had betrayed him. 
 
   Since being told of these, Linis had never yet openly questioned whether Gewey would have the strength to remain loyal and true. Even so, Gewey knew that such thoughts must have passed through his friend’s mind. Sharply aware of what he might have to face, he’d certainly wondered the same thing himself. 
 
   “You know that whatever happens, I’ll protect you and Dina with my life,” he said.
 
   Linis leaned back and gave him a sideways grin. “You're thinking about those bloody visions again, aren’t you? Kaylia told me they still torment you.” He lowered his head to meet Gewey at eye level. “I trust you. I do not think you will betray me, my wife, or the people of this world. And if there was ever once a chance of such a thing happening – which I doubt – what you saw has now prevented it.”
 
   Gewey was surprised at how easily Linis could tell what he was thinking. It was probably why in both visions Linis was either his friend, or at least, had once been.
 
   “You’re right, of course,” he said. “And I don’t dwell on it as much as I used to.” He paused and looked down at the deck planks. “But there are things I can’t ignore. In both visions Kaylia was no longer with me, and that’s what keeps it fresh in my thoughts.”
 
   Linis waved his hand dismissively. “That means nothing. You said yourself that Ayliazarah told you these things need not be.”
 
   “True,” he agreed. “But I wish she had told me how to avoid them. My father used to tell me that fate is a trickster. The path you take to avoid it has a way of leading back to where you never wanted to be.”
 
   Just then, Dina’s angry voice called out. “Linis! Come here now!”
 
   Linis smiled. “Speaking of fate…”
 
   They both laughed as he hurried off to his wife. 
 
   Gewey listened to the sounds of the sea and wind, smiling as he did so. The life that emanated from the sea, together with the company of Kaylia and his friends, were going to be his only pleasures during a long journey that would be cramped and uncomfortable. His experience of time on board ships was limited to the elf vessel that had taken Aaliyah and him to the desert. Things this time were very much different – gritty and harsh. 
 
   He had heard several tales of the brutal discipline handed out on board human ships, and before the sun had set that first evening he was to witness it for himself. A young sailor had left a rope unsecured on deck, and apparently this was not his first offense. The chief mate decided that a lesson was necessary and immediately ordered two other deckhands to rip away the offender’s shirt and tie him face first to the mast. The chief mate then produced a long leather strap, the last few inches of which had been split into six knotted strips.
 
   The first strike cracked loudly across the man’s bare back, leaving ugly red marks. He grunted and ground his teeth hard together against the pain. By the fifth lash, blood was oozing from rips in the poor wretch’s skin. Gewey could bear it no longer. Using the flow of the air, he tore the strap away from the chief mate’s grasp.
 
   “Do as you wish when I’m not aboard,” Gewey told him sternly. “But while I am here, the beatings will cease.” He pointed to a nearby sailor. “You. Untie him.”
 
   The sailor stood fear-stricken for a moment, but after a quick glance at the chief mate, obeyed. Gewey snorted with satisfaction and returned to his seat. He could hear murmurs of anxiety and alarm spreading rapidly throughout the ship. Men were asking what might happen if Darshan’s anger were to grow beyond control. 
 
   A short time later Kaylia joined him. He could feel her displeasure long before she arrived.
 
   “I hope you do not intend to cause terror among the crew for the entire journey,” she scolded. 
 
   Gewey shrugged. “I’ll not see people tortured. And if it stops from fear of me…so be it.”
 
   The sun was setting as Kaylia grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”
 
   She led him below deck. The interior was not much different from Aaliyah’s ship, though with just a few faded paintings of various vessels and bits of old netting hanging along the walls, the décor was not nearly as pleasing to the eye. 
 
   The captain had relinquished his cabin to them, in spite of both Gewey and Kaylia’s objections. Now though, he was glad of it. Everyone they passed eyed him with suspicion and fear, and the captain’s private quarters was the only place he could escape this. 
 
   “Lee told me before we left that human sailors are extremely superstitious,” said Kaylia. “Better you not unsettle them if you want us to have a quiet trip.”
 
   The cabin was meagerly furnished and designed to serve as the captain’s dining room, bedroom and office all rolled into one. A single bed at the rear of the room was directly beneath a row of small windows overlooking the ocean. Four chairs surrounded a square table in the center, and a desk was pushed into the near left corner. There were no books or items of clothing other than the packs Gewey and Kayla had brought in with them. Most likely, the captain had removed his personal belongings before they boarded.
 
   Kaylia climbed onto the small bed and motioned for Gewey to lie beside her. “Close your eyes,” she said in a soothing tone.
 
   Gewey did as she asked. At once he felt her spirit calling him to her. As they became one he sensed something he had never felt before. A tiny ball of pure light darted and danced, melding with them both. It was the essence of love and the wind of spirit.
 
   “Our child,” said Gewey. “That’s my…my son.”
 
   He had felt the baby’s life-force before, but only as a pulsating beacon – a formless spirit that he instinctively knew was his child. Now though, it had a substance. And he could feel that his son already knew him to be his father.
 
   “When did this happen?” he asked. His heart was filled to bursting with joy. Even the closed eyes of his resting body were filled with tears. 
 
   “When you went to Shagharath,” she replied. “His spirit is the strength that kept me from completely losing my mind. He saved us both.”
 
   Gewey watched in awe, losing all sense of time. Never had he imagined such powerful emotions possible. Not even his bond with Kaylia could compare. 
 
   “Shagharath helped me to banish my anger,” he finally said, more to himself than anyone else. “Now my son has helped me to conquer my fear.”
 
   It took a great effort to pull away and open his eyes. By then, many hours had passed and the sun was rising. He could hear the bustle of the crew going about their duties. 
 
   He rose from the bed, his face aglow with happiness. “I think I’ll work on deck today. Maybe that will ease the crew’s reservations.”
 
   Kaylia sat up and gazed out of the windows at the dim morning light. A few lingering stars were still visible in the cloudless sky. “I think that is a good idea. As for me, I would like to rest.”
 
   Gewey leaned down to kiss her forehead before leaving the cabin and going up on deck.
 
   Using the knowledge he had gained while aboard the elf vessel, and without bothering to ask, he began helping the sailors with their morning work. Many of the tasks differed from what he had learned, but they were similar enough for him to quickly adjust. 
 
   Initially, no one would even look him in the eye, let alone speak. But as the day wore on the men relaxed and accepted his help without hesitation. In fact, Gewey’s tremendous strength had some sailors calling him over to assist them with particularly difficult tasks. This did not sit well with the chief mate, but he was not about to voice his displeasure. Not after Gewey’s recent display of power.
 
   Linis joined him about midday. Dina was still mightily displeased with her mother, and it was only after several outbursts at Linis, who simply lowered his head and nodded while trying not to smile, that she eventually calmed herself down. Her mother had insisted on helping the ship’s cook, so Dina decided to join her in the galley. By mid-afternoon, an aroma was drifting up on deck that had the men’s mouths watering and eager for the evening meal. When the time arrived, they jostled roughly for position in the line forming below deck. Crew manners were usually crude at best, but one firm look from Nahali soon had the desired effect. No one was going to risk upsetting the woman responsible for such delicious new mealtime offerings.  
 
   After dinner, Gewey took some time to relax at the stern and watch the sun ease its way to the horizon. 
 
   “This is a hard life,” said a gruff voice behind him.
 
   Gewey looked over his shoulder to see Captain Carnwell standing there. He was wearing a long brown coat and worn black trousers. His unruly salt and pepper hair blew wildly in the stiff breeze. His dark eyes were unyielding and told of a man who had lived through many hardships and dangers.
 
   “I’m sorry, Captain,” Gewey said unconvincingly. He knew the officer was referring to his intervention with the chief mate. “But beating a man bloody will never inspire him to do better.”
 
   “I’ve been sailing for forty years,” he shot back, not in the least intimidated by Gewey’s power. “I do know how to run my ship…and my crew. And I would thank you not to interfere.”
 
   Gewey couldn’t help but respect Carnwell for having the nerve to confront him. “I understand your position, but I refuse to allow senseless violence.”
 
   The captain sneered. “After the many men that Saraf has taken to the depths, I find it odd you would be so squeamish about such things.”
 
   This sparked a moment of anger in Gewey that he quickly forced back. “I am not Saraf. And if I were, I would tell you that I have nothing to do with the death of sailors. The gods are not what you think them to be. They do not choose men’s fates.”
 
   Carnwell huffed a disdainful chuckle. “Then what good are they?”
 
   Gewey turned, not knowing what to say next. But the captain was already walking away.
 
   What good are they? The words repeated in his mind, again and again. 
 
   “Now that’s a good question,” he said out loud to himself. 
 
   Just then a strong wind blew in from the north, causing the ship to roll and the sails to snap tight. Gewey looked skyward. A thunderhead was looming toward them. On the deck he could hear orders being shouted and the ship’s bell ringing repeatedly. Another gust of wind blew in, this time with even more severe force.
 
   The chief mate bounded up the stairs to the platform where Gewey was now holding on tight to the railing, his expert sea legs unaffected by the ship’s increasing instability. “You should get below,” he shouted. 
 
   “I can help,” he called back.
 
   The mate stared at Gewey, then threw up his hands. “Then get to it! Help secure the deck.”
 
   Gewey sprang into action, almost knocking the man over as he passed by. From the stories the elves had told him, storms at sea could come up without warning and smash a ship to splinters in mere minutes. 
 
   Lightning split the sky, and very soon giant waves were tossing the ship about like a child’s toy. Swells broke over the bow, soaking both the deck and the crew. In only a few minutes the sky was pitch black, the massive storm clouds appearing momentarily like vicious behemoths with each new flash of lightning, then vanishing once more into the blackness.  
 
   The captain was on a platform atop the main cabin, hands gripping the wheel tightly while struggling to keep the ship’s bow turned into the swells. He spotted Gewey just as he was seizing a rope that had come loose from the main mast. 
 
   “Can't you do anything?” the captain yelled, sneering and glancing up at the sky. 
 
   Only Gewey’s enhanced senses made him able to hear the captain’s words over the clamor of the storm. He secured the rope and then stumbled to the port railing. 
 
   He could feel Kaylia sending him encouragement and strength. She was below helping Weila, Linis, Dina, and Nahali, all of who knew nothing of ships or sailing, to secure the cargo and galley. 
 
   Several more flashes of lightning revealed the rest of the fleet bobbing in and out of view. They were being scattered further and further apart, and Gewey could feel the dread and anxiety of the men on board as the storm continued to build in strength. The swells were rising ever higher. Some were already half as tall as the ship’s main mast. 
 
   He drew in the flow of air and water, allowing it to rage through him. He could feel the unrelenting power of the storm surging in all directions. His body rose skyward until he was well above the main mast. At first he was uncertain how to proceed. Causing wind to blow or water to move was one thing. This though was vast and beyond his comprehension. 
 
   At first he tried to use the flow of air to force the storm into retreat, but it was like trying to resist an incoming tide by standing in the surf. Any column of air he created was simply blown back in the direction it had come as the tempest enveloped it. He widened his control to shield the length of the ship, and for a moment this seemed to be working. The wind lessened. But then a furious blast, so strong that it felt as if it had spawned from the Creator herself, easily overcame his latest efforts. The shield vanished and the gale blew even harder, as if enraged by Gewey’s attempts to control its power. 
 
   Join with it. A whisper in the back of his mind eased its way into his consciousness. Become as one.
 
   The voice alarmed him for a moment, but the creaking timbers and frightened sailors drew his attention. His vision penetrated the darkness and he could see that one of the other vessels had already capsized. Those that were not trapped within the ship were clinging desperately to its hull. He knew that the ship would be lost and all aboard likely perish if he didn’t act quickly. 
 
   In one great effort he combined air and water in order to right the vessel. The ship heaved and rolled, and slowly the edge of the deck became visible again. The sailors clinging to the hull scrambled to grab at the railing, but most were thrown into the sea long before they could reach it. Gewey could see them desperately thrashing about in the waves. 
 
   As soon as the ship was fully righted he drew away the water on board and then, one-by-one, lifted the drowning crewmen back onto the deck. 
 
   A feeling of satisfaction and pride took hold of him. But this was short lived. Four other ships were also in serious trouble. He needed to find a way to deal with the storm quickly or hundreds of people would die.
 
   Become one. The voice echoed in Gewey’s mind again, and this time he knew who it was and it filled him with dread.
 
   “Melek,” he muttered.
 
   Your flesh is unimportant. Only your spirit matters.
 
   Melek or not, he had to do something. Summoning all of his concentration, Gewey allowed his spirit to drift out into the tempest. The complexity of nature’s raw power was unfathomable. The flow that saturated it was disobedient and wild. He pushed with all his power, yet even now his efforts were achieving nothing. 
 
   Become the storm. Do not contain your spirit. Allow it to grow.
 
   All at once, Gewey understood. The ‘body’ he saw himself in when his spirit traveled was not real. It was a creation of his mind. Jubilation washed over him as he let go, allowing himself to spread out in all directions at the same time. Instantly, he was larger than the storm. At first it was alarming. His vision expanded to encompass mile upon mile of ocean and sky. The entire fleet was laid out before him. He was below the clouds, and yet at the same time, above them. 
 
   Calming his nerves, he concentrated on the storm. Suddenly, its complexity was diminished and he could grasp its every movement. He wrapped himself around it and drew its power within his own. And, just as Melek had told him, he became the storm. It was not the mindless rage he would have imagined. Instead, it was a flawless power, devoid of passion and yet full of intent. It existed simply to exist. There was no malice toward those who were unfortunate enough to be in its path. But neither was there love or benevolence. 
 
   It was simple to assert his will, because there was now nothing to oppose him. Gradually the wind died and the seas calmed. He dispersed the clouds until they were an invisible mist. 
 
   As Gewey’s spirit withdrew and condensed he heard a cacophony of cheers rising from the deck of his ship, as well as cries of relief and praises to the gods from the rest of the fleet. 
 
   During the moments his body drifted back onto the deck he could feel the presence of Melek ever more keenly. 
 
   There is so much more, Darshan. Wonders such as you have never dreamed. 
 
   And then…he was gone.
 
   Linis, Dina and Kaylia were standing a few feet behind him. Linis had the look of approval splashed across his face. Dina and Kaylia…worry. 
 
   “That was magnificent,” Linis cried joyously. “I had never imagined such a thing possible.”
 
   Gewey glanced at Kaylia. He was uncertain how to feel. He had saved lives, but only with the help of a bitter enemy. He forced a thin smile. “Neither had I,” he told Linis.
 
   The crew were still shouting their praises and thanks. The name Darshan rose like the storm he had just banished. In the midst of all this, a sudden fatigue shot through him; he stumbled with the sway of the ship. Kaylia rushed to his side and caught his arm. 
 
   “It seems that took rather a lot out of me,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” said Dina, her eyes narrow and unblinking. 
 
   Linis grabbed her playfully around her waist and pulled her to him. “Come, my love. Let us stroll to the bow and bask in the air of this clear night.”
 
   Dina looked at him sideways, at first resistant to his hold on her. But then she relaxed and allowed him to lead her away.
 
   “She worries whether you can control such power,” said Kaylia. Pulling Gewey's arm over her shoulder, she walked him toward the main cabin door. 
 
   Gewey looked back. Linis was holding Dina in his arms and whispering into her ear. Her eyes softened and a sweet smile crept its way to the corners of her mouth. 
 
   “Should I speak to her?” asked Gewey. 
 
   “No,” Kaylia replied. “Her fears will fade in due course. Don’t forget that she is a historian. If history tells us anything, it is that power corrupts, and that those who wield it cannot be trusted. It will take time for her to know that you are different.”
 
   Just before they stepped inside, the captain called down from above. Gewey stepped back until he could see the man. His hands were draped over the wheel pegs, his clothes and hair still drenched from the storm.
 
   “I asked you what the gods are good for,” he shouted, letting out a good-natured laugh. “And my word, you showed me well enough.”
 
   Gewey smiled and gave him an appreciative nod, but other than that he felt uncertain of how to respond. 
 
   “All praise Darshan,” shouted a crewman. “God of the wind and skies.”
 
   Together, the rest of the crew repeated this chant, as if saying a prayer. Gewey glanced to the bow. Dina’s worried look had returned. Linis was rubbing the bridge of his nose and shaking his head.
 
   “Let’s get inside,” said Kaylia. 
 
   Gewey allowed himself to be led on. Once back in their quarters, Kaylia helped him to undress and get into bed. 
 
   “And what do you think?” he asked. “Can I wield such power and not be corrupted?”
 
   Kaylia thought for a moment and then nodded. “It was wondrous. And yet it was startling. As you spread your spirit out I could feel a fire within you come to life – a fire that I have not felt before. It was at the same time both beautiful and terrible. But I did not fear it.”
 
    “I wouldn’t have been able to accomplish it without Melek's help,” Gewey told her.
 
   She cocked her head and her eyes narrowed. “I did not feel his presence. How did he help?”
 
   Gewey recounted the experience. 
 
   She sat on the edge of the bed. “Do you think perhaps Melek caused the storm to test you?”
 
   Gewey considered this. “It’s possible. And if so, his power is far greater than mine. To do such a thing from Althetas…” 
 
   His vision blurred and he could feel fatigue pressing in. 
 
   “There is no use worrying,” said Kaylia. “Rest now. I will join you shortly.”
 
   With that, she got up and left the cabin. 
 
   Sleep found Gewey quickly. And this time it was restful and pleasant. Somehow he knew that Melek, whatever his plans and schemes, would wait until he arrived in Althetas before unleashing any more mischief. The storm had been of his making. Of that, Gewey was now certain. 
 
   He also felt certain that Melek was still hoping they would join together in his cause.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 22
 
   Lee sat in the upstairs parlor of the manor gazing through tear filled eyes at his wife. She had been silent on the way there, and he had not pressed her to speak. That she was walking beside him was a miracle in itself, and far more than he could have hoped for. Yet he knew that if it was a miracle, it was not a miracle from the gods. This miracle came from a different, far more treacherous source. But at that very moment, he didn’t care.
 
   “Don’t weep, my love,” said Penelope. Her voice was soft music on a spring wind. Her tender smile a jewel sparkling in the darkness. 
 
   Lee wiped at his tears, at the same time swallowing away the lump in his throat that was choking off his words. “Why - why has he sent you to me?”
 
   “To give you a message,” she replied. Her smile remained in place, yet bore a hint of the pain she felt at seeing her husband so conflicted. “And to give us both a gift.”
 
   A chill gripped Lee’s heart. He knew the game that was being played. And yet he cared only that she was close to him. “Please, my love. I know you are his servant. You must keep his message and his gift. I cannot bow to his will.”
 
   “He does not wish for that,” she said, reaching over and taking hold of his hand. The warmth of her touch brought fresh tears spilling down Lee’s face. “He asks only that you withdraw. He wants you to take Jacob and me to the desert where we can live in peace. Once settled, we should stay there until the war is over.” 
 
   She could see the doubt in his eyes. “Yes, I am his servant,” she continued. “I cannot change that. And I cannot say anything other than what I have been told. This you knew already. But make no mistake of my intent. I was granted this gift in spite of my disloyalty.”
 
   Lee squeezed her hand and knelt before her. “Don’t you see? He only wishes for me to no longer aid his enemy. He sees me as a threat and wishes to weaken Gewey. He cares nothing for our happiness.”
 
   Penelope laughed, though it was kind rather than mocking. “Of course he doesn’t. But he does want allies once this war is done.”
 
   “You can’t think that I would–”
 
   Penelope put her finger to his lips to silence him. “Gewey Stedding will die and this world will burn. When that happens, I would have you alive and with me. I would see our son given the chance for a family of his own one day.”
 
   “As would I,” agreed Lee. “But I think you underestimate Gewey.” He tried to sound resolved, but even though he knew this to be a ploy, he could feel weakness and doubt creeping into his heart. The Dark Knight had made this offer before, and it had taken all of his strength to refuse. He had already watched Penelope die once, and didn’t think he could go through the terrible pain of that again. This time the enemy had the upper hand.
 
   “The Reborn King has more power than you or Gewey Stedding realize,” she countered. “The Sword of Truth is not his only source. Please believe it when I say that it is me telling you this. Not him. I cannot say more, but I swear I speak the truth.”
 
   Lee noticed a small twitch of pain in her cheek. “I do believe you. And I won’t ask you to tell me things you are forbidden to say. But even if it’s true that Gewey is doomed, what’s to stop your master from killing us once the war is over?”
 
   Penelope let out a soft laugh. “Nothing. But that is a risk I’m prepared to take if it will reunite us – even if only for a short while.”
 
   The words were barely out of her mouth when the door burst open. A broadly grinning Jacob appeared in the doorway. “I was told you were home. And in the company of a woma…” 
 
   His voice trailed off and the smile vanished. “Mother?”    
 
   Penelope slowly stood up, her hands covering her mouth to hold back the sobs. She cleared her throat, wiped her eyes and opened her arms wide, but he showed no signs of coming to her. Eventually, she sat back down again. 
 
   Her voice was quiet. “Won’t you join us, Jacob? Please.”
 
   He remained where he was for several more seconds before making his way across the room with tentative steps and sitting on the couch beside her. 
 
   She reached out to embrace him, but he leaned away. 
 
   “I understand,” she said, her voice now barely above a whisper. 
 
   Lee quickly explained to his son what had been said. Once he was finished, Penelope placed her hand on top of Jacob’s. This time he permitted her touch.
 
   “Am I to take it that you are considering this offer?” Jacob asked.
 
   “I don’t know what to do, son,” admitted Lee. “I truly don’t.”
 
   “So you really are considering abandoning all of your friends, and the cause they’ve been fighting and dying for?” Jacob’s tone was accusing. He pulled his hand free, deliberately avoiding looking at his mother while doing so. “You said yourself that she is dead. And even if she did live, it would only be as a slave to our enemy.”
 
   Lee nodded. “I know. But it’s one thing to say such things, and another to actually believe them. Especially when she is here…alive and warm.” His eyes turned to Penelope. She looked back at him, smiling through a veil of sorrow and longing. 
 
   There was a long silence, at first simply because all three of them were unsure what to say next. Later, it became more the fear of where an unwise remark might lead.
 
   “Nothing needs to be decided tonight,” Penelope eventually said. 
 
   “And just how long has your master given you?” asked Jacob, not hiding his scorn. 
 
   Penelope did not appear hurt and only shrugged. “A few days at least, I think. And I would see Millet before I depart. Even if I am to travel on alone.”
 
   Her words stung Lee. “So you intend to leave us, regardless of what we decide?”
 
   “I must,” she replied. “My destination is the only choice I am left with. I will not be permitted to stay. I will go into the desert - alone if it comes to that.”
 
   There was another long pause.
 
   “Then we shall enjoy our time together for now,” said Lee. 
 
   Jacob forced himself to look into his mother’s eyes. His expression slowly softened, and this time he did not resist when she embraced him. 
 
   They talked for a short time longer, though both Lee and Jacob were careful not to speak of anything that might compromise their plans. 
 
   “I am so very tired,” Penelope eventually told them. She smiled lovingly at Lee. 
 
   Jacob, understanding her meaning, embraced his mother once more and excused himself.
 
   “He has become quite a man since last I saw him,” she said approvingly, once he’d departed.
 
   Lee nodded in agreement. “He is stronger than I could have ever hoped for. And far wiser than I was at his age. He has made me very proud.”
 
   “You should have seen him as a boy. He was just like you. Rash and ruled by his heart.”
 
   Lee chuckled. “Thankfully, it didn’t take him nearly as long to gain some maturity. A character flaw I still struggle with.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Penelope said playfully. “I’ve always enjoyed the childish side of your nature.” She rose to her feet, pulling him up with her. “But if you would forgive me, I think we have talked enough.” 
 
   Lee’s heart began to beat rapidly. Only with a great effort was he able to keep his breathing steady. He led Penelope from the parlor and upstairs to his bed chamber. 
 
   He could only watch silently as she dimmed the lanterns and approached him with graceful, seductive steps. He had dreamed of her so often – the curves of her hips, the softness of her touches – and now that she was actually with him again, he felt like a newlywed youth. But of course, the truth was that she’d always had this effect on him.
 
   Lee felt the heat of her body even before she was within arm’s length. He reached out for her, his breaths coming in short, excited gasps. The moment he touched her, she melted into his arms. They kissed with complete abandon. For an instant he worried that he might hurt her with the strength of his passion, but a long moan of pleasure quickly dispelled this concern. 
 
   He lifted her with his powerful arms and carried her over to the bed, their lips never parting for a second. As he lay her gently down, he took a moment to bask in her beauty. The moonlight shining in through the window cast a blue aura around her entire form. Her eyes twinkled like a pair of flawless sapphires. 
 
   “I have waited so long for this,” she whispered. 
 
   “As have I,” he replied. “And I have made my decision.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The next morning Lee awoke late. Later in fact, than he had done since his youthful days. All the years of loneliness and hardship had been washed away. He looked beside him to where Penelope had fallen asleep and felt a sudden chill of panic - she was no longer there. He was just about to call out when the door opened. She entered the room wearing a red cotton dress and a pair of black silk slippers. Her hair had been combed to a beautiful sheen and was tied back into a ponytail by a strip of red cloth.
 
   “I needed to find a change of clothing,” she explained with a mischievous grin. “My dress is…well, let’s just say I can no longer wear it.” She spun in a rapid circle, the cloth swishing around her curves. Once again Lee’s heart began to race. “Luckily, it seems that the lord of this manor was not unaccustomed to having female guests. I found this.”
 
   “It looks as if it were made for you,” remarked Lee. “The lord was a friend of mine. I would introduce you, but sadly he passed away.”
 
   Penelope frowned. “I am sorry. But soon death will be something neither of us will have to worry about for some time.” She paused and cocked her head. “Assuming that your mind is still set?”
 
   Lee nodded. “It is. But you must allow me to tell Millet and Jacob of our intentions.”
 
   She crossed the room as though her feet were not touching the floor and kissed him softly on his cheek. “I heard them downstairs. Should I wait for you?”
 
   “No need,” he replied. “Jacob will have told Millet everything by now. I’m sure he’s impatient to see you.”
 
   She gave him a playful peck on the nose and danced gracefully out of the room. Lee lay back in the bed for a minute, yet again turning over in his mind what had happened. His decision was indeed made, but he was far from comfortable with it.
 
   He washed and dressed, then made his way downstairs to a glass enclosed patio at the rear of the house. The warmth of the midday sun was making the air muggy, but it also brought forth the sweet scent of honeysuckle and lavender from the garden. He could hear his wife’s laughter long before he reached them. 
 
   Millet Jacob and Penelope were all sitting around a small round table in the center of the patio, smiling and talking. Millet looked happy to see Penelope, but Lee had known him long enough to detect that his cheer was disguising a deep concern.  
 
   “You look rested,” said Millet as Lee sat down. 
 
   The table was filled with fruits, breads and a large pitcher of cool peach cider. Lee listened as Millet regaled his wife with tales of their adventures, in true form never forgetting to tell of the many times when he saved the day after Lee had leaped before he looked. 
 
   Jacob pretended to listen, but his eyes kept darting between his mother and father. Lee could feel his suspicion, and see his unease in the way he constantly shifted in his chair.
 
   They talked for an hour and ate at a leisurely pace. Eventually, Millet passed a comment about the beads of sweat forming on Penelope’s brow.
 
   “I’m unaccustomed to the heat,” she explained. 
 
   Of course, Lee thought, reflecting on what he knew Millet was thinking. Angrääl is cold.
 
   They adjourned to the downstairs parlor and took seats: Lee beside his wife on a sofa, with Millet and Jacob across from them in a pair of matching armchairs. It was clear that the time for more serious talk had arrived. 
 
   Lee poured everyone a glass of plum brandy.
 
   “You have no idea how happy I am to see you, My Lady,” said Millet. He leaned forward. “But I am aware of who you are forced to serve, as well as why you are here.”
 
   Penelope sighed and laughed kindly. “I am so very glad that Lee has had your wisdom to guide him all these years. And you are right to be suspicious. Should I be told of your plans, I would not be able to keep the information secret. Which is why I am grateful that you have guarded your tongue. But know this - I am only here to be with my family. The Reborn King may have other designs for us, but I am not aware of them, nor am I conspiring against my son and husband. At least, not knowingly. He wants Lee out of the way. That much doesn’t take a great mind to see. And though it hurts to know that I am the enemy, I am still the woman you knew. That has not changed, and never will.”
 
   She drew in a deep breath. “I have lived for years without my family. Difficult as that was to bear, I have always told myself that it was for the greater good, and that the gods had set my husband to an important task.” The hint of a smile appeared. “Well, the time has now come for that task to be set aside. I cannot be free of my king. But nor can I pretend I am not filled with joy that his schemes are finally bringing my family back together.”
 
   “And what do you say?” Millet asked Lee.
 
   Lee lowered his head and steadied his nerves. The tension was palpable as both Millet and Jacob awaited his answer. He looked up, his eyes going from Millet to Jacob, then back again.
 
   “The war is over for me,” he announced. “My heart will not allow me to continue.” He could see both men sit back in unison. “I know you will object, but I will not be dissuaded.”
 
   “And what do you expect me to do?” snapped Jacob, his face red with fury. “Go with you? After all we’ve been through, do you really expect me to serve Angrääl? It was the Reborn King who deceived me in the first place. He has invaded our land, enslaved and murdered our people, and as far as I can see....” His top lip curled in disgust. “He has killed my mother.”
 
   Penelope grabbed hold of Lee’s hand, desperate for reassurance. He looked at her and could see that her heart was breaking. This was the part of his choice he had not told her about.
 
   “I thought you would say this,” Lee said to Jacob. He pulled his wife’s hand into his lap. “I did not think you would come. Nor do I want you to.”
 
   “What?” exclaimed Penelope, jerking her hand free. “I thought–”
 
   “I will come with you, my love,” said Lee. “But I will not allow Jacob to follow. I do not believe your master will honor his promise. And if I am right about this, I do not want our son anywhere near me when his true plan is revealed. Though Jacob is in danger if he remains in Baltria, here at least he has a chance to live. In spite of anything you may say, I believe in Gewey Stedding. I believe he will defeat the Dark Knight and restore peace to the world. If you are truly the woman I love, you will understand.”
 
   Penelope closed her eyes and wiped away the tears that were spilling down her cheeks. It took her a few moments to steady herself sufficiently to speak. “You are right. I know it. And I will trust in your wisdom.”
 
   “Then we must leave at once,” Lee told her. “My choice has made me a danger to Baltria.” He looked at Jacob. “Honor my decision and quell your anger. I simply could not bear the pain of losing her again…not for a third time. I beg your forgiveness.”
 
   Jacob glared at Lee, but slowly his posture relaxed. He nodded his head. “I can’t say that I understand. My heart tells me you are making a terrible mistake, and a part of it believes you are simply seeking the death you have spoken of so many times.” 
 
   He looked directly at his mother. “And I don’t think I could ever forgive you for that.”
 
   Penelope’s eyes dropped, unable to meet his condemning gaze. “How I wish I could be as I was,” she said. “And how I wish I could say that all will be well in the end. But I can’t. All I can say is that I love you both, and would gladly meet my end to save you.”
 
   Lee put an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Son. You must trust me when I tell you that this is the only way either of us will ever have a chance to be free.” 
 
   He got to his feet. “Now I must speak to Millet alone. And if we are on our way to meet our fate, you should take this time to talk to your mother.” 
 
   Jacob glanced sideways at her, but said nothing as Lee continued. “A piece inside of me died every time I thought of what I’d left unsaid to both of you when you were a child. Please Jacob, do not suffer as I did. She is here with you now, and you may never have another chance.”
 
   He nodded to Millet and the two of them moved off to leave Jacob and Penelope alone. 
 
   They wandered around the back garden for a while until settling on a bench beside a small marble fountain.
 
   “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Millet asked. His head was bowed and his shoulders slumped, as if carrying a great weight.
 
   Lee was grateful that his old friend was not trying to dissuade him. He gave a crooked smile. “To be honest, no. But the moment I saw her again, I knew I couldn’t bear for us to be parted. And to keep her here would mean–”
 
   “To keep her here would mean us having to imprison her.” Millet completed for him. He sighed. “I would not wish to be responsible for that, either.” Leaning back, he met Lee’s eyes with understanding and forgiveness. “Where will you go?” 
 
   “The desert,” he replied. “She can do no harm there. And neither can I should the Dark Knight break my will further.” He squeezed Millet’s shoulder fondly. “Take care of my son. If given the chance, he’ll be a great man. Far greater than I ever hoped to be.”
 
   Millet could not find the words to express the deep sorrow and boundless respect he was feeling at that moment. But Lee understood anyway. Between the two friends, such words were unnecessary. They sat listening to the sounds of the city until the afternoon threatened to turn into evening.
 
   When the sun fully set, Lee would leave Baltria. He would leave Millet. And he would leave his son…for the final time.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 23
 
   It was many mortal lifetimes since Felsafell had been so close to a city while in his true form. The last time didn’t go well, he recalled. The elves became fearful and had tried to capture him. Would it have made any difference, he wondered, had they had known how closely they were related? He doubted it. The elves of that era were a brutish lot: confused and full of rage. 
 
   From outside the Althetas city walls he could easily hear the bustle of people within: working, seeking entertainment, and spending time with friends and family. All of the things that brought mortals together. And all of the things that he missed about having living kin. 
 
   For a while he listened beyond these common sounds, but could hear nothing unusual. If Melek was close by, then he was certainly not drawing attention to himself. 
 
   The army returning from the south had been divided in two. One half had marched east for twenty miles and was currently awaiting orders.  The other half had been set to work repairing damage to the city. The all too familiar smell of recent battle was still hanging in the air. 
 
   The king had returned three days ago amid tremendous fanfare, but from Felsafell’s vantage point of more than a mile away he could not tell if the mad god was accompanying him. Word of how Melek destroyed the invading armies of Angrääl had spread like wildfire, and the mood inside Althetas was one of hope and joy. The enemy was all but defeated - or so everyone imagined. Felsafell pitied the humans and elves. To be given such hope, only to have it stripped away was a miserable thing. And he was certain this was exactly what Melek intended to do.
 
   Within a day of the king’s return there was a subtle change. The people began speaking about ‘The Messenger of Darshan’ rather than of Melek directly. It appeared as if he was doing all he could to win Gewey’s support and favor. But to what end, Felsafell wondered?
 
   He could still see the once proud cities of his people crumbling before the wrath of the mad god. The screams of those who would not bow before him still haunted Felsafell’s dreams. Just once had he seen Melek up close, and for this he had barely escaped being consumed by flames. It was Melek who had shown his people destruction and pain for the first time – a concept they later used to cause themselves immeasurable harm. Though his name and deeds were erased from all records and never spoken aloud, his people never forgot. To them he was always Melek: The Bringer of True Death.
 
   Felsafell had circled the city walls many times in the hope that listening to talk amongst the inhabitants would lead him to a course of action. But Melek was not behaving as he once had by marching boldly through the streets and imposing his evil will. In fact, after the second day it was the name of Darshan – and not Melek - that was being spoken of as the savior of the battle.
 
   Avoiding detection by humans and elves had so far been simple. Even when they thought they'd seen something, Felsafell’s incredible speed allowed him to disappear before they could be sure he was actually there. He marveled at how much trust had been built between the races in so short a time. All the patrols were now integrated, and they had found ways to complement their inherent strengths. Though physically weaker and unable to use the flow, humans showed an uncanny sense of knowing when something was not quite as it should be. Many times it was the humans who had spotted him in the shadows, even if only for a split second. And when the elves could find no one there, they did not ridicule their new comrades for being wrong. Rather, they respected the human’s instincts and became ever more cautious as they patrolled.
 
   It was well past midnight when he began his search for the best spot along the wall to enter Althetas. There was nothing more he could learn from eavesdropping outside. Now he would have to risk the city itself. He smiled at the fact that, had he remained in the form of a doddering old fool, he could have simply walked in through the main gates unnoticed. But the transformation would take too long. Last time it was three days, and rushing it was painful beyond imagining.
 
   He made his way toward a section of wall where there was a large warehouse on the other side. From there he would be able to make his way to the king’s manor with less chance of encounters. What he would do after arriving was still uncertain at this stage. 
 
   He paused at the base of the wall and listened carefully. All was quiet at present. He was about to leap up and over - a feat that would certainly cause a stir if witnessed - when he caught a foul yet familiar scent. Six Vrykol were approaching from the southeast. He backed away and raced toward the tree line two hundred yards away. A few people were still about, but his immense speed made him seem like a blur to their eyes – gone before they could be even sure something was there. 
 
   Just seconds after taking up position behind a thick oak he saw the Vrykol change their course and move in his direction. He was clearly their target. But who had sent them; the Reborn King or Melek? They were spread in a wide semi-circle that gradually tightened as they drew closer. Felsafell knew he could still evade them, but if he did, he would risk having to abandon his objective. That was unthinkable, so he would have to deal with the beasts quickly. 
 
   Only six should be easy enough. They may be deadly to mortals, but they were in no way a threat to him. He decided to go to their right and take them one at a time. However, the second he moved they began falling back at a speed he had never seen from a Vrykol before.  
 
   This may be more challenging than I suspected, he thought. 
 
   He changed direction and headed straight at their center, knowing they would surround him. But it didn’t matter. He certainly wasn’t going to be defeated by this small group of abominations. He stopped just as the first Vrykol came into view. 
 
   The thwack of two bowstrings simultaneously being loosed brought a sinister grin to his lips. The creatures at either far side were hoping to catch him off guard. But he was never off his guard. He stepped back, allowing the missiles to whiz by him and disappear into the darkness of the dense forest. The Vrykol halted.
 
   “Ah! The last of the first born,” came a voice that echoed from seemingly everywhere at once. “Are you still as fierce and defiant as I remember? The way your kind would scream…it was like sweet music. I so loved burning your cities…and your people. Their suffering and pain warmed my spirit.”
 
   Felsafell snarled. “Show yourself, Melek. I have no patience for your mad games.”
 
   The disembodied sound of childlike laughter echoed tauntingly. “You will play my game. You will indeed. Then you will tell me where the creature you travel with is hiding. But first, a small test.”
 
   All six Vrykol burst forth, unsheathing cruel steel. Felsafell suspected that these would be far more dangerous than those he’d previously encountered. This suspicion was quickly confirmed. 
 
   He moved left and leapt forward, high enough to pass over the advancing foe. But before he’d even landed, the Vrykol had spun around and was bearing down on him. Though not as fast as Yanti, it was considerably faster than the creatures he and Gewey had faced in the Spirit Hills. His feet had barely touched the ground when he was forced to duck and roll beneath the Vrykol’s steel. His fist smashed into the back of its head, sending it stumbling forward. 
 
   Another Vrykol closed in. Felsafell crouched, and with his massive strength, struck it in the mid-section. The force of the blow would have sent the beast flying, but Felsafell caught its sword arm and ripped it from its shoulder. An ear-rending shriek pierced the air.
 
   The detached arm was still gripping the sword as Felsafell swung it around and with a growl, took the head of another foe. Before the injured Vrykol could gain its bearings, he reached over and tore its head off too. 
 
   “Enough!” thundered Melek. The remaining Vrykol stopped and backed away. 
 
   Felsafell watched closely as they all turned and headed south. To his right he then heard soft footfalls deftly navigating the weeds and roots of the forest floor. A young, fair-haired human male appeared from the darkness, as if stepping from behind a curtain. 
 
   “You are different from what I remember,” remarked Felsafell. “More…mundane.”
 
   Melek smiled. “Being inconspicuous has advantages. Though I must admit, I wish I’d had more time to choose a form. I would have preferred to appear a bit older.”
 
   “No doubt it is easier to deceive your human prey in this form,” said Felsafell, not disguising his contempt. “But you do not fool me. You are the same monster you have always been.”
 
   Melek’s eyes darkened. “Mind your insults. I am not Darshan, and I do not look at you in awe. To me you are just another mistake of the Creator. One that I will correct here and now if you are not careful.”
 
   “I do not fear you, Melek,” Felsafell growled. “Do what you must.”
 
   Melek cocked his head and smirked. “In due time. But for now I am wondering where your companion is? You know, the one who is behind the love I see in your eyes.” He took a menacing step forward.  “If you tell me, I may allow you to go free.”
 
   Felsafell clenched his fists and glared. “You will not find her.”
 
   “You think not?” Melek chuckled and shrugged. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps she can stay hidden. And perhaps you can resist what I have in store for you.” He moved a bit closer. “Or perhaps I will forget about her altogether and allow you to help me in other ways.”
 
   “If you think to coerce me,” said Felsafell. “You are wasting your time.”
 
   “Time?” scoffed Melek. “What could time possibly mean to either of us?”
 
   “It should mean something to you,” he countered. “Once Darshan arrives he will see through your masquerade. Then your time will be up.”
 
   Melek threw back his head in laughter. “Darshan? He is a child, easily manipulated. And once he discovers that he is truly no match for his enemy, he will have no choice but to accept an alliance with me. Which brings me to my next question. Where are the remaining god stones?” 
 
   Felsafell met his question with silence. 
 
   Melek sighed. “So you wish to test your endurance? Very well.” He took another step. “If you would like to experience the exquisite ways I know of how to inflict suffering, I will oblige.”
 
   Felsafell could see the tiny changes in Melek’s expression and knew that he had to act quickly. Melek had moved close enough for him to almost reach out and touch him. Close enough to strike. His fist shot out so fast that even a god would struggle to see it. But instead of flesh, his blow passed right through Melek’s form as if through a mist. 
 
   “You are a fool, first born,” Melek said. His tone was calm and unemotional. “I am not unaware of my power, as is the child Darshan. You can no more defeat me than you could your own kin.”
 
   The dim light from the stars and moon suddenly went black and Felsafell was struck blind. But he knew the area well and could recall every tree and bush that surrounded him. The sinews of his legs burst into life as he made a desperate dash to escape. 
 
   “To where do you run?” taunted Melek, his voice carrying on the wind into Felsafell’s ears. “Do you run to your love? Do you run to Darshan? Give in, first born. Nothing can save you from me.”
 
   Felsafell knew that he had passed the tree line and was now out in the open; he could hear a few wagons plodding down the nearby road. The main gate to the city was to the north. In the opposite direction the road split to lead both east and south. His keen hearing could help him navigate even the densest wooded areas, but it would be easy for Melek to ambush him. 
 
   The angry realization then settled. Why would he even bother doing that? He can likely take me at any time he wishes. 
 
   “Do you really think you can run blindly forever?” asked Melek.
 
   Felsafell skidded to a halt. “Then face me!” he shouted. 
 
   Almost at once the veil of darkness lifted. He was no more than a few dozen yards away from the road. The tall grass surrounding him was still for a few moments, then bent low as a stiff breeze blew in from the north. 
 
   “So you wish to fight me?” 
 
   Felsafell spun around. There was Melek, still smiling broadly and holding a dagger in each hand. “You didn’t use a weapon with the Vrykol,” he remarked. “I would be happy to lend you one of mine.” He held out his left hand, offering the blade. When Felsafell did not respond, Melek shrugged. In a blinding flash the two daggers vanished. “You’re right. It’s better this way.”
 
   Felsafell seized the initiative and charged. But Melek had anticipated his move and stepped aside, at the same time driving a foot hard into his gut. Such was the force of the impact, Felsafell was sent flying. Even so, he landed on his feet with uncanny agility, eyes fixed on his opponent. 
 
   “Predictable and clumsy,” remarked Melek. “Unbefitting for one of your kind.” He held out a hand and waved him in with the tips of his fingers. “Come, try again.”
 
   Felsafell would not be goaded. He squared his shoulders and waited for his opponent to come to him. Not that this helped. Despite his readiness, the blow still struck his jaw before he realized that Melek had moved. He tried to step back, but was struck three more times and sent sprawling. 
 
   He looked up and pushed himself to his feet. Melek was standing in the same spot he had been before, smirking. “Did you really hope to win?” he asked. “I mastered the power that Darshan now wields like a lumbering oaf, thousands of years before your people were even created.”
 
   Felsafell spat blood on the ground and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “If you are so powerful, why do you need him? Why enlist the aid of a lumbering oaf if you are so mighty?”
 
   “I have my own reasons,” Melek replied. A hint of anger had seeped into his voice. “For now, all you need to know is one thing. Should you continue your defiance, what little time that remains of your life will be spent in agonizing pain, the like of which you have never imagined.”
 
   Felsafell knew that attacking would only result in further injury, and that running was equally useless. “Then do what you will,” he challenged. “For I will tell you nothing.”
 
   Melek’s smile took on a sinister quality. “We shall see.”
 
   Felsafell lowered his eyes. The first blow that struck his temple was massive and very nearly sent him straight into unconsciousness. He fell to one knee. He knew that one more would be all Melek needed. He thought of Basanti and hoped she would heed his request to stay where she was. If she did, Melek might not find her - and perhaps Gewey would.
 
   For the first time in many thousands of years despair crept into his heart. Would Gewey be able to triumph over such power? Before he could answer his own thoughts, the second blow sent him into darkness. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 24
 
   Gewey looked out from their small landing craft as it headed for the shores of the Tarvansia Peninsula. Ahead of them, the wreckage of the ruined ships protruding from the water was a depressing sight.
 
   On drawing closer, his heart seized when he recognized the familiar curved bow of an elf vessel. It must have been caught unaware and assaulted with the strange new weapon they had seen in Baltria. His only consolation was that he knew Aaliyah still lived. There was a short time when he’d felt unfathomable anguish from her and he feared that she had lost Nehrutu. Her anguish though, was very soon replaced by immeasurable joy. But there was no explanation for this sudden change. Whatever had happened, she was still keeping her thoughts closely hidden.
 
   Linis and Dina had decided to join him in going ashore, and it was only after a very long argument that Dina was able to prevent her mother from coming along too. It helped that Kaylia had intervened and agreed to stay on board with Nahali. She would know what was going on through Gewey, and he had sensed no enemies – only a small group of elves. 
 
   As the landing boat slid onto the sands they saw an elder elf woman approaching from atop a low dune. Linis raised his hand in greeting. The woman returned the gesture, though without a great show of enthusiasm. 
 
   Linis introduced himself and the others, taking care to use the name of Gewey rather than Darshan. 
 
   “I am Aquilia,” she said, giving a slight bow. “What brings you ashore?”
 
   “We spotted the wrecks as we were passing and wondered what had happened,” Linis replied. 
 
   The woman sighed. “I was not here at the time. But I have spoken with many who were.”
 
   She went on to describe the destruction of the ships as related to her by wounded survivors of the battle. “It was as if our enemy had acquired the wrath of heaven as its ally,” she concluded. “The dead and wounded were beyond counting.” 
 
   Linis and Gewey exchanged glances.
 
    “You don’t have the look of a warrior or seeker,” said Linis. “So what is your purpose here?”
 
   “We came to heal the wounded who could not travel,” she explained. “Once we had done all we could, a few of us remained to keep watch lest more enemies approach. In fact, had you not landed, we would have sent word ahead to have your fleet intercepted before you reach the next port.” She smiled and sighed. “But the name Linis is well known among all the elf clans, and your ships will now pass unmolested. Even though, I do not recognize the rest of your companions.”
 
   “They are friends,” said Linis. “But not known widely among our people.” He lied convincingly, though it was against his nature to do so and chaffed his morals. 
 
   “Then they are most welcome,” she replied 
 
   “Do you have need of supplies?” asked Linis.
 
   Aquilia nodded. “If you could spare any, we would be most grateful. Game is scarce and there is little vegetation this close to the ocean. We have been forced to venture further and further from our camp to find what we need.”
 
   “You shall have it,” said Linis. “But you will only require enough for your journey home. Angrääl has been defeated in Baltria.”
 
   Her face brightened. “That is good news indeed. These old bones long for my soft bed. Come, let us tell the others.”
 
   The camp had been set up a few hundred yards back on the far side of the dunes where the sand gave way to firmer grassland and sparse pines. Gewey offered to return to the ship and make arrangements for supplies to be brought ashore. Meanwhile, Linis set about gathering any information that might be useful. 
 
   The elves still there were mostly elders and healers who had come from their lands in the east to aid their kin as best they could. All of them were delighted to hear the news of Angrääl’s defeat and now appeared as anxious as Aquilia to return home. They informed Linis that most of the wounded who were unable to travel under their own power after being treated had already been moved back to their homeland by wagon. This included both elves and humans.
 
   “They will be the first humans to set foot within elf borders since the Great War,” remarked Linis approvingly.
 
   The others shrugged indifferently.
 
   “The world changes,” said Aquilia. “Old elves like us can only watch and hope. Our fighting days are far behind us, and most of us who remember the Great War will be gone soon enough.”
 
   Linis quickly realized that there was little of practical value to be learned from this group and so allowed Dina to guide the conversation. An elf named Froemis was from her mother’s village and knew of Nahali, but said that those living there had thought her dead for many years. He appeared very pleased to hear that she was in fact still alive and returning home.
 
   Linis could see the fatigue in everyone’s eyes and posture, but this disappeared as soon as he mentioned the elves of the desert. 
 
   “It was they who captured Baltria,” he explained. “And they still hold it at this very moment. One of their kin travels with us now - a woman sent as an emissary for her people.”
 
   “To think that those legends of a lost tribe really were true,” remarked Aquilia. “If only we could meet her.”
 
   “You will meet many of her people very soon, I suspect,” said Linis. He went on to tell them what he knew of the desert elves, and about his time among them. They were amazed to hear of their long life and rejection of the flow.
 
   By the time Gewey returned, everyone was laughing and talking as if they had not a care in the world. While Linis and Dina were happy to talk for a while longer with their new friends, Gewey ventured off to scout the area. The lessons learned from turning back the storm had been well remembered, and he soon discovered that they could be applied in other useful ways. By allowing his spirit to drift free and spread wide, he was able to see over vast distances quite easily. He made certain that the elf elders would be traveling back home unmolested, at least for the first day. 
 
   Eventually they all said farewell and returned to the ship. While Gewey was making his way across the deck he noticed that a carved figure had been fixed to the rail surrounding the main wheel. He groaned as he realized what it was and pointed it out to Kaylia.
 
   “A few of the sailors have even made pendants with your likeness engraved upon them,” she told him. 
 
   “Yes,” remarked Dina. “You appear to have gained quite a following.” She paused to look closely at Gewey before adding: “I wonder where it will all end?”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The remainder of the journey was without incident. Gewey ensured that the wind was in their favor, but spent most of his time in the cabin. Kaylia told him that the crew had built a small shrine to Darshan in their quarters, and that his name could be regularly heard throughout the ship in quiet prayers. Gewey tried telling them to stop, but each time they simply looked at him with stricken expressions and begged forgiveness. Eventually, he could do nothing more and was forced to accept the situation.
 
   After some thought, he decided to disembark just west of Valshara to see Lady Selena. Weila, Linis, Dina, and Nahali would all accompany him and they would determine their next move from there. When the time came for them to board the small landing boat the entire crew lined the deck to bid the group farewell. Rugged sailors wept as they descended the rope ladder, many of them shouting out desperate pleas for a blessing. Gewey waved in response, then using the flow of wind and water, caused the boat to speed away. 
 
   The sun was just setting when they reached the shore, though Gewey was in no hurry to arrive at his destination. After selecting a suitable spot on the beach to make camp, he watched the fleet disappear slowly into the distance. 
 
   While sleeping he could feel Melek’s presence, albeit distant and unfocused. He knew that Melek was aware of him too, though he seemed content to leave Gewey alone for now. This in itself was unsettling. Melek was powerful, true – but thousands of years in captivity had allowed his madness to fester. In his mind the people around him were inconsequential. He would not hesitate to burn them all if he thought it would gain him advantage.
 
   During the next few days Gewey set a leisurely pace and kept all conversations light and friendly. By the time they arrived at the gates of Valshara he was feeling much more at ease. Dina was treating him with far less suspicion and doubt now. In fact, she and Kaylia had begun having almost girlish conversations about where to live once the war was over. Kaylia had practically begged her and Linis to choose Sharpstone, stating that she had no desire to be the only elf living in the village.
 
   It was heartening to see that the gates of Valshara were now fully repaired, and that soldiers were standing at regular intervals along the ramparts. Six elves in polished leather armor and carrying long spears guarded the entrance. They recognized Gewey instantly and snapped to attention. As the gates swung open a trumpet blared a greeting, its shrill blast echoing off the cliffs and temple walls.
 
   After stepping through, Gewey immediately noticed that the pathways and buildings were cleaned as new. The lawn was meticulously manicured and flowers had been planted in little round gardens all along the covered walkways. The sword in the center was polished so brightly that a person could see their reflection in its blade. Even the roof tiles on the main temple had been replaced. Humans and elves were scattered everywhere – talking, reading and walking about – giving Valshara renewed life. This was a complete contrast to the first time Gewey had set eyes on the place. Back then it had been all but abandoned, housing only a handful of priests, priestesses and knights. 
 
   “They have been busy,” remarked Linis, also taking note of the changes.
 
   While approaching the main temple, Gewey noticed that two of the guards had filed in behind them and that passers-by were looking at them with open suspicion. 
 
   The doors swung wide to reveal Ertik, a welcoming smile on his face. He was wearing a casual brown shirt and pants, together with soft suede boots. Gewey recalled him not so very long ago clad in the ill-fitting leather armor. He grinned. “I see you’ve discarded your battledress,” he teased.
 
   “And I see you have once again come to our door in dire need of grooming,” replied Ertik, with a good-natured laugh. 
 
   Gewey chuckled while brushing some of the dirt from his trousers. “Sadly, life on the long road takes its toll on grooming and clothing.” He touched his hair. It was indeed becoming long.  “And I have no attendants to keep me neatly clipped and shaved.”
 
   “I’m certain that we can arrange something for you,” said Ertik. He bowed low to the others, settling his gaze on Dina. “The High Lady will want to see you at once, I suspect.”
 
   “I will go to her as soon as I am presentable. There is much she should know.”
 
   Ertik noticed Linis holding Dina’s hand and smiled. “I see. As for the rest of you, I’m sure you are all hungry and tired.” He nodded to a young boy standing just inside the door who quickly stepped up. “This young man will show you to your rooms while I arrange food and bath water.” He bowed once more and disappeared down the hall. 
 
   Inside, the temple was far busier than Gewey remembered. Hundreds of people scurried about, though he noted that very few of them were wearing the robes of the order. Most were clad in simple attire that could be seen in almost any city or town. 
 
   The boy showed them to their rooms, and soon after that food and bath water were brought. Ertik stopped by to let them know that High Lady Selena would send for them before the evening meal, which was still a few hours away. In the meantime, they could do as they wished.
 
   Once Dina was ready she immediately set off to see the High Lady. Linis accompanied her. As for the rest of them, Weila and Nahali decided to explore the temple and grounds, while Gewey and Kaylia chose to remain in their room and rest for a while. 
 
   Dina knocked on their door some time later to escort them to Selena’s private chambers. Linis, however, had the slightly more difficult task of tracking down Weila and Nahali, who by now had disappeared deep into the labyrinth of the temple. 
 
   As they walked, Gewey could see that Dina’s expression bore deep concern and even a touch of fear. Kaylia noticed it as well. Gewey guessed that her meeting with the High Lady had not gone well.
 
   Selena greeted them at her door and gave them both a fond embrace. “Come and sit,” she said, offering them chairs placed around a glass-topped table near an arched window. 
 
   The woman was largely unchanged, though perhaps slightly more careworn. She wore a simple, white cotton dress and soft satin shoes. Her hair was tied loosely away from her face. 
 
   She poured everyone a cup of wine and took her seat across from Gewey.
 
   “Dina tells me that you are expecting,” she said. Her smile was genuine, but something in her eyes was trying to hide her true feelings.
 
   Kaylia nodded in affirmation. “A fact we would not have spread about until things are dealt with in Althetas.”
 
   Selena clasped her hands together. “And we must speak of that soon. But first, there is something you need to know.” She took a deep breath. “Lord Theopolou is dead.”
 
   Waves of pain and sorrow shot through Kaylia and Gewey simultaneously. Kaylia gasped loudly, and tears filled both of their eyes. The words they'd just heard seemed unreal - as if they hadn’t been spoken at all. 
 
   Kaylia swallowed hard. “How? How did it happen?”
 
   Selena recounted the story as Mohanisi had told it. When she was finished, Kaylia instantly got to her feet and walked to the door. Gewey started after her but she held up her hand.
 
   “I need some time,” she said, choking back her sobs. “Time alone.”
 
   Gewey was in anguish. He was feeling the loss of Theopolou keenly. But the whole experience was being made even more torturous when combined with the utter misery that flowed into him from Kaylia. He knew how much Theopolou had meant to her. Other than himself and their child, she had loved no one more.
 
   “If you need time,” started Selena, but Gewey shook his head and wiped his face.
 
   “Time is fast running out,” he said, sitting back down. “And our enemies know it.”
 
   “And what enemies do you speak of,” asked Selena. “Your…emissary has told us that the war will soon be over.”
 
   “So you have seen Melek?” 
 
   The sudden sharpness in Gewey’s voice caused Selena to lean back and scrutinize him for a moment. “I have,” she said. “He came to see me as the armies were returning from the south. He claimed that you had sent him to destroy our enemies. Even so, his attempt to manipulate my spirit and alter my perception told me that there was something more to it than that.”
 
   “What exactly did he say?” asked Gewey.
 
   “No more than what I've already told you. He merely introduced himself as your emissary and said that the enemy would soon be defeated. Once he was convinced that I was accepting of this, he left.” She gave a thin smile. “I would guess he thought I was already under his influence and needed no further conversation. But I have resisted the full onslaught of your powers when you unleashed the flow of the spirit. I am not so easily overcome.”
 
   “And the king?” asked Gewey. 
 
   “Before we go on, I must ask…”
 
   Gewey looked straight into her eyes. “He was not sent by me. He is not my emissary. And if you fear him, your fears are justified.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should tell me who he really is.” Her request was actually a demand, though her tone never changed.
 
   Gewey told her of his experience in Shagharath, and of his escape. Selena was greatly saddened to hear of Maybell’s death but accepting of her choice. 
 
   She sat in silent contemplation for several minutes after Gewey had finished. “Then Lousis is undeniably under Melek’s control,” she said finally. “As is King Victis, though to what extent I can’t tell. I lack the talent of the elves. But I am guessing that he has given them only a slight push in the direction he requires. I’ve sent spies to the city, but so far they have been unable to discover anything useful.”
 
   “And what of Aaliyah and Nehrutu?” Gewey asked. 
 
   Selena shrugged. “I have not seen or heard from either of them. Nor Mohanisi for that matter. I shudder to think what he might have done to them.”
 
   Gewey closed his eyes and reached out to Aaliyah. But just like every time before, a thin fog obscured his vision and dulled their bond. She was alive. But that was all he could tell without forcing his way through. And if Aaliyah resisted him in this there was a danger that he might do her great harm, so he dare not try.
 
   “What will you do?’ Selena asked. 
 
   “There is only one thing I can do,” Gewey replied. “I must go to Althetas and face Melek.” 
 
   Selena nodded and gave a tight smile. He knew that she was holding something back. But what? He didn’t think she was lying, but there was definitely something she was not telling him.
 
   At that moment Linis entered, along with Weila and Nahali. Linis’ eyes were red from tears.
 
   “I saw Kaylia on our way here,” he said. “She told me about Theopolou.”
 
   There was a moment of silence. Linis then cleared his throat and set about introducing Weila and Nahali.
 
   Selena gave them a formal bow. “You are both most welcome here.”
 
   Gewey stood and excused himself. The pain he was feeling from Kaylia was relentless and clearly reflected on his face. In spite of her insistence for solitude, he needed to find her. 
 
   “We will speak again before you leave,” said Selena understandingly. “But for now, I’m sure I can learn all that I need from those here.”
 
   Gewey found Kaylia walking the halls with her arms folded tightly across her chest. Her eyes were now dry but the pain was obviously still raw. For a long while he did nothing but walk silently beside her. Eventually, she took his arm and rested her head on his shoulder.
 
   “So many have died,” she whispered. “But Theopolou was like a father to me. I feel his loss so very deeply.”
 
   “I feel it too. And I wish I could take away your pain.”
 
   Kaylia stopped and looked at him sharply. “Do not wish that. Theopolou was my uncle and loved by many. He deserves to be mourned. And I will give him what he is due. To take away my pain would be to take away my love, and I would not want that.” Her features then softened and she kissed his cheek. “For now, allow me to hurt and just walk beside me.”
 
   Gewey smiled and took her hand. Knowing it was fully dark, they made their way outside and took in the crisp night air. It was then he noticed a small bump beneath Kaylia’s shirt for the first time. Without thinking, he reached out and touched it.
 
   “Do you know when?” he asked.
 
   Kaylia squeezed his hand. “An elf carries a bit longer than a human. I would say we have six months yet.”
 
   Six months, he thought. Not much time to defeat the two greatest threats to all life on earth in the history of creation. 
 
   “You will triumph,” she said, hearing his thoughts. “I have faith in you.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Linis sat back in his chair, scowling. “I do not feel right keeping things from him.”
 
   “Nor do I,” added Weila. 
 
   “We must,” argued Dina. “Everything depends on it.”
 
   “If Gewey discovers our plan,” said Selena, “we risk failure. And then we’ll be at the mercy of Melek. From what I have learned thus far, that is not a position I want to be in.”
 
   “How do you plan to succeed without his knowledge?” asked Linis. “Timing will be everything. If he is ignorant to our actions…”
 
   “All that can be done, will be done,” interrupted Selena. “There is no way to include him. We must follow the plan and pray for good fortune.”
 
   There was a long silence. Linis stood up and began pacing back and forth, at the same time shooting disapproving glances at both Selena and Dina. Weila looked to be no more pleased with the situation than he. Nahali was conspicuously quiet. 
 
   “There are many things that could go wrong,” Weila eventually said. “But if Melek truly is more powerful than Darshan, then we must even the odds. He has spoken of his trust for the people here, and you in particular, High Lady. And though I dislike deceiving a friend, I will do what it takes to save him. Please say what you wish of me.”
 
   Everyone’s eyes fell on Linis, who was continuing with his pacing.
 
   “We only await you,” Selena told him. “Are you with us?”
 
   Linis grumbled with dissatisfaction before answering. “Very well. I will do what you ask.”
 
   Selena’s features relaxed and she unfolded her hands. “Then let us go over the details.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 25
 
   A wagon might not have been the quickest way to travel, but it was considerably more comfortable than horseback. And for Lee, comfort was now the priority - though the cold weather would most likely have a say in the matter as well. Still, with no reason for him to hide his presence from the enemy any longer, he intended to make full use of the inns they came across along the way. 
 
   Penelope was in high spirits, spending most days telling him of day-to-day life in Hazrah and of Jacob growing up. He never tired of her stories, even when she grew weary of talking. 
 
   Once they were beyond the borders of Baltria he steered the wagon northeast onto some of the lesser traveled roads and trails. Though not hiding, he had no desire to see Sharpstone again, and that’s where a direct road north would take them. The village would only serve to remind him of the life he had left behind and the friends he’d abandoned. 
 
   News of Angrääl’s defeat at Baltria was already spreading, though none of the people thought for a moment that the war was now over. But seeing as how the Reborn King had recalled all soldiers from Eastland outposts, including the smaller ports along the southern borders, they were quick to take advantage of this respite from occupation and conflict. Trade was resuming, albeit slowly and on a limited basis. 
 
   The road east was crowded most days with refugees from the west: mostly the elderly, mothers with their children, and those either unwilling or unable to fight. Camps were beginning to spring up close to the larger cities, straining their already diminished supplies. But thus far the kings and queens had not turned anyone away. Likely they would soon be looking to Baltria for aid, and Lee was certain that Millet would ensure they received whatever was needed. 
 
   So far, the four weeks of their journey had passed completely without incident. However, Lee had become increasingly aware that Penelope’s demeanor was changing. She seemed anxious and distracted. He had suggested that they find a trade caravan that was going to Dantory, or at least a borderland town, but Penelope rejected the idea outright.
 
   “I just don’t feel like being around so many people,” she explained. Her expression was strained, but it relaxed as soon as she saw the look of concern in Lee’s eyes. “You are enough for me. I would rather it was just the two of us.”
 
   Lee smiled and pulled her close. 
 
   As the east road curved south, the snow began to disappear and the days grew warmer. Most nights they were able to find accommodation easily enough, but every now and then the towns were spread too far apart or the inns were full. At such times they were forced to camp under the stars, and it was on these nights that Lee became aware they were being followed. Whoever it was, they were just at the limit of his senses and would fall back the moment he moved toward them. He knew it must be an agent of the Dark Knight, but whether they were there simply to ensure his compliance or had some other more sinister purpose, there was no way of knowing. He had decided not to mention it to Penelope. It was likely that she knew anyway, and as she had not said anything, there was no point pressing the issue. He was committed, and whatever was going to happen would happen regardless.
 
   They had just turned south toward a small trading post on a narrow, seldom-used trail when Penelope asked to stop.
 
   “I think I would prefer not to spend any more nights in a smelly hovel,” she said, injecting a tinge of humor in her voice. “At least here we’ll have a fire to keep us warm, and the fresh air is far better than the stench of unwashed brutes.”
 
   Lee was happy to comply and soon found a small clearing not far from the road. The thin forests on either side provided little cover for anyone with ill intent – not that he had anything to fear from the riff-raff that roamed the eastern highways. The few they’d encountered had taken one look at Lee and decided it would be best to wait for easier prey. 
 
   He built a small fire and began heating some stew and roast lamb they’d purchased at an inn the day before. Though the days were considerably warmer of late, the nights still carried a chill. Soon Penelope was huddled close. He draped his arm around her shoulders and wrapped a wool blanket around both of them. 
 
   He had put away their dishes and was just laying out their bedrolls when he felt the foul presence of five Vrykol approaching from the west. Penelope looked at him in alarm as he retrieved his sword from the wagon, but he placed a finger to her lips before she could speak.
 
   When about one hundred yards away, the Vrykol began to spread out in order to surround them. Lee pointed to the wagon and signaled for her to hide, but she remained motionless. 
 
   “Get under the wagon,” he pleaded. “I can’t protect you if you’re in the open.”
 
   It was then that he felt another presence approaching. But this was not a Vrykol - it was a human. He walked casually toward them without drawing steel. If he thinks being unarmed will save him, he is sorely mistaken, Lee thought with cold resolve.  
 
   He gripped his sword, ready to attack. 
 
   The man drew closer and with a rush, Lee recognized the face of Captain Lanmore. His strides were confident, his countenance like stone. He halted ten yards away from their fire and surveyed the small camp site.
 
   “Lord Starfinder,” he said. “I hoped we would see each other again.” His icy gaze fell on Penelope crouching low beside the wagon. “And you…you have failed, Lady Penelope.” 
 
   Penelope rose up on unsteady legs. “I have brought my husband as I was told. The master has nothing more to fear from him.”
 
   Lanmore shook his head and clicked his tongue. “And where is your son?”
 
   “You will leave my son alone, snake!” roared Lee. “He is no concern of yours - or of your bloody master.”
 
   Lanmore chuckled. “The Reborn King decides what is or is not his concern. The end is nearly upon us, and all the pieces must be in place.” He turned to Penelope. “Your task was simple. Bring your husband and your son to the desert and await the arrival of our lord.”
 
   “Your lord has me,” said Lee, his fury rising. “And that is all he shall have.”
 
   Lanmore cocked his head. “Does your wife’s betrayal not bother you? She journeyed to Baltria solely with the intent of delivering you into the hands of your enemy, yet you seem unmoved by this.”
 
   Lee glanced across at Penelope, but she was unable to look him in the eye. 
 
   “I knew,” he replied. “I knew from the moment she arrived. There was no way for her to hide her allegiance, nor did she attempt to do so. I had hoped that I would be enough to satisfy your master, but I was not fooled as to his intent.” He reached over and took his wife’s hand. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
   He tightened his grip slightly. “There is no need. I knew this would come. I just hoped for a little more time.”
 
   “Then you know what comes next,” said Lanmore darkly. He stepped back just as the snap of a bowstring cut through the air. 
 
   Time slowed as Lee instantly focused, bringing all his years of training and experience to the fore. He could see the arrow streaking toward him from just over Lanmore’s shoulder. After pushing Penelope to the ground as roughly as he dared, he twisted hard to his left. The steel tip of the deadly missile flew past where his heart had been only a fraction of a second before, ripping through his shirt and slicing across his chest. 
 
   All of the Vrykol apart from one began moving in. The creature holding the bow was notching another arrow. The sight of this sent a chill running through Lee. Unable to leave his wife unprotected, he would be forced to avoid both arrows and blades simultaneously. 
 
   Lanmore backed further away. It was clear that he intended for the Vrykol to do the fighting. The creatures paused just long enough for a second arrow to be loosed. This one was aimed, not at Lee, but at Penelope. With a swipe of his blade, he cut the arrow in half just before it reached her. The tip spun and buried itself in the ground only inches away from her leg. 
 
   But there was no time to ponder on this near miss. Lee brought up his sword just in time to deflect the first Vrykol blade. He tried to counter, but the rest were already upon him. Steel found the flesh of his arm and shoulder. Only Lee’s half-man reflexes allowed him to step back in time to avoid another two swords sinking in. Parrying furiously to fend off the continuous stream of attacks, he sought desperately to hold ground. But all the time he was being forced further and further away from where Penelope still lay. 
 
   Growling with anger, he made an immense effort to fight his way back toward his wife, but this only resulted in him receiving two more deep gashes in his chest. He was left with no other choice but to spin right and then to the rear in order to gain a better position. This took him several feet further away from Penelope, but at least caused the Vrykol to bunch up and slow their attack. 
 
   Lee roared as he took his first head. His rage burned but his heart was desperate, knowing that enough time had passed for the Vrykol archer to notch another arrow. 
 
   Ignoring all peril, he drove forward again. Blood soaked his clothing and sprayed his enemy as he ducked and pushed his sword into the gullet of the nearest Vrykol. Tearing the blade free, he slashed into yet another. Such wounds weren’t fatal to the foul beasts, but they were enough to slow them down a bit. 
 
   “Drop your weapon, Starfinder!” shouted the voice of Lanmore. 
 
   Lee looked in horror at the captain. He was standing over Penelope. Beside him was the Vrykol archer, its bow pointed at her head.
 
   Lee froze and the other Vrykol backed away from him. After only a moment of hesitation he allowed his sword to slip from his grasp onto the ground. Tears were streaming down Penelope’s face, though she did not make a sound.
 
   Lanmore went over to their wagon and found a coil of rope. He looked to the Vrykol standing a few feet away from Lee and tossed it over. “Bind his hands,” he instructed. 
 
   Lee’s skin crawled at the touch of the creature’s dead flesh as it followed Lanmore's order. The binding was tight and expertly knotted. There would be no way to escape. He looked at Penelope with an apology in his eyes before turning back to Lanmore. 
 
   “I ask only that you kill me first,” he said. His tone, though pleading, remained steady and proud. “I beg you not to make me watch her die again.”
 
   Lanmore smirked and shook his head. “If I wanted you dead, why would I bother to tie you?” He reached into his belt pouch and retrieved a small piece of folded cloth.
 
   “Don’t do this,” begged Penelope, struggling to her knees. 
 
   “You brought this on yourself,” Lanmore snapped. “Now you will suffer the consequences.” He unfolded the cloth. Inside was a thin piece of gleaming metal that resembled a small nail.
 
   He turned his attention back to Lee. “Hold him tight,” he ordered.
 
   The Vrykol tightened their grip on Lee. As Lanmore drew closer Lee could see more clearly what it was he carried. His heart raced. He had seen something nearly identical when they had encountered the corrupted half-man in the Xenex Valley. 
 
   “So you intend to turn me into a monster,” he snarled. 
 
   “That depends on you,” replied Lanmore. “And your loving wife.” He held the tip of the shard just above Lee’s heart. “Brace yourself, Starfinder. I’ve never seen this done before, but the stories I've heard…”
 
   Lee glared defiantly. “Get it over with.”
 
   With a sharp nod, Lanmore pushed firmly. A wave of searing pain instantly shot through Lee’s entire body. The muscles in his arms and legs convulsed so violently that the Vrykol lost their hold on him completely. He jerked and rolled, sucking in gasping breaths through clenched teeth. He could feel himself losing consciousness…and for that at least he was grateful. 
 
   Just as his eyes closed he saw Penelope running toward him. She was screaming out his name.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Lee woke with a dull pain throbbing in his chest. The sun was well over the horizon, blinding him for a moment. 
 
   He shielded his eyes and saw Penelope sitting on the ground a few feet away staring at a small medallion that was now hanging around her neck. She had cleaned and dressed his wounds, and placed a blanket under his head. He touched his chest above his heart. His fingers immediately came into contact with the small round head of the metal spike that was now invading his body. 
 
   He gave a groan and sat up, the movement sending pain from his injuries shooting through his body. Penelope didn’t take her eyes off the medallion, nor even appear to notice him after he’d crawled over to sit beside her. 
 
   “Are you hurt?” he asked. His tongue was dry and swollen. 
 
   Her gaze still did not shift and her reply was almost inaudible. “How can you speak to me after what I have done? I have ruined us.”
 
   Lee took her by the shoulders, forcing her to meet his eyes. “You did not choose this. The Dark Knight did it to you. I knew what could happen when I left Baltria, and that’s why I could not allow Jacob to come with us - even if he had chosen to do so.”
 
   “I was ordered to persuade you both to come,” she confessed. “But I swear I was promised that neither of you would be harmed.”
 
   Lee smiled. “Had it been any other way, he knew you would not agree to go through with it. Even with the hold he has on your spirit, your love was still able to fight back.” He pulled her into a firm embrace, ignoring the pain it caused him. She resisted at first, but after a moment allowed herself to melt into his arms. 
 
   They stayed like this for several minutes. Reluctantly, Lee then he eased her away. “You must leave me. This thing Lanmore has put into my chest will turn me into a monster.” He touched the round head with the tip of his finger. “And I doubt I can simply remove it.”
 
   Penelope held up the medallion she was wearing for Lee to inspect closer. It looked as if it had been crafted from silver - the broken scales sigil was engraved on both sides. “This will hold the change at bay,” she told him. “Lanmore put it on me while you were unconscious. He said that as long as you remain near to me it will keep you as you are. But should we be parted you will become a mad feral beast.”
 
   Lee examined the medallion carefully. “Can you take it off?”
 
   Penelope shook her head. “If I do I will perish and the medallion will lose its power. You will then change.”
 
   Lee thought on this for a time before struggling to his feet. He offered Penelope his hand to help her up. “It would seem that the Reborn King has plans for us.” She looked at him with confusion, but he smiled and shrugged. “If he wanted me dead, I would be already. If he wanted me dragged before him so he could enslave my spirit, he could have done that too.” 
 
   Penelope looked even more confused. “What could he want? Why do all this? What purpose does it serve?”
 
   “I don’t know his ultimate design,” admitted Lee. “But for now he is aware of exactly where I am and knows that I can only travel as quickly as you are able.” 
 
   “Then how did Jacob fit in?” she wondered. 
 
   “I’m not sure,” Lee replied. “But I hope whatever it was, he remains far removed from it.”
 
   Seeing that their wagon and horses had been left undisturbed, Lee began preparing to depart. 
 
   “Where are we going?” asked Penelope. 
 
   “There is only one place I can think to go,” he answered. “We should continue to the desert. There is somewhere I know of where we might be safe.” He walked up to Penelope and took her hand. “It will take many weeks to get there, so we first need to head to Dantory for supplies.”
 
   “So you know a way that we can be free?” she asked, hope springing into her voice. 
 
   “Perhaps - perhaps not,” he said. “But I certainly can’t think of anything better.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Captain Lanmore approached the camp where his men were waiting. The handful of trusted soldiers he had selected to accompany him were not happy about the presence of the Vrykol. The beasts may well have been the creation of the king, but in the past they had been known to be unpredictable and volatile. They also carried the foul stench of death and decay – a smell that every soldier knew only too well. 
 
   But now that their mission was over, the Vrykol would be departing their company. Lanmore was to return to Angrääl and make ready for an invasion by the enemy. The thought still bewildered his mind. Word had reached Kratis that the western armies were annihilated and that Baltria had been lost. 
 
   Despite all of this, the Reborn King seemed unconcerned. He’d made no move to retake the city, or to reinforce the west. Talk of losing the war had begun to spring up among the ranks. And though the officers would never dare to say such things themselves, it was obvious that the idea was taking hold with them as well. Lanmore reviled such cowardice and made no secret of this when among his peers. On several occasions he had openly berated his own commanders for questioning the wisdom and power of the king. 
 
   Not so long ago such behavior would have got him demoted…or worse. But since the escape of Lee Starfinder, Lanmore had been afforded a certain amount of trust among the upper echelon. His master must have recognized his talents, because those closest to the king had begun to call upon him quite frequently. He was even allowed to take part in high-level councils to give his opinion on strategy. This was completely unexpected. He had thought that his failure to recognize Starfinder as a spy would have doomed him, but instead of punishment he seemed to be receiving one reward after another. 
 
   Even if he had never been brought before the king to have his spirit altered, he would still remain loyal. His master was not worried, so he wasn’t either. And should the king be wrong and Angrääl were to fall, he would defend it to the last. If Darshan and his army dared to march on Kratis, they would be marching to their end. 
 
   No matter what happened, he would see that Kratis endured. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 26
 
   Gewey was surprised at how easy it had been to convince Linis, Dina, and Nahali to stay behind in Valshara. Kaylia suggested that perhaps Dina was concerned for her mother’s safety, but neither of them really believed this. High Lady Selena had also been acting in a most peculiar way, and even Weila wasn’t quite herself – though there was never any question of her not traveling with them to Althetas. 
 
   Weila had spent their few days at Valshara getting to know the elves who dwelled in the temple. News of a desert elf’s arrival had quickly spread and she found herself with no lack of company. However, the resident’s first reaction to her was one of confusion. Their desert kin’s rejection of the flow made it seem to them as if Weila wasn’t really there – at least, not in the way that elves sense one another. But their trepidation quickly vanished. Only a few short months ago they would have been unable to imagine living among humans, but these days they were growing accustomed to new experiences.
 
   On the morning of their departure, Gewey, Kaylia and Weila joined Linis and High Lady Selena for breakfast. Dina and her mother also made a brief appearance but quickly excused themselves. Nahali had discovered a small group of elves within the temple who came from her home village. She had promised to meet with them in the main library to tell tales and renew ties.
 
   Conversation was light and friendly, but still Gewey couldn’t help but notice that no one would look at him directly. 
 
   “Is there something I should know?” he asked, exasperated. “If so, now is the time to tell me.”
 
   Selena forced a smile. “We are just worried about you. You go to face an enemy like no other, and we are powerless to help.”
 
   Gewey looked closely at the High Lady. She was lying, and her lie was reflected in the eyes of everyone else there. He surveyed each of his friends in turn with a probing stare.
 
   Finally, he shook his head and stood up. “In that case, I should be leaving.” He tried not to appear angry, but his brusque movements and hard tone betrayed his feelings. “If I return, I hope you will then be able to tell me what you are hiding from me. And perhaps explain why I have not earned your trust.”
 
   “We trust you,” said Linis. “Never think we do not.”
 
   Gewey paused. The sincerity in Linis’ voice, together with the expression on his face, went far to calm his frustration. He chuckled and held up his hand in a gesture of acceptance.
 
   “Forgive my irritation,” he said. “If you have secrets, then I am sure you have good reasons to keep them.” 
 
   He sat back down and finished his breakfast. This done, Selena bid the trio farewell. Linis walked with them to the gates where three horses awaited. 
 
   Weila’s faced twisted in displeasure. “I prefer to walk,” she grumbled. “I do not enjoy riding on the back of these beasts.”
 
   “Nor do I,” said Kaylia. “But if we are set upon, we will need their speed.”
 
   “What fool would attack Darshan on the open road?” scoffed Weila. 
 
   “Never underestimate a person’s capacity for stupidity,” Kaylia replied, smirking. 
 
   They had just mounted when Dina and Nahali arrived to see them off. Nahali was glowing with sheer joy. The reunion with her kin had clearly gone well. 
 
   It was moments such as this that reminded Gewey of how far the people of this world had come in so short a time. These days, any mention of the Great War was rare, and always spoken of with regret. Human and elf acted as if they had lived as one for many years rather than just months. Even the older elves who were still uncomfortable with the way things had changed were no longer protesting, content simply to grumble and glare. War, it seemed, however terrible, could produce something far more than just death and hardship. 
 
   As they rode through the gates and on along the narrow canyon, Gewey could feel eyes following him. They were watching from above, just out of reach. From precisely where he couldn’t tell, but he knew exactly who it was.
 
   “Melek,” he muttered. 
 
   * * * * *       
 
   After the first day Weila refused to continue riding her horse, instead choosing to walk beside it. There were few travelers on the road at first, and those that were took little notice of them. Gewey’s face was not yet easily recognizable - a fact for which he was truly grateful. 
 
   He continued to feel Melek’s watchful gaze and knew that Kaylia was feeling it as well. He tried several times to reach Aaliyah, but as before, she refused to make contact. Though this caused his concern to deepen, there was nothing that could be done about it for now. He had to trust in her friendship and loyalty. 
 
   When they were but a few hours away from Althetas’ city gates, the traffic along the road suddenly increased sharply in both volume and urgency. A seemingly never-ending stream of wagons loaded with men and building materials jostled along in both directions, while everywhere they looked there appeared to be yet more construction sites for half-completed homes and markets. The thudding of hammers and clinking of picks, together with the raucous shouts of workmen, became a constant assault on their ears. 
 
   “It looks like King Lousis is taking advantage of victory,” remarked Kaylia. 
 
   “If this is indeed the king’s doing,” countered Gewey. “They are building as though the war was already over and the threat of invasion gone for good.”
 
   “Perhaps it is,” suggested Weila. “If this god Melek has completely destroyed the armies of your enemy, who can say differently?”
 
   Gewey frowned. “The Dark Knight was dealt a devastating blow. But I don’t believe his entire force has been destroyed. The danger remains and Althetas should be prepared.”
 
   When the city walls finally came into view, Gewey could not fail to miss a gigantic streamer flying high above the towers; it bore a silver sword set against the full moon – the sigil of Darshan. 
 
   Barely had this sight registered when he spotted half a dozen soldiers on horseback racing toward him. Two of these were carrying tall banners also bearing his sigil. Gewey groaned with despair, and then again when he noticed it splashed across their breastplates as well. 
 
   They halted a few yards away and saluted in unison. A soldier with a lieutenant’s red chevron on his arm dismounted and bowed low. He removed his helmet, revealing a youthful face and a mane of shimmering blond hair. 
 
   “Greetings, Darshan,” he said. “Your arrival has been highly anticipated. King Lousis has sent us to lead you and your companions through the city to his manor, where a feast is being prepared in your honor.” After another sharp bow, he remounted his horse.
 
   Gewey looked down at Weila. “You should ride from here onward.” 
 
   He thought back to the first time he had been within the walls of a big city, not long after Lee had spirited him away from his farm. He smiled inwardly at the experience the desert elf was about to have and hoped it wouldn’t be too jarring for her. 
 
   Weila huffed, but mounted her horse. 
 
   “If you become unsettled,” said Kaylia sympathetically. “Try to keep your eyes focused straight ahead.” 
 
   Weila straightened her back and steadied her nerves. “I am not a child. There is no need to worry.” She then saw the kindness in Kaylia’s eyes and her tight expression gave way to an appreciative smile. “But thank you for the advice. I’ll remember it.”
 
   The two standard bearers rode ahead while the rest fell back. The gates to the city were flung wide, and even before they entered Gewey could see that the streets were lined with thousands of people, many waving tiny sword and moon flags. Atop the ramparts, twenty men with golden trumpets let out a mighty blast. 
 
   The crowd erupted with deafening cheers the instant they passed inside, causing their horses to stomp and rear nervously. Weila looked as if she was ready to leap off, but Kaylia calmed her own mount and then quickly reached over to grab hold of the other woman’s reins. It took a few seconds, but Weila gradually regained her composure. She nodded to Kaylia in appreciation.
 
   Flowers and silks were being thrown from windows, and the name Darshan was on everyone’s lips. Guards lined the edge of the avenues to keep the crowd at bay.
 
   “I suppose we should wave,” said Gewey jokingly.
 
   Kaylia frowned. “I think not.”
 
   Gewey glanced over his shoulder. Weila was staring straight ahead, her hands gripping the reins so tightly that her knuckles were white. Kaylia noticed this too and eased her horse close enough to reach out and take hold of Weila’s hand. She did not resist the touch and mouthed a silent ‘thank you’. 
 
   When they arrived at the king’s manor more trumpets rang out and the gates ceremoniously swung open. Lousis was standing immediately in front of the large, double oak doors. He was dressed in a white silk shirt with gold stitching, matching pants, and a resplendent purple cape fastened at the neck by a thick gold chain. 
 
   The king smiled broadly and held his arms wide apart in greeting. 
 
   To his left stood Nehrutu, and to his right, Aaliyah. Nehrutu was clad in a black satin shirt with matching pants. A long, thin sword with a jewel encrusted hilt hung loosely at his side. Aaliyah wore a blood red dress with a white sash tied around her thin waist. Their smiles were bright and friendly, but their eyes told Gewey a different story. Melek’s influence was apparent, and he could feel anxiety slipping through the bond that Aaliyah had so closely guarded. She leaned over to Lousis and whispered something in his ear.
 
   The trio dismounted and strode along the newly cobbled walkway to their waiting friends.
 
   “At last!” exclaimed Louis, laughing boisterously. “The mighty Darshan, savior of the twelve kingdoms has arrived.” He wrapped his arms around Gewey in a welcoming embrace. “And the beautiful Kaylia. Your light warms my heart and brightens my fair city.” He kissed her hand. “Aaliyah has just informed me that you have brought a very special guest to my home. An elf of the desert.” He turned to Weila. “Welcome. Word of your arrival will cause quite a stir among the elves in Althetas.”
 
   “I am Weila, Your Highness,” she told him, bowing low. “I have been sent as an emissary until the rest of my people can join me.”
 
   “Yes,” said Lousis. “We were surprised to see supply ships so soon after the fall of Baltria. But they were a welcome sight, to be sure.”
 
   Aaliyah took a step toward Gewey. “It is good to see you, my friend. We have much to talk about - after you have rested from your journey, of course.”
 
   Gewey nodded and forced a smile. “Indeed we do.”
 
   Aaliyah embraced Kaylia, then looked at her belly and grinned. Next, she introduced Weila to Nehrutu. 
 
   Nehrutu looked at her with an odd, twisted expression. “You were correct. No flow at all.”
 
   “My people have rejected it,” Weila explained proudly.
 
   Nehrutu held up his hand apologetically. “Forgive my rudeness. Aaliyah told me, but I was unprepared for how it would feel. In any event, I am pleased to meet you. Our people reuniting from the desert and from across the sea can only be the design of fate. I look forward to knowing you better.”
 
   “As do I,” agreed Weila. “And I pray that our reunion will give us the strength to defeat our enemy.”
 
   Lousis let out another hearty laugh. “Enemy? Thanks to Darshan, the enemy will soon be crushed throughout the whole of the world. We will see peace quite soon I think.” He stepped back, allowing his guests to pass inside. “But we can talk of war after the feast. All of Althetas is celebrating your arrival. Such joy has not been seen among my people in quite some time.”
 
   “And what of Melek?” asked Gewey. Speaking his name caused his skin to crawl. “Will he be at the feast as well?”
 
   “Of course,” replied Lousis. “It was Melek who arranged it all, and he certainly wouldn’t miss his master’s banquet.”
 
   “I see,” said Gewey. He didn’t want to reveal what he knew until he had a better knowledge of the situation in Althetas. He also needed to know why Aaliyah had refused contact. “Where is Mohanisi?” he asked.
 
   Lousis stopped with a jerk. There was an awkward silence.
 
   “I’m afraid Mohanisi will not be joining us,” the king eventually said. He spoke as if searching for each word. “A few unfortunate things have transpired in your absence.”
 
   “He is ill,” Aaliyah cut in. “But you can see him after you have been shown to your rooms if you wish.”
 
   “Yes,” said Gewey apprehensively. “If he’s ill, perhaps I can help him.” He wondered what illness could possibly have afflicted Mohanisi. His suspicions immediately turned to Melek.
 
   Aaliyah sighed. “I doubt it. All that can be done, has been done. He suffers from a malady of the spirit. It is rare among my people…and incurable. Melek has already attended him and failed. But still, you are welcome to try.”
 
   Hearing Melek’s name spoken so casually was disquieting. None of them knew the depths of the evil they were openly welcoming into their lives. The horrors Melek had unleashed upon the first born, the slaying of his own wife…and his desire to kill the Creator herself. Gewey shuddered at the thought of what he might have in store for the world now that he was finally free from Shagharath. 
 
   “I will indeed try,” he told Aaliyah. “And I would also like to speak with you privately before the feast.”
 
   Aaliyah nodded. “Of course. I will join you in your quarters in one hour.”
 
   Two young serving maids approached and beckoned for Gewey, Kaylia and Weila to follow.
 
   “Until tonight then,” said Lousis. 
 
   Gewey and the others had only walked a few yards when the king called after them. “I forgot to ask. Why are Linis and Dina not with you?”
 
   “They decided to remain in Valshara for a time,” replied Gewey. 
 
   Lousis grinned roguishly. “I can understand why. I would much rather be in the company of High Lady Selena than in the beehive that has become Althetas.” He sighed. “But alas, rebuilding what war has torn down requires my presence for the time being.” He shrugged and waved his hand dismissively. 
 
   The serving maids led them upstairs and down a long corridor lined with a series of polished oak doors. Weila was given a spacious, beautifully furnished room fully equipped with a shower. The sand master stared for a moment in awe at the sheer scope of it. She had stayed at a small inn near to the docks while in Baltria, and even the rooms in Valshara, though far from uncomfortable, could not compare to the luxury that was now before her. 
 
   “I-I can’t stay here,” she stammered. 
 
   “Of course you can,” assured Kaylia. “Don’t worry. I’ll help you settle in.”
 
   She turned to the nearest maid. “Is our room nearby?”
 
   “It’s the next one down,” the girl replied.
 
   “Well, that’s most convenient,” Kaylia said. She ushered a still uncertain Weila into her room, at the same time looking over her shoulder to flash Gewey an amused smile. 
 
   Gewey smiled back and moved down the corridor to their room. Once inside, he immediately stripped off his dusty clothes and turned on the shower, moaning with pleasure the moment the hot water struck him. 
 
   A selection of new clothes had been provided for both he and Kaylia in the massive wardrobe. After picking out a pair of tan pants and a white cotton shirt, he was just about to pull on a pair of suede boots when Kaylia entered. 
 
   “It’s all a bit much for her,” she said. “I do believe she would rather be in her desert hut.”
 
   Gewey laughed. “She’ll get used to it.”
 
   Kaylia kissed his cheek. “You did.”
 
   She showered and picked out a pair of black pants, together with a red linen shirt that clung nicely to her athletic form. She was still searching for a pair of shoes when there was a soft knock on the door. Gewey answered. Aaliyah was standing in the hall, a sweet smile on her face. 
 
   “Where is Nehrutu?” he asked.
 
   “Helping King Lousis to prepare for the feast,” she replied. 
 
   They took seats around a breakfast table set just across from the enormous canopy bed. Silence hung heavily. Only the muffled sounds of the city making ready to celebrate could be heard through the closed window. Aaliyah looked first to Gewey, then to Kaylia, her smile never fading.
 
   “He is not your enemy,” she finally said. “He wants you to know this. He also wants you to know that he remains your servant, in spite of the lies you may have been told and your anger toward him.”
 
   Her words caused the hair on the back of Gewey’s neck to stand up. 
 
   “And what lies might that be?” he asked.
 
   “He didn’t say. Only that there was a possibility you have been misled.”
 
   “And do you believe him?” asked Gewey, trying to maintain an even tone.
 
   “I do,” she affirmed. “He is here to help us. He has destroyed our enemy and saved my love. There is no evil in his heart.”
 
   “How did he save your love?” asked Kaylia. 
 
   Aaliyah told them of the battle, Nehrutu’s wounds, and of Melek saving his life.
 
   “I see,” mused Gewey thoughtfully. “And what has he had you doing for him since then?”
 
   “He told us to help the people of Althetas,” she replied. Her voice was filled with contentment and pride. “We have aided as best we could by healing the sick and bringing comfort to those who have been displaced. He said that once the Reborn King has been destroyed, you and he will usher in a new age of peace and prosperity.”
 
   “I have tried to reach out to you,” said Gewey. “Why have you kept me away?”
 
   Aaliyah laughed almost girlishly, her usual reserved manner giving way to an inner bliss that was apparent even without their bond bleeding out her feelings. “Melek asked me to wait until you arrived.”
 
   “And you did as he asked without question?” Gewey’s tone was hard and critical.
 
   Aaliyah looked at him in confusion. “Why should I question him? His grace is why I still live…why Nehrutu still lives. Why would he save us if he has ill intent?”
 
   Gewey reached out through their bond. This time she did not resist. Instantly, he knew that Melek had altered her spirit. It was slight and subtle, but it was there. It took him a few moments longer to understand exactly what Melek had done. When he did, he broke contact at once.
 
   “You see,” said Aaliyah. “I am as I have always been.”
 
   Gewey forced a smile and nodded. “You are indeed. But from here on, I would have you allow contact should I reach out. I may need you.”
 
   “I will be there,” she replied earnestly. 
 
   Gewey pushed back his chair and stood. “Now, I would like to see Mohanisi.”
 
   Aaliyah rose. “I will take you to him. But I must warn you, his mind is not as it was.” 
 
   She led them from the room and down the corridor. Mohanisi was being kept in a small room at the far east end of the manor. The door was guarded by two elves who clicked smartly to attention when they saw the trio approaching.  Aaliyah gave them a nod and they moved aside.
 
   “I’ll see him alone,” said Gewey. 
 
   “Then be prepared,” Aaliyah warned. “He may become violent.”
 
   Gewey nodded and opened the door. The interior of the room was barren, containing only a small wooden table, two chairs, a cot, and a few elf glow globes hanging from the ceiling. Mohanisi was sitting cross-legged in the center of the room, his eyes closed and his hands clutched together. His usual clothing had been replaced by a simple rough tunic and trousers. His hair was matted and clumped. 
 
   Gewey closed the door behind him and took a seat at the table. Mohanisi displayed no indication that he was even aware of Gewey’s entry. He watched the elf for more than five minutes in complete silence. Finally, Mohanisi’s eyes fluttered open and he turned to Gewey.
 
   “You cannot help me,” he said. His voice was thin and raspy. “I am corrupted.”
 
   “How did this happen?” asked Gewey.
 
   “When I brought Malstisos from the foul nightmare the enemy had cursed him with, I brought the taint of it with me.”
 
   Gewey had been told of Mohanisi curing Malstisos from the Dark Knight’s curse, but the details were sketchy at best. “And where is Malstisos now?” he asked.
 
   “Dead,” the elf replied flatly. “And better off for it. The darkness that claimed him would not be expelled. He took his own life to prevent himself from harming those he loves.”
 
   This news was a blow to Gewey. He had great affection for Malstisos and had always held him in high regard. “When did this happen?”
 
   “Three days ago. He remained behind when I marched south to aid the king. His body was too weak to go to war…” 
 
   His voice trailed off and the muscles in his cheeks began to twitch. 
 
   Gewey could see that Mohanisi was fighting some terrible inner battle. The pain and madness in his eyes came and went from moment to moment. Gewey reached out to touch his spirit. At once he felt the sickness that now ravaged his soul. It was as if thorny vines were working their way into the very essence of his being, slowly tearing him apart. Gewey shuddered to think of the agony the once powerful elf must be experiencing. 
 
   Mohanisi leapt to his feet, snarling and forcing Gewey to break contact. “If you wish to kill me, you will find I am not easy prey.”
 
   Gewey held his palm up in a calming gesture. “I only want to help you. Will you let me try?”
 
   “Lies!” he shouted. “You are just like the others. Kind words and foul deeds. Stay away if you value your life.”
 
   Gewey eased out of his chair. “I cannot stay away. But you must believe me when I say that my only wish is to help you.”
 
   But Mohanisi wasn’t listening. Letting out an ear-piercing cry, he rushed forward, fingers curled into savage claws. Gewey caught his wrists and twisted his body, allowing Mohanisi’s momentum to throw him off balance. Normally he would be a formidable opponent, but the rage caused by his sickness made him clumsy and undisciplined. Gewey kicked his feet from beneath him and threw him hard down onto his back. Before the elf could react, Gewey slammed his fist into his jaw. Mohanisi grunted, then fell into unconsciousness. 
 
   The door burst open and both Kaylia and Aaliyah rushed in.
 
   “I’m fine,” said Gewey. “I need more time.”
 
   Kaylia looked at him doubtfully. She had felt what was ailing Mohanisi through their bond and it had clearly horrified her. Aaliyah merely regarded the scene with quiet pity. After a brief hesitation, they retreated from the room.
 
   Gewey closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Reaching into Mohanisi’s spirit without encountering resistance showed him the true extent of the damage. The corruption was wrapped around his spirit, squeezing its way in to his very core and choking out the light of life. The more Gewey looked, the more he came to realize the horrible truth. This was no illness. This had been done to him. Melek’s evil hand had been at work here. 
 
   He tried to cleanse Mohanisi’s spirit, but the foulness fought him as if it was a living thing. He needed guidance. Gewey’s mind raced back to the time when his soul was being revealed to him, recalling in detail the vision that had shown him extracting the last remnants of purity from Kaylia’s tortured spirit. By focusing firmly on this memory he was now able, little by little, to destroy the corruption within Mohanisi. For two hours he meticulously removed every last remnant. Kaylia came in after the first hour and sat beside him. Feeling that the level of exertion was draining his strength, she gave him hers. When it was finally done, Gewey slumped over and rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   Kaylia, although equally exhausted, managed to help Gewey to a chair. Mohanisi was still unconscious, but the strain on his face had vanished and Gewey could feel that he was no longer in pain.
 
   A few minutes later Mohanisi’s eyes opened. He struggled up into a sitting position to look at Gewey and nod his appreciation. “You have undone Melek’s evil. I thought I was without hope. Thank you.” 
 
   “Why did he do this to you?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I don’t know. But I was never convinced of his good intentions. Perhaps he knew this.”
 
   “And what of Malstisos? No one mentioned anything about him when we arrived.”
 
   “I cannot say. Melek told me that he had taken his own life. But I do not know if that’s true.”
 
   Mohanisi went on to tell Gewey the details of what had happened on the Steppes. The retelling of Theopolou’s death stung at his and Kaylia’s heart, but she was glad to hear the story from a first-hand account.
 
   “I’ll find out the truth of what happened to Malstisos,” Gewey promised. “But for now I need you to remain here. I’ll tell everyone you are still ill, and that I wasn’t able to help you. If Melek discovers you are healed he may try to hurt you again.”
 
   “Should I not tell Aaliyah and Nehrutu that I am well?” he asked.
 
   “For now, no,” Gewey replied. “I’m not certain about Nehrutu, but Aaliyah has been tampered with and I’m not sure that she can be trusted.”
 
   Mohanisi nodded his head and frowned. “Then good luck to you.” He reached out and seized Gewey’s arm as he was rising. “And if Melek has ensnared them, free my kin.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Gewey opened the door and, together with Kaylia, stepped into the hall where Aaliyah was patiently waiting.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, feigning frustration. “There’s nothing I can do.”
 
   Aaliyah placed her hand on his shoulder. “Thank you for trying. But I knew Melek was right. He is beyond hope.”
 
   “Yes,” said Gewey. “Melek. I’m really looking forward to seeing him again.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 27
 
   The banquet was due to begin just after sundown, though Gewey and Kaylia arrived early to take up the places especially set for them on a dais at the front of the hall. Weila, after finding the turmoil of their arrival a bit too much, had decided not to join the festivities. Instead, she was gratefully settled down in her room reading some books of elf tales that Kaylia had found for her. 
 
   To Gewey’s disappointment, Melek was conspicuously absent so far; he had been hoping to see him before the celebration got under way. He cast his eyes around again. Banners bearing the sigil of Darshan were hanging everywhere, and a band of musicians were already filling the massive hall with their lively tunes, even though many of the guests were still to arrive. 
 
   By arriving first, Gewey had hoped to avoid fanfare. But as each new guest entered they made a point of passing by his table and bowing low, praising his name in every imaginable way. This continued until King Lousis arrived and the hall was finally full.
 
   The king was accompanied by Aaliyah and Nehrutu - also a young man Gewey had never seen before. His tousled blond hair, simple tan-colored clothing and boyish smile made him appear an unassuming figure when alongside the majesty of the king and the splendor of the elves. But Gewey knew exactly who he was the moment their eyes met.
 
   The four of them stopped in front of Gewey and Kaylia to bow before taking their seats. Gewey’s eyes never left Melek.
 
   The corners of Melek’s mouth turned up in the slightest of smiles. He spread his arms in a low, exaggerated bow. “It is so good to see you again, Darshan.” His voice dripped with false cheer. “Your absence has pained me, as well as the entire city of Althetas.”
 
   Gewey forced a smile in return. “I am happy to be back.” 
 
   “I told Melek that you were anxious to see him,” said Lousis. “But the dear fellow insisted there were still preparations to be made.”
 
   Melek's seat was just on the far side of the king. He leaned forward and looked at Gewey with a humble expression. “I wanted things to be perfect for your arrival. Do you approve?”
 
   “It is very nice,” Gewey replied. He was simmering inside, but somehow managed to keep his tone civil.
 
   “Nice?” cried Lousis. “Why, this city has not seen such a celebration since the end of the Great War. People have come from many miles to celebrate your return and the defeat of the Reborn King.”
 
   “The Reborn King is not yet defeated, Your Highness,” corrected Gewey. “He is merely halted for the time being. The war is far from over.”
 
   “My lord is too modest,” countered Melek. “There is no army that can stand against him. And no mere mortal claiming kingship or godhood who can oppose his will. The Reborn King will soon fall and fade from memory. And it will be Darshan who is the instrument of his doom.”
 
   “Hear, hear,” bellowed Lousis. “But let us not speak of war and hardship. Tonight we feast!” He raised his glass and drank deeply. Aaliyah and Nehrutu did the same, and though their smiles were friendly, their eyes remained guarded. 
 
   Lousis rose to his feet, the wine glass still in his hand. Trumpets instantly sounded from the four corners of the hall, silencing the crowd. 
 
   The king’s voice boomed and reverberated from the stone walls. “We have gathered here on this joyous occasion to honor he who has delivered us from the foul grip of the evil that seeks to envelop the world. And though there is no way to truly express our gratitude for the strength of his spirit and generosity of his heart, I can say to all of you that I pledge my life, my honor, my kingdom - indeed all of the twelve western kingdoms - to his service." 
 
   Lousis raised his glass high. "To Darshan!”
 
   Suddenly, everyone in the hall was on their feet, cheering and calling out Darshan’s name. Wave after wave of unrestrained love and admiration washed over Gewey. It felt as though it was never going to stop. The king motioned for him to stand. He could see Melek’s amused grin. His voice sounded in Gewey’s head. This is what you really want, isn’t it? See how they love you…how they worship you?  
 
   “I would like to thank King Lousis for this honor,” announced Gewey. “But in my heart I know that there can be no victory without the courage you all have shown. And though we still have far to go, I know that the free people of this world, both human and elf, will see it through to the end. And it is I who is, and will ever be, at your service...come what may.”
 
   “Praise Darshan!” shouted a single voice, prompting the crowd to explode into a renewed fervor of cheers and adulation.
 
   With Gewey seated once more, the king held up his hands to call for quiet. “And now I would like to recognize Melek, the emissary of Darshan. He has risen from the depths where he was cast after a foul betrayal – newly liberated to help deliver us from certain destruction.”
 
   Melek rose, hands folded in front of him, an embarrassed smile on his face. “You honor me, Your Highness. But I have only been the instrument of Darshan’s will. When he bravely entered Shagharath to release me from bondage, I knew that a great and benevolent power walked the earth that would not, could not, be denied. Once, long ago, I lived in heaven as a god, but through my own weakness I failed to protect the people whom I cared for so very deeply. And for that I paid a price beyond imagining. But now, what I left undone will be made possible. And it is all because of the strength and courage of my lord and master.” His eyes drifted to Gewey. “All hail the mighty Darshan!” 
 
   Yet again the crowd erupted. Gewey could feel the smug satisfaction coming from Melek. What do you hope to accomplish with all this? he asked. 
 
   Surprised at having his own thoughts invaded, Melek stiffened and shot him a bewildered glance, though he quickly relaxed before this was noticed by anyone else.
 
   As the evening wore on, Gewey felt his anxiety continuing to grow. Melek made regular small talk with King Lousis and would occasionally whisper in Aaliyah’s ear, but he made no effort whatsoever to talk to Gewey himself. When midnight arrived and the celebration was still showing no signs of ending, Gewey's patience was finally exhausted. He was on the point of getting up and demanding to speak with Melek privately when he heard a whisper from close behind him.
 
   “Come, my friend.” 
 
   The warmth of Melek’s breath on his neck gave Gewey chills. Kaylia began to rise, but Gewey shook his head. “I must speak to him alone.” She nodded her acceptance of this, even though he could feel her concern.
 
   Melek made their excuses to King Lousis and led Gewey from the hall. Cheers and offerings of praise followed them out. Gewey remained silent as they headed to the main entrance, with everyone they passed on the way either staring in dumb wonder or falling to their knees. This was not altogether surprising. Gewey could feel that Melek was allowing the flow of the spirit to form an aura around them.
 
   When they exited the manor, the lights and sounds of the city celebrating momentarily stunned Gewey. The bliss felt by the whole population was overwhelming. 
 
   “Do you see?” said Melek, after they had walked through the manor gates. “You have made them so very happy.”
 
   “I have done nothing,” countered Gewey irritably. “Your deceit has given them a false sense of security. And if you think to deceive me…”
 
   “I intend to educate you,” he cut in. “I forgive you for leaving me in Shagharath. You were misled by that…human. She showed you false images and lies. Had I been aware of human power in Shagharath, I would have taken precautions.”
 
   “I do not need your forgiveness,” snapped Gewey. “And what I was shown was the truth. Maybell did not, and would not, lie to me.”
 
   Melek stopped short to face Gewey, his eyes burning with suppressed anger. “Maybell is a mortal fool who thought she could be my master. What she showed you was distorted to fit her own designs. She could not fathom the depths of who I am - and neither can you.” 
 
   Gewey met his gaze with equal fury. “Perhaps not. But I know evil when I see it. And I also know the malaise of madness.”
 
   “You think me mad?” Melek chuckled. “If I am, then it was caused by the same beings who trapped you in this miserable world. I still need your help, Darshan. And now that I am free, I know that you need mine as well.”
 
   “I need nothing from you,” Gewey shot back. “You seek domination and death, and I will not be a part of that.”
 
   “You think you can defeat your enemy without me?” scoffed Melek. “You have no idea what you will be facing. We most certainly do need each other.”
 
   “I would never accept even the smallest aid from you, Melek.” Gewey’s rage was building.
 
   Melek shook his head and smiled. “This argument is pointless. I must show you.” A blast of wind lifted him off the ground. “Come.”
 
   Gewey watched for a moment as Melek disappeared into the night sky. Then, clenching his jaw, he used the flow of air to follow. He could hear Melek calling to him as he flew south at astonishing speed. He did his best to keep up, but was soon trailing many miles behind. 
 
   “You see?” said Melek’s voice. It sounded as if he were right beside him, yet Gewey could sense his presence far to the south. “You have no idea how to use your abilities. Without my help, the storm you encountered would have destroyed your ship. And look at you now. Unable to even keep pace. I can change that. I can teach you all you need to know. I can show you powers that you never have dreamed of.”
 
   Gewey wanted to answer, but could find no words. He knew that Melek was right. Though he was now forcing the air to move him as high and fast as possible, he was still unable to catch up even by a little. The wind roared in his ears and blasted cold across his face. 
 
   Guided only by the directions called out to him by Melek, he traveled on over a vast distance for more than two hours. Finally, he sensed that Melek had landed in a small clearing just a mile or so away from the shores of the Western Abyss. All along the beach, several thousand soldiers were camped. The stench of sweat and decay wafted on the breeze. He knew at once that they were from Angrääl; their fear carried on the flow like a cry for help. Something had terrified them, and Gewey thought he knew what.
 
   He set down a few feet away from Melek, who was staring up at the night sky. A few clouds passed in front of the stars, briefly winking them out of existence before allowing them to reappear as bright and magnificent as ever. 
 
   “Do you know what they are?” asked Melek.  “I do.” His voice was distant. “I speak of the stars. I was there when they were created.” He glanced down at Gewey and sighed. “There is so much I know. So many wonders. And I can share it all with you.” 
 
   Before Gewey could respond, he felt the flow spring forth from Melek. But this time it was in a way he had never known before. It wasn’t quite earth or air, nor water or spirit – but a strange and wonderful combination of all four. The ground trembled for a brief moment, then two pillars of earth pushed themselves up about two feet above the ground. They twisted, swirled and expanded, slowly taking the form of two chairs. Gewey gawked in amazement. 
 
   “Even such simple things are beyond you,” said Melek. He sat down, motioning for Gewey to do the same. “But they don’t need to be.”
 
   Gewey approached the chair and brushed his finger across the arm. It was as solid as granite, yet warm to the touch. When he sat, the seat gave way as if he were settling onto a soft pillow. He looked up at Melek, trying to mask a sudden feeling of inferiority. 
 
   “You have tremendous power, Darshan,” he continued. “And considering your teachers, you have come far. But it is time for you to leave mortals behind you.”
 
   “I am as much a human as a god,” Gewey contended. “And I am bound to this world. If you think I can simply turn my back…”
 
   Melek held up his hand. “I don’t expect that. Why do you think I have seen to it that you are to rule here once I am gone? If you want this world - take it. I have never desired this place, or its people. If you want to amuse yourself with humans and elves, I will not stop you.”
 
   “I have never wanted to rule. And the people of this world are not playthings put here for amusement.” Gewey calmed himself and leveled his gaze. “I can’t allow you to carry out your plans. The gods didn’t wrong you, and war on the Creator is insanity. Can’t you see this?”
 
   Melek was unmoved. “The gods wronged us both. The real insanity is that you fail to understand this. As for the Creator…she will fall, even if I have to tear down heaven to make it happen.” His fists clenched tightly together, and for a moment his eyes became wild. Then it was gone. He regained his composure and leaned forward. “You are not accepting the inevitability of your situation. You cannot win without me. And even if you could, what do you imagine is going to happen once heaven is free?” 
 
   Gewey thought, but quickly realized that he had no real idea.
 
   “When they learn that you have freed me from my prison,” Melek continued. “Do you really believe they will be forgiving?”
 
   “I didn’t free you,” Gewey contended. “You escaped.”
 
   Melek laughed sardonically. “That won’t matter. They’ll hold you responsible anyway. Then war with the gods will come in spite of all your efforts. And like me, you will fall.” He sat back and folded his hands. “That is, unless you help me. Then we can both have what we desire.”
 
   Gewey couldn’t help but see his logic. But the glimmer of a lie hiding behind his boyish smile was something he could not ignore. “Before we go any further, there is something I would ask.”
 
   Melek gave him a friendly grin. “That we are going further is encouraging. Ask your question.”
 
   “What did you do to Malstisos?” 
 
   Melek chuckled and scratched his chin. “He proved to be an entertaining distraction. Your enemy – the one you call the Dark Knight – had corrupted his spirit. Mohanisi healed him, but only to a point. His spirit was still weak and tormented. It was simplicity itself to wrench the information I needed from him.” His expression was distant, as if recalling something amusing. “He screamed and begged for death, swearing to me that he knew nothing. Which of course, he didn’t. At least, not consciously. The funny thing is that he had no idea of what he really knew. The healing process had wiped most of the knowledge from his awareness. But I found it. It was still there, buried deep in the dark recesses of his mind.”
 
   “So you killed him?” 
 
   “Of course,” replied Melek, waving a hand dismissively. “He had served his purpose. And I needed to know the extent of his kind’s tolerances. He was a stubborn one, to be sure. I was amazed as to how much pain he could endure before madness took him. But don’t worry. Everyone believes he has gone east.” He cocked his head and shrugged. “Everyone but Mohanisi, that is. He knew what I had done, so I was forced to deal with him as well.”
 
   Gewey fumed and very nearly leapt from his seat. But he needed to know more. He took a deep breath to steady himself. “And what of Aaliyah and Nehrutu?”
 
   This time Melek burst into laughter. “Those two fools have actually sworn fealty to me. As if I would desire such service from those wretched mongrels. I saved the male after he had been injured in battle, and the female thought me her savior for doing so. I knew her to be your friend, so I used her to ease any fears of those I was unable to influence directly. I had planned on killing them both later. That is, unless you have some other use for them.”
 
   “You will not touch them,” commanded Gewey hotly. “Or anyone else.”
 
   Melek scrutinized him for a long moment. “Before I agree not to harm your pets, I would show you something.” He pushed himself up from his chair and rose skyward. “Follow me.”
 
   Before Gewey could object, Melek was racing away. Grumbling, he set off after him. A few minutes later he found him hovering a few hundred feet above the Angrääl soldiers. 
 
   Melek waved his arm in a grand sweeping gesture. “Can you see them? Can you feel their weakness and fear? Are you not appalled that they would dare to challenge you? These festering boils on the face of the Creator actually had the audacity to count themselves your equal. But look at them now, huddled together, devoid of hope, groveling in the mud and slime like the worms they are. The mortals you care for are no different, and soon you will understand this.” 
 
   Gewey knew what was about to happen. He flew forward to prevent it, but just as he was within reach of Melek he stopped short. It was as if he had struck a wall. He dropped like a stone for several feet, only to be caught and held fast by invisible hands.
 
   Melek looked down and shook his head. “Why are you fighting me? They are your enemies and not deserving of mercy.”
 
   Gewey struggled to respond, but his voice was muffled. Melek turned him over so that he could see the soldiers below. A massive blast of fire was slowly descending upon them. It extended for a mile across, turning the night into day. The terrified cries of the men below raked at Gewey’s ears as the flames continued to fall. Then, when the blazing inferno was a mere twenty feet above the ground, it suddenly vanished.
 
   Melek pointed to the vast mass of men running aimlessly around trying to save themselves. “Do you see how they tremble? How they run?”  He began to laugh like a child with a new toy. “I could burn them all if I wished. But then, what would that teach you? You are perfectly capable of doing the same thing yourself. No. What I have to teach requires a different method.”
 
   Gewey looked on in horror as Melek reached inside the soldiers… thousands of them, all at the very same time. Almost as one they fell to the ground screaming while he crushed them from the inside. Blood spewed from every orifice as they spent their last agonizing moments writhing and squirming, pleading for mercy. Then all was still.
 
   “Impressive, yes?” asked Melek. He surveyed the carnage, clearly pleased with himself. “And that is just the beginning.”
 
   Gewey felt himself being released. He drifted to the ground well beyond the dead soldiers. The fury that he thought banished in Shagharath had now returned tenfold. 
 
   Melek landed a few yards away. “I know you are angry,” he said. “I can feel it. Though I confess, I don’t understand why. But I will give you time to quell your rage before we go on.”
 
   Gewey glared at him. “You’re a monster.” 
 
   “And you still look at me with mortal eyes,” countered Melek. “But I am no more a monster than the Creator who allows such pain to exist.” He shook his head, grinning. “I can see in your eyes that you think you can challenge me. And if you had knowledge of your power, perhaps you could. But as it stands you have no hope. In your heart, you know that to be true. Even if you could find a way, you would still fall in the end. Your enemy has in his possession four of the god stones. He has stolen their power, just as he did with the Sword of Truth. You cannot defeat him without my help.” He rose up and spread his arms wide. “You can have all that you desire if only you join me. I give you until tomorrow to decide.”
 
   Gewey watched as he disappeared into the night, his mind filled with impossible choices. What if Melek was telling the truth? What if the Dark Knight was as strong as he said? What if the only way to save the world was to join with a creature equally as evil? 
 
   The journey back seemed to take an eternity, though in truth there were still several hours before the sun would break the horizon. Althetas was still glowing as he approached, the celebrating and mirth yet to cease. He landed just outside the king’s manor where he knew he wouldn’t be seen. But just as he was passing through the main gates he felt a sudden spasm of fear shooting through his bond with Kaylia. 
 
   Melek was with her! 
 
   He broke into a dead run.
 
   The doors to the manor were closed, but that was never going to slow him down. He sent a blast of air ahead that had them flying open with such force that they almost came away from their hinges. The guards nearby were thrown from their feet, landing in the flower bushes that surrounded the base of the manor. Not that Gewey gave them even a glance. He navigated the halls with such speed that he was nothing more than a blur to passers-by. As he threw open the door to his room and reached for his sword, he realized that he did not have it with him. 
 
   Kaylia was sitting at the edge of the bed, staring intensely into the far corner of the room where Melek was leaning casually against the wall. He was staring right back at her with a look of deep contemplation in his eyes. Gewey quickly placed himself between them, poised to attack.
 
   He reached back and touched Kaylia’s arm. “Are you alright?”   
 
   “I am unhurt,” she replied. 
 
   Gewey returned his attention to Melek. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
   “Trying to understand you,” he replied calmly. “You have mated with this creature. You care for her. I am trying to understand why.”
 
   “Get out!” he shouted. “Now!”
 
   “I mean her no harm,” said Melek. “But tell me, do you care for her because she bears your offspring? If so, why are you allowing her to continue carrying it inside her? Why not simply speed up the process and be done with her?” He took a step forward and used the flow of the spirit to penetrate Kaylia’s body and enter her womb. 
 
   She gasped and fell back, clutching at her stomach.
 
   Gewey’s rage exploded. He leapt at Melek with enormous speed, landing a fist solidly on his jaw. Melek’s head twisted with a loud crack. He stumbled back, slamming against the wall. Gewey tried to land another blow, but this time Melek caught his wrist and spun him around. 
 
   Melek’s physical strength rivaled his own, and his speed was far greater. Melek landed three solid punches to the abdomen that took Gewey’s breath away. This should have been enough to cripple him, or at least slow him down, but the thought of what Melek might be doing to Kaylia and their child was enough to overcome the pain and drive him on. 
 
   Gewey’s fist crushed into Melek’s nose. Blood splattered, covering them both. Another blow landed on Melek’s temple, this one hard enough to send him tumbling to the floor. The flow he was directing at Kaylia had ceased, but Gewey’s fury was far from over. Seizing hold of Melek’s collar, he continued to rain punches down on him. 
 
   “Enough!” shouted Melek. A massive burst of air sent Gewey reeling back. The room darkened and Melek slowly rose to his feet. “It is clear you cannot be reasoned with. Perhaps I have been looking to the wrong source for an ally. Perhaps your enemy will see my wisdom.”
 
   Gewey regained his footing, his temper still boiling. He wanted to continue with the thrashing, but couldn’t risk Melek unleashing the flow once again. Not with Kaylia so close by. He glanced over his shoulder and panic gripped his heart. She was writhing in pain, her arms still wrapped tightly around her stomach.
 
   “What did you do to her?” he demanded. 
 
   Melek was busy healing his own wounds, the blood already fading from his flesh and clothing. His angry expression turned to disgust and contempt. “Spend what time you have left contemplating your folly. Come sundown tomorrow you will join me. If not, I will kill every living soul within the walls of this pathetic city.”
 
   “What did you do?” Gewey cried desperately. 
 
   Melek simply sneered and strolled casually from the room. Gewey gave chase, but Kaylia’s cry of agony stopped him short and he rushed back to her side. 
 
   He reached within her, trying to see what Melek had done, and immediately felt his unborn child. The light of his spirit was pulsating rapidly. Little by little he was growing larger. But something was aiding this growth – something unnatural. He could feel that his son was aware of this…aware and afraid. 
 
   ‘Help me!’ he cried out to Aaliyah. He was doing his best to calm Kaylia, but her breathing was rapid and he knew that she was terrified. 
 
   Barely a minute had passed when the door flew open and Aaliyah sprinted into the room. Without hesitation she pushed Gewey aside and set about examining Kaylia. Each second seemed like an eternity to him as she tried to determine the reason for Kaylia's pain and the sudden growth of their child.
 
   “The baby will come soon,” she said finally, taking a long deep breath. 
 
   “Will he live?” gasped Kaylia, her face soaked in tears. 
 
   Aaliyah pursed her lips tight. “I don’t know. As far as I can tell he is healthy, but his growth has accelerated beyond anything I have ever seen.”
 
   “And what about Kaylia?” asked Gewey. He was afraid to hear the answer. He could feel the baby sending waves of panic through his mother as the growth stretched her to the limits of endurance. 
 
   “That will depend on how strong she is,” Aaliyah replied, grim faced. 
 
   Kaylia reached out and clutched hold of Gewey’s hand. “Protect him," she pleaded. "Whatever happens to me, protect our son.”
 
   “Nothing is going to happen to you,” said Gewey, desperation bleeding through his tone. “I swear it. You and our child will both live.” He looked to Aaliyah. “Watch over her.”
 
   Aaliyah nodded. “Where are you going?” she asked.
 
   “To find Melek,” he replied, a deep and menacing tone now in his voice.  
 
   Kaylia squeezed his hand. She gave a fragile smile. “I’ll be here when you return.”
 
   Gewey leaned down and kissed her. He wanted to believe it. He truly did. Fear gripped him, but he forced it back. 
 
   Now was not the time for weakness.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 28
 
   Gewey stretched out with his spirit, furiously searching for Melek but finding only a void staring back at him. He left the manor and scoured the city for a time, but to no avail. His heart sank. Melek could literally be anywhere, and he had no idea where to start. 
 
   The celebrations had finally withered to a halt, though the streets were still filled with streamers, trash, and drunken men incapable of making it back to their homes. Gewey had considered taking to the air in order to expand his search, but at present was unwilling to put too much distance between himself and Kaylia. Through their bond he could feel her pain, but took comfort that her life force remained strong. Aaliyah was still watching over her, even though there was little she could do other than share her own strength. Whatever Melek had done, it was unstoppable.
 
   As he entered the temple district he saw that a new temple was in the process of being built. Muttered curses slipped from his mouth when he realized that this latest addition was dedicated to Darshan. The other temples were as yet undamaged, which was mildly surprising considering Melek’s all-consuming hatred of the nine gods.  
 
   By mid-afternoon, Gewey was forced to accept that Melek would only reappear at a time of his own choosing – at sundown if he meant to keep his word, though the place of their meeting was unclear. Gewey thought that it should be away from the city. Far enough away so that, should they do battle, others would not be hurt.
 
   He returned to their room. Kaylia was sleeping, though not restfully. Aaliyah was sitting dutifully by her bed, holding her hand. 
 
   “The king was here earlier,” said Aaliyah. “He wanted to say that Kaylia is in his prayers.”
 
   Gewey sighed. “Considering the entire city is praying to me, I don’t think that will do much good.”
 
   Aaliyah gave no reaction. “So you go to face him?”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I must.”
 
   “He will kill you,” she stated flatly. “Unless you join him.”
 
   Gewey could still feel the touch of Melek’s influence within her. “And would you mourn me if he did?”
 
   “Of course,” she replied, though without conviction. “But this is all unnecessary. He has already told you that the Reborn King possesses four of the god stones. How can you hope to win without his help? All he wants is to return to heaven. He will leave the earth to you.”
 
   “And that is where he and I are truly different,” said Gewey. He looked down at his suffering wife. “I want only a small piece of the world. Not the whole thing.” He leaned down and kissed Kaylia’s forehead. Through the blankets he could see that her belly had now tripled in size. “Regardless of where your allegiance lies, I hope that you will continue to watch over her until this is done.”
 
   Aaliyah bowed her head. “You have my word.”
 
   Gewey glanced at the window. The sun would be going down very soon; he should leave the confines of the city immediately. With a final loving look at Kaylia, he hurried from the room.
 
   Once outside the city gates he walked for a few miles along the road heading south, then entered the forest to the east. After a short time he came to a small clearing where he sat on the soft turf and waited. 
 
   As the sun sank over the horizon a few stars penetrated the twilight. Gewey remembered what Melek had said about knowing what the stars really were. I should have asked him, he thought. 
 
   Barely had this passed through his mind when the wind picked up and he could hear soft footfalls approaching from the south. A minute later Melek appeared from the brush. His countenance was grim and his posture aggressive.
 
   “So, have you made your choice?”  
 
   “I have,” Gewey affirmed. He rose to his feet. “I cannot allow you to spread your evil here or in heaven. And I will not join you in destroying the gods…or the Creator. I have to stop you, whatever the cost to myself.”
 
   Melek shook his head and scowled. “You will only succeed in dying. I really did not want to turn to your mortal foe for aid, but it would seem you are leaving me with little choice.”
 
   Gewey drew his sword. The steel sang its deadly song. 
 
   A look of vast amusement showed on Melek’s face. “You think this is the battle you have come to fight? One with clumsy mortal weapons and brute strength?”
 
   The world gradually turned darker until only the figures of the two gods were visible. Gewey could sense the strength of Melek’s spirit growing to unimaginable heights. A ghostly mist rose from his opponent’s back, rising and expanding until it was seven feet tall and twice the width of a man. Light flashed within the mist and began to solidify into the form of a massive warrior. Its armor gleamed with an unnatural light, while in each hand was a massive blade. The warrior’s long, ghostly hair blew carelessly about, as if facing an ocean wind. Its face looked somewhat like Melek’s human form, but was far more intimidating and powerful.
 
   “Now do you see?” Melek’s voice thundered in Gewey’s ears. “You cannot win.”
 
   Gewey allowed his own spirit to rise up, but he was without armor or weapon. Looking down, he was no longer able to see his own body. 
 
   “You can’t even find a way to fight me,” Melek scoffed. “I think I will enjoy killing the son of Gerath.”
 
   He leapt forward with both swords raised to strike. Gewey jumped left, narrowly avoiding the blades splitting him in two. Melek laughed wickedly and gave chase. Again and again Gewey was forced to dodge Melek’s attacks. He thought to counter with his bare hands, but could see no openings that would not expose him to almost certain death. 
 
   Gewey sent a ball of fire at his adversary, but this passed through him as if he was without substance. Melek smiled and charged in again, now with even greater speed. A sword grazed Gewey’s shoulder, sending him flying back. Though the ground was nothing but blackness, it jarred him to the bone as he landed. He touched the wound. No blood, but the spot where the blade had struck looked distorted and pain burned from deep inside. 
 
   Melek didn’t give Gewey time to recover his feet, coming at him once again with both blades held high. All Gewey could do was raise an arm defensively, while at the same time bracing himself for the deadly impact. But just as the blows were falling, from seemingly nowhere, a shield appeared on his forearm. The swords crashed into this with dull thumps. With shock waves of pain shooting through his arm, Gewey scampered to his feet.
 
   “You learn quickly,” remarked Melek with approval. “A pity it will be your final lesson.”
 
   Gewey concentrated on envisioning a weapon, but was disrupted by yet another attack. Again and again both blades collided into the shield. He could feel it weakening, and knew that in moments it would splinter.
 
   One final blow exploded the shield into a million shards of sparkling light, throwing Gewey hard onto the ground once more. Melek moved in for the kill. As Gewey desperately rolled away from the fatal strike, the sword in Melek’s right hand buried itself deep into the ground a mere inch away from his head. He sought to regain his footing, but Melek kicked him in the chest. 
 
   Snarling, Melek ripped his sword free from the earth. The tiny clumps of soil that came up with it were set aflame as they scattered. In this briefest of breathing spaces, Gewey managed to scramble to his feet. As he did so, he once again tried to manifest a weapon. This time a sword appeared in his hand. 
 
   “Good,” said Melek. “I was beginning to think this would be no challenge at all.” Tauntingly, he waved Gewey in. 
 
   He was a fearsome sight. Confronted with such obvious power, the sword in Gewey’s hand suddenly felt small and useless. Forcing this notion aside and steeling his nerves, he gripped the handle tightly and moved forward. In response, Melek relaxed his stance, lowered his weapons and shot Gewey a knowing smirk. 
 
   Gewey hesitated, momentarily confused, but then recovered to swing his blade at Melek’s neck with astonishing speed and precision. There was a blinding flash of light and a ring of clashing steel. As the light faded and vision returned, Gewey’s heart chilled at the sight of his own blade now firmly in the grip of Melek’s gauntlet.
 
   “Farewell, Darshan,” Melek hissed. 
 
   He tossed the captured sword into the air, where it immediately exploded into a million tiny sparks. An instant later Melek’s own sword reappeared back in his hand. The hilt of this crashed into Gewey’s jaw. His second sword swung at Gewey’s chest, its blade digging two inches into his spiritual flesh. Searing pain screamed its way through every fiber of his being as he fell to the ground yet again.
 
   Clutching at his chest, Gewey let out a blood-curdling cry. But through all the agony, a single thought still prevailed. Now there was nothing to stop Melek - or the Reborn King. 
 
   The world around him became visible once again as his spirit receded back into his body. Melek in his earthly form was only a few feet away, laughing triumphantly, a small dagger in his hand. Gewey wanted to move but was completely paralyzed. 
 
   “You are beaten,” Melek chided. “There is nothing left for you but death. Continuing to struggle is useless and embarrassing.” He strolled up beside Gewey as if he hadn’t a care, knelt beside him, and held the dagger above his throat. “I could shred your spirit while it is still clinging to this disgusting mortal form if I so chose. But as I am merciful, I will end your earthly life first. It is less… distressing that way.”
 
   Gewey glared at Melek with unfathomable contempt and defiance. He wanted to speak, but his voice had abandoned him. He closed his eyes and sent Kaylia a final wave of love through their bond. 
 
   The words I’m sorry would be the last thing she would hear from him. 
 
   * * * * *  
 
   Basanti crept through the forest with as much speed as she dared. She prayed that her information was accurate. Everything depended on it. 
 
   The open air felt good on her face - the scent of grass and trees a refreshing change. She was now only a few hundred yards away from the clearing. If she ran she could be there in an instant, but that would risk showing herself prematurely. She listened carefully for the others. They were there and in position. Melek had arrived too and was speaking to Gewey, so all she could do was wait and hope.
 
   Her wait was soon over as the two gods clashed. Basanti immediately picked up her pace, striving to time her arrival as planned. But the suspicion that Melek was aware of her presence refused to go away. It was only with a tremendous effort that she was able to push aside her fear. Melek could easily end her life in an instant.
 
   She arrived at the clearing just as Gewey’s body crumpled to the ground. He had lost, but was thankfully still alive. For how much longer though? Melek was kneeling over him with a dagger at his throat, about to finish matters. 
 
   At that critical moment, twenty Vrykol rushed in from the cover of the trees. Unconcerned, Melek merely glanced over his shoulder, a knowing smirk on his lips. Before the Vrykol had taken even half a dozen paces he’d raised his hand and simultaneously ripped out the spirit from each and every one of them.
 
    Basanti had already drawn her dagger and was running headlong at Melek from the opposite direction. He spun around and was about to tear her spirit out too when an arrow whizzed through the air, striking the Oracle in the right thigh. She stumbled and fell to her knees just in front of Melek’s feet. 
 
   Shaking his head, he sneered at her. “Did you really think you could surprise me?” 
 
   From the tree line strode Aaliyah, bow in hand. Melek nodded in her direction. “Your help was unnecessary. I knew they were coming.”
 
   “I apologize,” she said, bowing low. She walked up and stood beside Melek. “But when I learned of the plot, I had to act.”
 
   Ignoring Aaliyah, Melek turned his attention to Basanti. “You are different from the others. Created by one of my children. Though which one, I can’t tell.” He bent down and jerked the arrow from her leg. Basanti cried out in pain. “A pity they didn’t make you stronger. Killing you is no challenge.”
 
   “Felsafell,” whispered Basanti. “What did you do to him?”
 
   “Ah, yes.” Melek smiled broadly. “The first born. He is unharmed as of yet. Though I will not be able to tell him the same of you. For now he is locked safely away in the cellar of the king’s manor. But rest assured, I will attend to him soon enough.” He cocked his head and laughed softly. “I must admit that the use of your enemy’s creatures in an attempt to distract me was…creative. For that, I think I will let you die without your lovely head on your shoulders.”
 
   “Demon,” she spat. “Shagharath was too kind a sentence.”
 
   Anger flashed across Melek’s face. He nodded to Aaliyah. “Kill her.”
 
   Aaliyah dropped her bow and unsheathed a long thin sword that hung at her side. She looked down at the Oracle with stone determination and unyielding resolve. Basanti closed her eyes and prepared to die. 
 
   Then, everything changed. In the blink of an eye Aaliyah spun around - her blade, instead of delivering death to Basanti, cut through the air directly at Melek’s throat. But fast as she was, Melek would not be taken off-guard. Swiftly ducking beneath the sword, he struck her savagely on the temple with the hilt of his dagger. Aaliyah stumbled back, clinging desperately to consciousness. 
 
   “I thought you might betray me,” Melek told her. His voice was cold and emotionless. “I should have altered your spirit completely.” He shrugged. “Little matter. I’m tired of these games. It’s time to end this.” 
 
   Even as he spoke, a tall figure rushed from out of the trees and leapt at his back. Basanti knew instantly that it was Felsafell. Melek jumped forward, easily avoiding the attack. He spun around to face Felsafell and gave a mocking laugh. “Did you imagine I would not sense your approach, first born? You are no more of a threat to me than the rest of these fools.”
 
   He was still laughing when his body abruptly went rigid, as if struck by a thunderbolt. His eyes flew wide apart in a macabre mixture of stunned surprise and horrific realization of the fate about to befall him.  For a long moment he remained locked in this position. 
 
   “Now it ends,” said Weila. She was standing directly behind Melek, in her hand the Fangs of Yajna that she had just jabbed into his back. 
 
   All at once, Melek’s limbs collapsed. His body crumpled lifelessly to the ground, only the grotesque expression mirroring his final living thoughts still frozen on his face. 
 
   Weila regarded him briefly with a satisfied smile, then leapt over the body to kneel beside Gewey. Aaliyah quickly joined her and began examining the damage to Gewey’s spirit. He was still in extreme pain and unable to move or speak, but her reassuring glance helped to calm him. 
 
   “There is no permanent damage,” Aaliyah said, brushing back his hair. 
 
   Gewey mouthed Kaylia’s name.
 
   “Nehrutu, Linis and Dina are watching over her.”
 
   Gewey smiled weakly and nodded. 
 
    Aaliyah looked back at Basanti. Felsafell was tending the arrow wound in her leg. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But if I hadn’t shot you…”
 
   Basanti laughed, then winced as Felsafell tightened the bandage. “Yes, I know. I would be dead. You did the right thing. And don’t worry, I’ll heal in no time at all. But I am curious about how you were able to be freed from Melek’s influence.”
 
   Aaliyah looked at the dead god’s body and scowled. “Melek was unable to understand how the bond between Gewey and myself works. Such things were unknown to him. They didn’t come into existence until after the elves became a race. By then, he was already locked in Shagharath. Gewey merely allowed me to hear their conversation on the night of the banquet. The moment I learned of Melek’s intent, his influence was broken.” She pursed her lips. “I am fortunate that he did not alter me beyond my ability to resist.”
 
   “And praise the Creator for that,” Weila added. “The plan would have never worked without you.”
 
   Aaliyah cocked her head. “Me? It was you who held the key to it all. Your rejection of the flow made you invisible to him and allowed the distractions to work.”
 
   Weila paused, her expression reflective. “It makes me wonder if this is not all a part of the Creator’s design.”
 
   “Yes, I wonder that too,” agreed Aaliyah.
 
   Felsafell finished treating Basanti and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “Can Gewey be moved?” she asked.
 
   “He can,” said Aaliyah. 
 
    After helping Basanti to her feet, Felsafell went over to Gewey and lifted him in his arms. 
 
   “I must go on ahead,” said Aaliyah. “I need to be with Kaylia.” She smiled at Gewey. “She will give birth very soon. But you needn’t worry. Her body is strong and her will to live even stronger. All will be well.”
 
   “A good day,” remarked Weila. “Your baby comes, your wife will survive, and one of your enemies has fallen.”
 
   Gewey managed a smile.
 
   “We should keep what has happened to ourselves until after Gewey has healed,” Aaliyah warned. “Melek has influenced many, including the king. For now, we should simply say that we do not know of Melek’s whereabouts.”
 
   “But how will we explain Felsafell?” asked Weila. “It was hard enough for me to accept what he is. And he won’t exactly blend in.”
 
   “We will remain hidden,” said Basanti. “Once we near the gates, you must attend to Gewey.”
 
   Gewey groaned. “I-I think. I-I think…” His voice was muffled, as if he were speaking with his mouth covered.
 
   Weila laughed. “If that sentence ends with ‘I can walk’, then Melek must have bashed the sense from your head. I may not have the strength of a god, but I can manage your weight long enough to get you home.” 
 
   Aaliyah took her leave and raced toward the city.
 
    Basanti and Felsafell departed when a quarter mile away from the gates, leaving Weila to heft Gewey over her shoulder. On seeing them approach, the guards quickly procured a wagon to carry him. They eyed Gewey with confusion, but Weila commanded them to remain quiet about what they had seen, and had them accompany her to ensure that they did. 
 
   By the time they reached the manor, though still unable to walk, Gewey was capable of speaking a few words. He ordered the guards to stay at the entrance, reaffirming to them that they should remain silent about his condition. As they moved on inside, Weila was beading with sweat and grunting from the exertion of bearing his not inconsiderable weight. Much to her relief, two soldiers quickly came to their aid and took over in helping Gewey to his chambers.
 
   Kaylia was still sleeping, though more peacefully than before, with Aaliyah seated beside the bed holding her hand. Linis and Dina helped Weila to strip Gewey of his clothing, then laid him beside Kaylia.
 
   “It’s good to see that you live,” said Linis with a friendly smile. “I am beginning to believe that fate is your ally, my friend.” Wrapping his arm around Dina, they stood there together watching as Gewey drifted off to sleep huddled up close to Kaylia.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Gewey awoke slowly. The light shining through the window told him that it was late in the afternoon. Kaylia was still beside him, though now awake and smiling sweetly. Her belly was full and round and ready to birth their son.
 
   She leaned over and kissed him. “Aaliyah says that whatever Melek did, it has not injured our son…or me. But I will give birth within the next day and cannot leave this bed until then.”
 
   Gewey was relieved beyond measure. “How long have I been asleep?”
 
   “Only a day,” she replied. “Aaliyah has tended us both, aided considerably by Mohanisi and Nehrutu. They say that the damage to your spirit has already healed - also that Melek’s influence over the people is slowly fading now that he is gone.”
 
   “That’s good to hear.”
 
   The door opened and Linis stepped inside. He took one look at Gewey and laughed exuberantly. “I see you are feeling better now.”
 
   Smiling, Gewey slipped from out of the bed. His legs were unsteady at first, causing him to grab hold of the bedpost until able to gain his balance. Once stable, he embraced his friend tightly. “Thank you.”
 
   Linis raised an eyebrow. “Why thank me? It was not I who faced a mad god and lived to tell the tale.”
 
   “No,” said Gewey. “But it was you who saved me. You and the others. I assume that was the secret you were all keeping.”
 
   Linis held out his hands and shrugged his shoulders. “What else could we do? Both the Oracle and High Lady Selena feared that if you were unable to keep our plan from Melek, we would be undone.”
 
   “She may have been right,” Gewey admitted. “I still have a hard time imagining his power. It was far beyond anything I expected. But what about Aaliyah? I had hoped by allowing her to hear Melek’s plans that she would be able to overcome his influence, but I was never entirely sure if this had been successful.”
 
   Linis chuckled. “Oh, your plan worked well enough. Once she was free of him she searched the manor and found Felsafell locked away in the basement. I was supposed to break in and rescue him, but she beat me to it. Without her, I don’t think we would have succeeded.”
 
   Gewey nodded approvingly. “That leaves me with only one question. The Vrykol?”
 
   Linis’ smile vanished. “I’m afraid you have the Reborn King to thank for that. Apparently, he had no more desire to have Melek walking the earth than we do. He sent word that he would deliver us with enough Vrykol to provide a distraction.”
 
   “And you accepted?” exclaimed Gewey.
 
   “We were left with little choice,” explained Linis. “They arrived in Valshara and well…they insisted. They said if they were killed, more would come. They knew of a place within the temple where they could hide from Melek’s sight. As it happened, the Oracle was able to hide there as well. Though I did pity her being forced to stay in such foul company. As it turned out, the room was entirely unknown to the High Lady. A fact that she was none too happy about.”
 
   Gewey considered this information. The Dark Knight had once been a member of the Order of Amon Dähl, so it was likely that he’d gained this knowledge during that time. He smiled inwardly at the sheer absurdity of the situation. 
 
   “Still,” he said. “It’s amazing that you were able to beat Melek. And fortunate that Weila was among you to strike with the Fangs of Yajna.”
 
   Linis nodded. “Yes. Without her, I am sure we would have failed.” 
 
   “Gewey!” cried Kaylia.
 
   Gewey spun around. Kaylia was smiling, but only doing so through a wave of pain.
 
   “Aaliyah was wrong,” she said, straining through each word. “It won’t be one more day.”
 
   It took a moment for Gewey to grasp her meaning; his eyes shot wide and his heart began to pound with panic. Before he could think of what to do, the door flew open and Aaliyah raced to the bedside. Her manner was relaxed and her face glowed with joy as she took Gewey’s hand and kissed his cheek. She then turned her attention to Kaylia.
 
   Linis touched his shoulder. “Come, my friend. We should not be here.” Seeing Gewey hesitating, he added: “She is well tended. Elf men are not welcome during the birthing.”
 
   “I am no elf,” Gewey pointed out, moving to take up position beside Aaliyah. “And I will not leave her.”
 
   Kaylia looked at him, her eyes filled with love. Her lips turned up into a sweet smile. “Yes. I want you here.”
 
   Aaliyah looked over her shoulder at Linis. “You, on the other hand, can go.”
 
   Linis bowed and gave Gewey’s shoulder a squeeze. “I will be just outside if I am needed.”
 
   Gewey didn’t hear Linis’ words. His attention was on Kaylia and the life she was about to bring into the world. A life they had created together. 
 
   A life that he would do anything to protect.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 29
 
   Though the room was filled with his friends, Gewey could neither see nor hear them. He was transfixed. The whole of his world rested inside a soft cotton blanket he held in his arms. 
 
   His full head of hair was raven just like Gewey’s, but his skin held the deep bronze tint of his mother. Sleepy ice-blue eyes opened and closed as they gazed at his father. 
 
   Only Kaylia’s touch was able to tear Gewey’s attention away. She looked both exhausted and blissful. Gewey carefully handed their son over and wrapped his arm around her shoulders.
 
   “Do you have a name?” asked Dina.
 
   Gewey looked up, suddenly aware that Aaliyah, Nehrutu, Mohanisi, Linis, Dina, King Lousis, Weila, and Nahali were all surrounding the bed. Their faces beamed. With a rush, he wished that Lee and Millet were also there. 
 
   Kaylia brushed a finger across the baby’s cheek. “Jayden.” She looked up at Gewey. “It means the light of heaven.”
 
   “Jayden,” Gewey repeated softly. 
 
   “A fine name,” said Linis. 
 
   “Fit for a god,” added King Lousis. 
 
   Dina stepped close. Tears fell down her cheeks as she gazed at the dozing infant. “He’s perfect,” she whispered. “Just perfect.”
 
   There was a long silence as everyone watched Gewey and Kaylia holding the baby Jayden. Eventually, Aaliyah stepped forward and demanded the gathering’s attention.
 
   “Kaylia needs rest,” she stated firmly. “And so do I.”
 
   Everyone took their turn to congratulate the proud parents, then reluctantly filed out of the room. Aaliyah was the last to leave, pausing to examine both mother and child one final time before departing.
 
   “You realize this changes things,” said Gewey.
 
   “I know,” Kaylia replied. “And though I swore that I would never leave your side, I feel I must break my oath. To take Jayden into the jaws of death is beyond comprehension. And that is where you must now go.”
 
   “I will leave you both well-guarded,” he promised. “I sense that Melek’s hold on King Lousis has nearly disappeared. Mohanisi may have had a hand in that, I suspect - or perhaps Aaliyah. But I can leave you in his charge without fear.”
 
   “Once you go east, I will not remain in Althetas.”
 
   “Where then?”
 
   “I will go to the home of Theopolou,” she said firmly, though recalling the loss of her uncle caused his name to stick for a moment in her throat. “It is well hidden and easily defended. There are those among the elves in Althetas who still serve his house, and they will serve me faithfully too.”
 
   Gewey thought on this for a time before nodding his agreement. “Very well, but I would want to send more than just Theopolou’s elves. And no one can know where you have gone.”
 
   “Lord Chiron and Lady Bellisia should be returning from Skalhalis soon,” said Kaylia. “They can provide me with any additional help I may need.”
 
   The idea of being parted brought a huge sadness to Gewey. All of a sudden he wanted to take his wife and child and run, though to where he didn’t know. Only with great effort was he able to push unhappy thoughts from his mind. “That is something we can discuss later,” he said. “For now, let’s just pretend that this moment will last forever.”
 
   Kaylia tilted her head and smiled. “Yes, let’s do that.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Gewey entered the council chambers. Though sad to be parted even for a moment from Kaylia and Jayden, he knew that he must discuss plans. 
 
   Kaylia was not interested in joining him. Her focus was completely on caring for their child, at least for the time being. Talk of war and darkness could wait for a bit longer.
 
   Gewey could feel that his bond with Kaylia had now extended to Jayden, though in a different way. It was just as powerful, yet in some respects more distant. He remembered what his father had once told him on one of the anniversaries of his mother’s death. Gewey was only five, and couldn’t understand why his father was sitting in his chair staring at her picture.
 
   “Did you love her more than me?” Gewey had asked. A silly thing to say - that is, unless you’re a five year-old boy who wants nothing more than his father’s love. And though Harman never withheld his love, on that night every year he was distant and inconsolable.
 
   “No, son,” he had said, wiping the tears from his face. “But my love for her was different. You are my son and I love you beyond your understanding. From the first moment I saw you I knew you were mine, and that nothing could ever change that. But your mother…” 
 
   He cleared the lump from his throat. “She was not mine. I was hers. From the very first time she looked at me, I was helpless against her power. She chose me above all others, and for that I have always felt unworthy.” His father’s smile was sad, yet it had still comforted Gewey. “Son. One day you will meet someone who captures your heart in ways you never thought possible. You’ll love her beyond reason. And when you are blessed with a child, you’ll do anything to protect it. You would face a horde of demons, and your wife is the one person who would stand by your side while you did it. This bond you will share is stronger than any other. It is a mutual love, joined in a way only parents can understand.”  
 
   Harman’s words had never made much sense to him before. Now it was clear. Their love for Jayden strengthened their love for each other. That she would give her life - as well as sacrifice his - to protect their son was the greatest love imaginable. He pictured her cradling Jayden in her arms and felt the warm rush of happiness filling his spirit.
 
   The sound of the chamber door closing behind him snapped Gewey back to reality. King Lousis, Aaliyah, Nehrutu, Mohanisi, Weila, Linis and Dina were already sitting around the table. 
 
   He took a seat directly across from King Lousis. “Is there any word from Lord Chiron and Lady Bellisia?”
 
   “Not yet,” replied Lousis. “They’re not due back for another few days.”
 
   The door opened and a nervous looking guard hurried over to whisper something into the king’s ear. The king nodded and the guard scurried away. A moment later the door opened again, this time for Felsafell and Basanti to enter. Felsafell wore a long purple robe with undulating gold patterns stitched down the front and around the cuffs. His silver hair flowed carelessly down his back, shimmering in the warm lamplight. Basanti was dressed to match, though with tiny white flowers decorating her hair. 
 
   Neither Dina nor the king had ever seen Felsafell before, and the sight of him clearly made an impact. Dina gasped audibly, while Lousis simply stared in wide-eyed wonder.
 
   They took seats alongside Gewey. The chairs were not designed for someone of Felsafell’s unusual height, so it took a moment for him to settle himself. 
 
   “I can see that...my appearance has...upset you,” Felsafell said. His words came out slowly as if each syllable was an effort. “Please pardon…my…speech. Your language is… difficult for me…as you speak it. And I…did not wish the voice…of the old hermit to utter forth…from the lips of my true form. Basanti knows my thoughts…and will speak for me.” 
 
   Lousis cleared his throat and shook his head. “Do not be concerned. I was told of your coming. And that you would be…different. And your manner of speech is perfectly fine. I have heard your name spoken of many times over the years, and the fact that you always talked in riddles. I am pleased that you will be plain.”
 
   “Felsafell speaks the language of his kin,” explained Basanti. “Gewey understands him, as does Kaylia. But when he tries to speak in your common tongue, the metaphors and symbolisms sound odd to your ears. A fact he has used to great advantage for countless generations in the guise of a crazy old man.” 
 
   “You’re beautiful,” was all Dina could manage to say.
 
   Felsafell smiled and lowered his head in a slight bow.
 
   “As you already know,” Basanti continued, “I am the Oracle of Manisalia. Felsafell and I are here to aid you in your hour of need.”
 
   Lousis leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands in front of him. “Fables and myths come to life under my very roof. It is said you are a thousand years old, Oracle.” 
 
   “I am far older,” she asserted. “Only Felsafell is my elder in this world. It was he who spun the legend around my name back in a time when humankind had barely left the sands of the east and the elves were still a savage race. But now is not the time to hear our story. Melek is gone, and Angrääl will soon move against you. His armies are driven back, but the king remains on his throne.”
 
   “What would you suggest we do?” asked Lousis.
 
   “There can only be one ending to this war,” said Gewey. “I must face the Dark Knight and destroy him.”
 
   Basanti nodded in agreement. “That much is certain. But as Melek told you, the Dark Knight has found four of the nine god stones. If he has learned to use their power you may be no match for him. Melek knew this and tried to use it as leverage against you.”
 
   “But can Melek’s word be trusted?” asked Linis.
 
   “In this case, I believe so,” Basanti replied. “Melek hoped to force Felsafell into telling him where the other stones were hidden. And if he had succeeded, he would have killed every one of you. He would have had enough power to accomplish all of his goals without Darshan’s aid.”
 
   “Then why enlist my help to begin with?” asked Gewey. “Why not simply find the stones and be done with it?”
 
   “He couldn’t be certain they are still intact,” she replied. “Nor could he be certain that Felsafell knew of their location – not until he’d had enough time to break him. He suspected that Felsafell knew, but if it turned out he was wrong and the stones really were lost, he would be without an ally other than the Dark Knight himself. And seeing as how Melek detested mortals, he would only do that as a very last resort.”
 
   “He certainly did enjoy playing with our lives and minds,” spat Lousis.
 
   “Yes,” agreed Basanti. “But the thought of joining with a mortal in a common cause seemed to be more than his palate could endure. Which is why he sought to persuade Gewey. Only when he was convinced that Gewey would not join his campaign did he try to destroy him.”
 
   “And do you know where the rest of the stones are?” Dina asked Felsafell. 
 
   Felsafell nodded. “I do. But they will…not be easy...to retrieve.”
 
   Basanti touched Felsafell’s hand while passing a few words to him in the ancient tongue. 
 
   “Felsafell will guide Gewey to their locations,” she said, turning back to the others. “But should the Dark Knight learn of this he will move to stop them.”
 
   “What do you suggest?” asked Linis. 
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   King Lousis began to laugh quietly to himself until he had the attention of the entire group. “There is only one way to distract him.” He waited for a moment. All but Basanti and Felsafell looked perplexed. The king heaved a sigh. “We will march on Angrääl. To the very gates of Kratis.”
 
   “You can’t be serious,” said Dina. 
 
   “It’s the only way,” Basanti told her. “And many will perish. But unless Gewey finds a way to defeat the Dark Knight, the numbers will be far greater. And he will not stop here.” She looked to Aaliyah and Nehrutu. “Eventually he will cross the Abyss and raze your cities to the ground.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Dina interjected. “If the Dark Knight is so powerful, why doesn’t he seek Gewey out now? Why not just kill him and be done with it?”
 
   Basanti shook her head and held out her hands. “I wish I knew. Perhaps he has the same motive as did Melek and intends to turn Gewey to his cause. There is no way to know; I truly wish I did. But for whatever reason, he has chosen to remain hidden and locked away in his fortress. And for that I am glad. It gives us precious time.”
 
   “And who will go with you?” asked Linis. He saw Dina’s jaw tighten and her fists clench. 
 
   “Gewey and I…will go…alone,” said Felsafell. 
 
   Dina was visibly relieved.
 
   “And what of Kaylia and your son?” asked Aaliyah. 
 
   “She will go to a location known only to those who accompany her,” answered Gewey. “There can be no risk of discovery.” 
 
   “Then you can tell me later,” she shot back. “For I will be with her…and Jayden.”
 
   Gewey was both pleased and relieved to hear this. He had hoped for as much. He would send an army if he could. The thought of Kaylia and Jayden being so far from his protection was becoming ever more unnerving. 
 
   “It will take some time before I can muster an army for such a march,” said Lousis. “At least a month or two.” 
 
   “Then I intend to spend what time I have left with those I love most,” announced Gewey. He pushed back his chair and stood up. “You will forgive me if I leave the rest of the details to you for now.”
 
   “Of course,” said Lousis. “I would do the same. Go be with your wife and child.”
 
   “I will check on Kaylia and Jayden later,” said Aaliyah. “We can speak about her plans then.”
 
   Gewey nodded and left the hall. One month, perhaps two, to spend with his wife and child. That was all. After that there was no guarantee he would ever see them again and he would not waste a moment of the time he’d been granted.
 
   Kaylia was sleeping soundly while holding Jayden to her chest. He was cooing to the rhythm of his mother’s breathing. At the sound of Gewey’s entry, Kaylia’s eyes cracked open and a smile crept upon her face. 
 
   “Two months,” said Gewey. “Then I must leave.”
 
   He recounted the details of their plan. Kaylia nodded approvingly. 
 
   “I must say I am happy that Aaliyah will be with us,” she said. “And that Felsafell is to be with you.”
 
   Gewey removed his boots and slid into bed. Whatever may happen in the future, and however this war might end, at least they would have this time together. And though the Dark Knight may have stolen vast power from the gods and heaven, he would never have enough power to make Gewey give in. Not when he had so much to protect. He wrapped his arms around his family and closed his eyes. Their spirits combined with his. 
 
   “If this is all we get,” Gewey whispered, while kissing Kaylia’s ear, “it is still more than I could have hoped for.”
 
   “This is not all,” she promised. “Soon the vision you saw of us living in your home in Sharpstone will become reality. I know it.”
 
   Gewey looked down at Jayden. His tiny fingers were clenching and relaxing, his eyes tightly closed. Determination swelled in Gewey’s heart. He would make this world safe for his son. 
 
   Even if it cost him his life, the Dark Knight would fall.
 
    
 
   End Book Five
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   The shadows danced along the stark walls of the dilapidated shack as the candle flickered and dimmed, stubbornly resisting the draft seeping in through the cracks in the wood that threatened to blow it out. The air reeked with the smell of rotted fruits and vegetables - food for the pigs that could be heard squealing and jostling in the pen directly outside. 
 
   The four elves gathered around the small table in the corner farthest from the door waited in silence, their hands fidgeting nervously in front of them.
 
   Several minutes dragged by before the door creaked open to reveal a tall elf with red hair and narrow, piercing eyes. Clad in the cloak of a seeker, he stepped inside and surveyed the scene.
 
   “This is all of you?” he asked in a soft, yet deep voice.
 
   The dark skinned elf sitting nearest to him looked up. “This is all that can be here without arousing suspicion, Tallio. But there are more. Of that you can be certain.”
 
   Tallio scowled before taking a seat at the table. “Their fear is a weakness they must soon overcome.”
 
   “Do not mistake prudence for fear,” the elf shot back. “My people are steadfast and loyal. They will not hesitate to act when the time comes.”
 
   Tallio looked him directly in the eye. “Let us hope not. And the rest of you? Does your resolve still hold?”
 
   Two of the other elves nodded, their faces grim.
 
   “Then it is settled,” said Tallio. “We will move against them as soon as Darshan is away.”
 
   A stocky elf to the right of him huffed and shook his head.
 
   “You wish to add something, Vixis?” Tallio asked.
 
   “I do,” he replied evenly. “I wish to add that you are all fools. What do you think will happen if you succeed? Do you really imagine that things will go back to the way they were?” He leaned in closer to meet Tallio’s gaze. “All you will achieve is to bring death to everyone here. The wrath of Darshan will know no bounds. He will burn us to cinders.”
 
   Tallio sneered. “If you fear death, then perhaps you should leave these matters to those with the courage of their convictions. Darshan is not invincible. And I will not sit idle as he spreads his lies.”
 
   “How can you be so sure they are lies?” Vixis countered.  “What could he possibly gain from such a deception?”
 
   “If you think I will ever believe our people to be a mongrel race spawned from the loins of the gods, then you are sorely mistaken.” Tallio tensed, his fists clenching so tightly that his knuckles gleamed white. “Darshan has caused nothing but despair and doubt amongst our kin. Many have wandered east without purpose or hope, their minds and spirits broken by the words of a false god. And to think that he has brought forth offspring…mothered by one of our own.” His right fist slammed violently down onto the table, nearly shattering it to splinters. “No! This cannot be allowed. I will face Darshan alone if need be.”
 
   “And you will die alone if you do,” Vixis told him. “I have seen his power with my own eyes. And though he may not be invincible, his strength is far beyond any of us.”
 
   Tallio leaned back to scrutinize Vixis for several seconds before speaking again. “It seems to me that you have not come here to offer your support,” he stated. 
 
   He paused, waiting for a response, but Vixis remained silent. “So why have you come?”
 
   “To offer you an alternative,” he finally replied. “Many of our kin have decided to retreat to the desert. There we hope to find a new life and peace. We can live as we once did amongst our own kind. The humans will leave us be, and our desert kin would welcome us gladly. I have come here to ask you to abandon this madness and join us.”
 
   “Our desert kin have allied themselves with Darshan. And even if that was not so, what sort of existence do you expect to find there?” Tallio’s tone was dark and dangerous. “Shall we leave our traditional homes and lives behind? Shall we cower off into the sands and forget who we really are?”
 
   “To seek peace is not cowering, it is wisdom,” Vixis responded. “Would you rather see us destroyed than find a new life? Our kin have lived in the desert for generations – free of gods and human corruption. Why should we not seek the same?”
 
   “Because this is my home,” Tallio insisted. “And I will not be driven from it by lies and slander. You would have us slither away…a mongrel race bereft of honor. You would allow the forked tongue of Darshan to continue poisoning the minds of our kin. And you would allow his cursed offspring to linger upon this very world that the Creator has charged us to protect.” With each word his voice rose in intensity and the fire in his eyes burned ever hotter.  “But I for one will not sit idle while all that I hold sacred is being destroyed and defiled.”
 
   “Your hatred has blinded you, old friend,” said Vixis, sorrow and pity in his eyes. “And it will be your undoing. I can only pray that you do not drag our kin into the fiery depths along with you.” He rose slowly and bowed to the others. “I wish you well. I honestly do. And should you change your mind, my kin and I shall be departing east in one week.” He strode to the door and looked over his shoulder. “I hope to see you again...soon.” After giving Tallio a final searching glance, he lowered his head and stepped outside.
 
   The three other elves sitting at the table exchanged uneasy looks as Tallio stared grimly at the door his former friend had passed through. After a brief moment he rose to his feet and with slow deliberate paces, made his way across the room. He turned briefly to the others before sucking in a deep breath and following Vixis out into the night.
 
   Vixis had walked only a few yards when the sound of footfalls from behind caused him to pause and turn. He regarded his fellow elf steadily. “I take you have not come to persuade me further,” he said.
 
   “You know I cannot take the risk,” Tallio told him. “There is too much at stake.”
 
   “Would it make any difference if I swear to keep your secret?” He could see the resolve in Tallio’s expression and frowned. “No. I suppose not.”
 
   The flash of steel thrusting into his heart was quick and precise. Vixis gasped just once, his hands briefly clutching hold of Tallio’s arms. A tear then rolled down his cheek as the light of life quickly faded from his eyes. 
 
   Tallio lifted the body over his shoulder and laid it carefully beside the shack. After covering it with some loose brush and twigs, he returned to the others. Their accusing stares swelled his anger. 
 
   “And what would you have me do?” he shouted. “We cannot trust our fate to those without the courage to fight.”
 
   A thin, dark-haired elf clad in a simple tan shirt and trousers pushed back his chair and glared at Tallio. “Vixis was no coward, and you know it! He simply wanted us to consider a different path.”
 
   Tallio held up his hand. “Calm yourself, Faliel. I only did what I had to do in order to protect us. Vixis carried knowledge that could have doomed us all. And though he was once my friend, I am not convinced he would have kept it to himself. He fought alongside Darshan, and served as personal guard to King Lousis. How could we know for certain where his allegiances lie? Darshan is a trickster and a liar. Many an elf who once despised humans now willingly serves alongside them. Even Lord Theopolou was not immune to Darshan's influence.”
 
   There was a long silence as the two elves stared at each other unblinkingly. Finally, Faliel heaved a deep sigh and sat back down. 
 
   “That some of our kin need to be sacrificed weighs heavily on my heart too, brothers,” said Tallio. “But we must look to the greater good of our race. And that means all traitors and heretics must be destroyed.” 
 
   He leaned forward and grasped hold of Faliel’s hand. “Believe me, there is no other way.”
 
   Faliel nodded weakly. “And we are with you. Even so, I cannot help but lament the passing of any of our kin, traitors or no.”
 
   The third elf, much younger than the other two yet with the bearing of one who had seen much bloodshed and battle, fingered his dagger unthinkingly and narrowed his eyes.
 
   “You have something to say, Hasheen?” asked Tallio.
 
   “I do,” he grumbled. “Have you given any thought as to what the elves from across the sea will do once they arrive? It is well known that Aaliyah sent for aid not long after she met Darshan. They said it would take a year before we could expect assistance. Well, a year is now nearly up. If they should take up Darshan’s cause, we cannot hope to prevail.”
 
   “All the more reason to make haste,” Tallio countered. “We cannot allow them to fall prey to the same lies that are being spread among our people. Victory must be swift.”
 
   “Do you know where the heretic is hiding?” Hasheen asked. “My people have been searching for weeks to no avail.”
 
   A sinister grin crept upon Tallio’s face. “Yes, I do know where she is. I know where they all are. Including the half-breed.”
 
   Hasheen frowned. “I see no reason to kill her. She is an innocent – a mere victim of birth – and should not suffer for the crimes of her mother.”
 
   “She is an abomination,” Tallio snarled. “Innocent or not, she embodies all that we have warned our people against. But if it helps to ease your mind, I promise that she will not suffer. Plans have already been set in motion.”
 
   “You do know that killing her will bring the wrath of Linis down upon us,” Hasheen warned. “He is not one to be trifled with. He will never rest until he has had his revenge.”
 
   “I will deal with Linis,” Tallio said. “His crimes have already warranted his execution…and I will personally see it done.” He reached in his shirt and pulled out three sealed scrolls. “Inside these are your instructions…that is, assuming you are still with me?”
 
   There was a long pause. All three elves then nodded in turn.
 
   Tallio smiled, clearly pleased. “Then make ready. We move soon.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The cavernous throne room was dark and bitterly cold. Not that he could feel the chill nipping at his flesh any longer. At least, not in the same way mortals feel it. As a man, he'd anticipated winter with dread and spent all his extra coin on the thickest wool and finest furs. But now he was no longer mortal, the cold was a welcome friend. It was a reminder of a life when he'd known the simple joys of a laying under the sun on a warm spring day, watching the birds dart across a cloudless sky. The cold was gone…for a time. And for a time, he was contented.
 
   He thought back to that first day when he'd drawn the Sword of Truth from its cradle and held it aloft. While gazing upon its beauty he'd all but forgotten that, only moments before, he had taken the life of a once dear friend. More than that, it was his dearest friend. The man's blood was still warming the marble floor just a few feet away, yet all he could see was his prize. 
 
   He had heard the stories, just as every other member of Amon Dähl had. The Sword of Truth. A weapon of unimaginable might…and danger. But the reality was quite different. To wield such terrible power, even for a moment, was a burden beyond human understanding. But to do so for eternity was utter madness. And it was that madness he had only managed to conquer through sheer force of will. 
 
   He placed his hand on the hilt of the sword. At this moment it was protruding from the stone floor just beside his throne, its blade having cut through the rock as easily as if it were human flesh. As the power raged through him, he tilted his head back in ecstasy. 
 
   He took a deep breath, and while watching it billow away in a cloud of vapor after escaping his lungs, began to wonder if he actually needed to breathe any longer. Was it possible that such mundane acts could be left behind completely? He hadn’t eaten in months, yet felt no hunger. Could he truly abandon all things human? He smiled inwardly. Soon he would have time everlasting to puzzle such things out. 
 
   He could feel the chaotic and fearful emotions of the people in Kratis. At one time, the idea of the enemy invading was unthinkable to them. But news of the defeat in the west had hit hard. And for the first time, his followers had doubts. They didn’t understand. They believed that serving the Reborn King guaranteed their places in his new world. It didn’t. 
 
   So let the west come, he thought. There is no reason to stop them. Those who survive will have proved their worth. And once all is over, it will not matter who they fought for, what flag they carried, or even if they hate Angrääl and its king. Ultimately, all who live will serve my purpose. 
 
   Only one thing remained to be settled - Darshan. He had tried so many times to hate him, but at best could manage only a mild animosity. He had even begun to respect him. The young godling had disrupted his plans far more than he'd imagined possible. Yet for all his efforts, the end would still come and the boy would still die. Nothing had changed.
 
   It was regrettable. He would have made a powerful ally. To end a life so filled with promise was always a waste. But without the death of Darshan, the cleansing would fail. Though the boy was human in body, his spirit was that of his chief adversary. The gods must not endure…and the earth must burn. The disease unleashed by arrogance and self-indulgence would be eradicated, and a new world reborn from its ashes. 
 
   The door to the massive chamber creaked open, allowing a spear of light to penetrate the darkness. The hall was bare aside from the massive stone throne and a banner hanging from the ceiling bearing his sigil. 
 
   Captain Lanmore entered and approached with uneasy steps, his head lowered. Even in the pitch black he would not dare risk meeting his master’s gaze. The door boomed shut behind him, startling the captain, but he quickly regained what little composure he could muster. He stopped just a few yards away from the throne and fell to his knees.
 
   “You called for me, Your Highness?” His voice seemed small, and he trembled nervously. 
 
   “You have done well, Lanmore.” The Dark Knight was careful not to use too much force in his speech lest he drive the captain mad with its power. “I am putting you in direct command of the city legions and elevating you to General of all the northern armies.” Even with this restraint, the sound of his voice still shook the walls. He could see that Lanmore was struggling not to cover his ears.
 
   “Thank you, master,” Lanmore could only manage to whisper. 
 
   “Come forward,” the Dark Knight commanded.
 
   After a second of hesitation, Lanmore rose and approached the throne, his feet sliding noisily across the stone floor and his arms outstretched in a desperate attempt to avoid stumbling into his king.
 
   The lines on Lanmore’s face twitched and then froze as the Dark Knight reached out to place his forefinger in the center of his brow.
 
   “You are by far the best and bravest of all my servants,” he told the captain. “And because of this, you shall receive the highest of honors. From this moment forward you are to be known as Prince Lanmore, heir to the throne of Angrääl.” 
 
   Lanmore was speechless. He threw himself prostrate before his master. 
 
   “Rise and go forth,” the Dark Knight commanded. “Endowed with my power, lead our people to glory.”
 
   For the very first time, Lanmore looked up and met his master’s eyes. His expression was one of wonderment and awe. 
 
   “Your face…” he began. “It’s…it’s…”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaylia approached the gates to Theopolou’s manor with Jayden sleeping soundly in her arms. She could feel the strength of the flow of the earth had increased dramatically. As a child she had frequently marveled at the way her uncle could always know everything that occurred within the walls of his home. He knew every footfall of every elf, and the door to each room would always swing open as if it were greeting him as he approached. 
 
   Theopolou had once tried to describe to her the deep connection he had with this place, but she'd never really understood. Not until this very moment. His family had spent generations cultivating a relationship with the flow here. At least, that’s how he'd explained it to her. Now, at last, she could feel as he did - partly due to her training, but mostly because his blood also flowed through her veins. This gave the land more than life. It gave it a soul.
 
   The gleaming gates swung open as she touched the handles and, oblivious to the assembly of elves behind her, she passed through.
 
   Aaliyah, Linis, and Basanti broke away from the twenty elves belonging to Theopolou’s clan acting as their escorts and made their way alongside Kaylia, the wide path being easily able to accommodate them all walking abreast. The crystal statue in front of the main house sparkled in the noonday sun and split the rays like a prism, casting rainbows of warm light in every direction. The majesty and unrelenting beauty of the manor and grounds was never wasted on Kaylia. She paused to take in her surroundings.
 
   “Magnificent,” remarked Aaliyah.
 
   “Indeed,” agreed Basanti.
 
   “Theopolou told me that this was built at a time when our people made many wonders using the power of the flow,” explained Kaylia. Saying his name aloud immediately brought an emptiness to her heart. Feeling his mother’s grief, Jayden awoke and began to cry.
 
   “Allow me,” offered Aaliyah, holding out her arms. 
 
   Normally, Kaylia was hesitant to give over her son while he was crying, even to Aaliyah. However, this time she did so without protest or complaint. 
 
   She recalled the day when she and Gewey had first visited here together. She had been so angry with her uncle at the time, even though his actions were driven by love and had only been to protect her. The fond memory eased a little of her sadness.
 
   The main door to the manor swung open and Lady Bellisia stepped out. Her face shining a welcome, she spread her arms wide. Even before the approaching group could reach the steps, she sprang forward and descended to meet them. She immediately embraced Kaylia, Aaliyah and Linis. Basanti gave her pause however. She had been told of the Oracle and of her origins, but it still unsettled her to think of someone so ancient being amongst them. Not wanting to show discourtesy, she bowed low instead.
 
   “And now for the guest of honor,” Bellisia said, leaning in closer to see Jayden. He had already stopped crying and was beginning to drift off. She brushed his cheek with the tip of her finger and sighed. “I remember you this young,” she said, glancing at Kaylia. “Your father brought you to every home within a hundred miles after you were born. He was so proud.” 
 
   Kaylia smiled, but said nothing. 
 
   “And it will be good to have a new life here,” Bellisia continued. Pulling herself away, she gestured for everyone to enter. “Come. All has been made ready for your arrival.”
 
   Kaylia was grateful that Bellisia had chosen to go on ahead of them to prepare the house. She had no desire to be looked upon with wary eyes by the servants and caretakers. Bellisia would have seen that they were all familiar with the new circumstances far ahead of time. 
 
   With their duty done, the elves escorting them took their leave and departed. Their homes were scattered well away from Theopolou's grounds, and many had families they had not seen in some time.
 
   Once inside, both Aaliyah and Basanti paused to admire the gleaming walls and green marble floors.   
 
   “Much like the halls of my homeland,” remarked Aaliyah. 
 
   “It was likely built not long after your two peoples were separated,” said Basanti. “Perhaps even before. Elves were master builders for a very long time after the barrier went up. The decline in their skills was a slow one.”
 
   “To think that you remember such things,” said Bellisia, shaking her head in wonder. “One day I would like very much to hear of what you know concerning my people. Since the opening of the Book of Souls and the revelations it brought forth, I have been anxious for further knowledge. Most of the book has yet to be translated. All we know at present is what Gewey was able to divine in the short time he spent with it.”
 
   Basanti lowered her head and smiled. “I will be happy to share what I have learned. But I must warn you, some of the things you hear may be upsetting. And it will be told from my singular perspective.”
 
   Bellisia nodded. “After what I have been told, there is little you could say that would cause me pain. I did my best not to show it in front of Darshan and Chiron, but I was deeply disturbed by what he said.”
 
   “Then come and see me whenever you like. I will tell you my account regarding your people. And don’t worry. Most of it will please you. The elves have been through many changes over the millennia.”
 
   “Sadly, now that Kaylia and Jayden are here I must leave at once,” she said. “My healing skills are needed with Lousis and the army.”
 
   “When you return then,” said Basanti.
 
   Then mention of war cast a dark shadow over the assembly and they entered the manor with thoughts of their friends and loved ones lingering in their hearts.
 
   Servants showed them upstairs to their rooms. An ivory crib with elf blessings carved in delicate ancient lettering had been placed in Kaylia’s chambers. She tried to divine whether the house staff would be accepting of the new situation, particularly the presence of Jayden, but their expressions were stone and unreadable. News of Theopolou’s death had certainly hit them hard. Many of the elves who dwelt in the manor had lived their entire lives beneath its roof. 
 
   She fed and changed Jayden, then left her room to say farewell to Bellisia. The urgency of her departure only brought more feelings of anxiety to the fore. Afterward, she wandered the house in an effort to ease her mind with fond memories. Each painting and tapestry she passed was like looking at a piece of her childhood. She had spent as much time here as she had in her own home. Theopolou and her father had been very close, in spite of the fact that her father preferred a more rural and simple lifestyle than his brother. She remembered a conversation she had overheard between the two when she was still very young. Theopolou thought it best to keep Kaylia with him one spring to further her education, while her father insisted that their time in the forest was more important.
 
   “Only the Creator knows how much time we have with our children, Theopolou,” her father had said. “And they are only children for a short while. There will be time for books and study later. This time…this precious time…is fleeting.”
 
   The prophetic nature of what he had said now rang true and clear as a crystal chime.  
 
   On the top floor of the house were the libraries and parlors. It was in one of the lesser sitting rooms that she came across Aaliyah admiring a small statue of an elf maiden sat upon a marble pedestal.
 
   “Your uncle had exquisite taste,” Aaliyah remarked. 
 
   “He did,” agreed Kaylia. “But much of this has been passed down for generations.” She noticed Aaliyah’s sad expression and touched her shoulder.
 
   Aaliyah sighed. “Am I so transparent?”
 
   “Only to me.”
 
   “I miss my home,” she said. “And seeing this place reminds me of what I left behind. But more than that, I miss Nehrutu. I cannot help but question my decision to send him with Gewey and Felsafell.” She looked up with guilty eyes. “I know how selfish that must sound to you.”
 
   Kaylia felt a sudden, overwhelming compassion. Careful not to put Jayden between them, she embraced Aaliyah tightly. “You are not selfish. I would have Gewey at my side if I could. And were there a place to hide from the world, I would take Jayden and escape this terrible war.” 
 
   A tear fell from Aaliyah’s eye as Kaylia released her. “I would flee as well, if I were able. Now that we are bonded, I have no greater love than for Nehrutu. I would do anything to protect him.” She looked down at Jayden, who was wriggling and cooing. More tears fell. “And when I think of what you have risked…I am ashamed.”
 
   The sight of Aaliyah’s tears induced Kaylia to spill a few of her own. “Please do not be,” she said. “I was relieved to hear that Nehrutu was going with Gewey. I did not give a thought to the danger he would be in, only that my unorem had more protection. I thought of the loss I would feel should my love not return…not yours. For this I could feel ashamed as well. But we both know the pain of loss. You were prepared to follow your mate in death. I went mad when my bond with Gewey was broken. Neither of us can be faulted for not wanting to endure that for a second time.”
 
   Aaliyah wiped her eyes and forced a smile. “You are very young to be so wise. I thank you for your words. My heart is lighter.”
 
   Kaylia laughed. “I feel as if I have aged two-hundred years since I first met Gewey. By the time he returns, I suspect I’ll be an elder.”
 
   They strolled from room to room together for the next few hours, talking about happier days of long ago, and of the peaceful times to come. 
 
   Just before dinner, they were joined by Linis. He appeared to be in unusually good cheer.
 
   “The house staff wishes me to convey a message to you,” he told Kaylia. “You are now to consider yourself master of this manor.” 
 
   Kaylia raised an eyebrow. “I thought they did not care for my being here.”
 
   “Of course they are deeply saddened by Lord Theopolou’s passing,” he explained. “But in his wisdom, he sent word of his desire for you to be his successor before he left for the Steppes. They would never question his final request.”
 
   “When you say staff,” said Aaliyah, frowning, “do you mean the servants here? I have wondered…”
 
   “They are not slaves,” laughed Linis. “They serve as a matter of honor. Lord Theopolou was a chief among our elders. Many came here in search of his wisdom, then chose to remain after receiving it. All may come and go as they please. And now they wish to pass on to Kaylia the respect they had for her uncle. As this house has become their home, some will most likely remain. Others may choose to leave and start anew.”
 
   Aaliyah nodded. “I see.”
 
   “Do you not have servants in your land?” asked Kaylia.
 
   “Not as you do,” she replied. “Most menial work is done in turn. We work as one. For example, dinner is prepared and served by all who sit at the table. And certain tasks are assigned according to need. We have no need for servants, because all are equal.”
 
   “Then what of your masters of crafts and learning?” asked Linis. “Do they halt their work to clean and polish?”
 
   Aaliyah shrugged. “Certainly. Why should they not? Only those too old or sick do not assist. I may be the most powerful elf in my land, but just before I departed, I was polishing the railings of the city archives. I feel no shame in this. In fact, I am pleased to have done my part.”
 
   Linis nodded approvingly. “Perhaps when the rest of your people arrive, this is something we should adopt. Though I am surprised to hear you speak of it only now. You have been here for some time and seen the order of things.”
 
   “Yes, but this is the first purely elf dwelling I have been in,” she explained. “Until now I have seen only human, or a combination of elf and human. But do not misunderstand. I do not disparage your ways. There is honor in serving those you admire and love. Aboard my ship, I did little of the actual work. My crew would not allow it.”
 
   There was a brief pause.
 
   “Are you leaving us soon?” Kaylia asked Linis, changing the subject.
 
   His face twisted and he shook his head. “Dina has insisted that I remain here in spite of my assurances that the manor has ample protection. Besides, she claims that her new duties as Interim High Lady of Amon Dähl would make my presence at the temple a distraction. Now that Lady Selena is Queen of Althetas, the order is in need of leadership…at least, that’s what Dina tells me. In truth, I think she feels guilty that everyone else has to be apart from the ones they love and cannot justify her own lack of sacrifice.”
 
   “What will you do if she takes up the position permanently?” asked Kaylia.
 
   Linis shrugged. “I have no idea. But I do not believe that she wants it. Until now our plan has been to find somewhere quiet to settle once the war has ended. I suppose only time will tell.”
 
   After a little more talk, they made their way downstairs. Dinner was already being laid out on a large round table in the center of a spacious, warmly lit room, elegantly decorated with superb oil paintings and masterfully crafted furnishings. Basanti soon joined them and they all sat down together, eating at a casual pace. Conversation was light, centering mostly on past times and childhood memories. 
 
   Just as they were ready to retire, an elderly elf woman named Therisa beckoned for Kaylia to follow her outside. Kaylia had known the woman her entire life. She had been head of the household staff for more than three-hundred years, and had a stern and unbending nature about her.  She went after the old woman, accompanied by Aaliyah.
 
   The night was comfortably mild, with stars dotted about a cloudless and moonless sky. Even so, the statue at the front of the house still managed to glow with an almost spiritual light. 
 
   Therisa was kneeling at the statue’s base, and gestured for Kaylia to come do the same. “I can feel that your ability with the flow is strong,” she said. “Stronger even than Lord Theopolou. This is good. It will ease the transition.”
 
   After handing Jayden to Aaliyah, Kaylia joined the woman. “What is this?” she asked.
 
   Her stoic expression softened into a sweet smile. “You are master of this house, just as Theopolou was before you, and his father before him. Now that Theopolou has died, the land is without a companion. You must take his place.” 
 
   Though not nearly as strong as her own skill, Kaylia could feel the flow emanating from Therisa and entering the crystal. The light transformed into a deep blue as the power was amplified. Kaylia knew instinctively what to do. Closing her eyes, she placed her hands on its base. A warm sensation washed over her. Instantly, she could feel the flow coursing from the earth and seeking to combine with her spirit. 
 
   The moment she joined with it, she could feel everything around her coming to life. It was as if the manor, the grounds, and everything within it had a consciousness…and it knew her. She allowed it to wrap itself around her in a warm embrace. When she was a child she had thought that Theopolou was in command within his borders. But that was only partly true. Now she truly understood. Just as he had been, she was a part of this place, and it was a part of her. 
 
   Just then her eyes snapped open and she sprang to her feet.
 
   “What is it?” asked Therisa.
 
   “Get inside and alert the staff,” she ordered. “Enemies are coming.”
 
   The flow burst forth from Aaliyah as she hurried over, reaching out to the surrounding area. “I feel nothing,” she said, frowning.
 
   “They are there,” Kaylia insisted. “They are clever. And they are elves.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Gewey mounted his horse and made his way to the vanguard of the massive army. Even at a gallop it took him ten minutes to reach King Lousis and Nehrutu, who were waiting patiently. Nehrutu looked uncomfortable atop his mount. Much like the desert elves, he preferred traveling on foot. Lousis, on the other hand, looked tall and proud – every inch a warrior king.
 
   “It’s about time,” called Lousis. “I thought you might have lost your nerve.”
 
   Gewey laughed. “I did. But being as how you are refusing to leave me behind…”
 
   “And where is Felsafell?” asked the king.
 
   “I suspect that he’s not far away,” said Gewey. He took a long look back at their force, which measured one-hundred and fifty thousand swords. “I’m still amazed at how many soldiers you were able to muster in just two months.”
 
   “And when you join with the desert elves,” added Nehrutu, “your enemy will truly have cause to fear.”
 
   “I hope to gain even more support along the way,” said Lousis. “Baltria has managed to recruit men from the Eastland, and I hope to do the same.”
 
   “And if those you hope will become allies turn out to be enemies?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I do not intend to engage in battle until I must,” Lousis replied. “If we are allowed to pass unhindered, we will. The journey will be difficult enough without the added hardship of battle.”
 
   “If you are resisted,” said Nehrutu, “Mohanisi and the others from my land should be able to swing the advantage to your favor. It’s unlikely they will know what he and my kin are capable of.”
 
   Gewey hoped that such a display of power would also make them think that Darshan was leading the army. This was a hope shared by the king, though it was left unspoken. Lousis was already in poor spirits that King Victis would not be with him. His friend had returned home to assist the southern kingdoms in rebuilding their shattered lands. Being that many of their sovereigns had perished, his leadership was desperately needed there. The remaining northern rulers had also gone with Victis in a show of solidarity. Of all the remaining monarchs, only King Lousis would be going to war. 
 
   This was a fact that had not gone unnoticed by the former High Lady, and now Queen Selena. It was all Lousis could do to keep her from coming along too. It was only when Lousis named Jacob as his heir that she finally relented. Lord Ganflin would be there to instruct Jacob as to his duties, but Jacob insisted that his grandmother stay too. And though the former High Lady knew this was likely a conspiracy to keep her from harm, she could not refuse her grandson.
 
   Lord Chiron arrived, his normally cheerful countenance grave and showing the signs of age. 
 
   “All is ready?” asked Lousis.
 
   “It is,” Chiron confirmed. 
 
   “Then why so glum?” 
 
   “I have been on such a march before,” he replied. “During the Great War, the remainder of the elf nations gathered in a desperate effort to stave off defeat. I cannot help but be reminded of what happened then.”
 
   “What did happen?” asked Gewey.
 
   Chiron looked sideways at him. “We failed.”
 
   “Ah,” said Lousis. “But today elf and human fight together, and it is our foe who now stares at defeat.”
 
   Chiron nodded slowly, albeit unconvincingly. “Of course. Please forgive my melancholy. The eve of our final march was filled with such hope as well. Needless to say, that hope was destroyed. I do not enjoy such reminders.”
 
   “I understand,” said Lousis. He turned to face the herald. “Sound the advance.”
 
   A silver trumpet rang out, its call taken up by others scattered about the ranks until they combined into a single harmonious note that pieced the air and called all to attention. For a moment there was quiet and the air was still. Then, like some massive behemoth from ancient legend, the army slowly lurched forward. 
 
   The pace was little more than a slow walk. So many men and elves, together with wagons and horses, were not capable of moving with any great speed. And the roads beyond Althetan borders would be sure to bottleneck their ranks and slow them even further. 
 
   Most of the morning had passed before the last wagon of provisions eventually pulled away. Spirits were high and songs of anticipated victory were sung as the vast army tramped off to meet its destiny. Gewey, on the other hand, was anxious. He was to wait at least two weeks before breaking off with Nehrutu and Felsafell and go his own way. 
 
   Felsafell had warned him against using the flow, or even using his bond with Kaylia. The Dark Knight must believe he was with the army, and there was the possibility he would be able to sense Gewey’s location if he used his power. This restriction did not sit well and spawned several heated arguments. 
 
   “The Dark Knight has never been able to know where I am before,” Gewey had insisted. 
 
   “Perhaps,” said Felsafell. “But you cannot be certain. Melek knew where you were the moment he left Shagharath. He could feel your power. There is no reason to think the Dark Knight does not possess the same ability. There is too much at stake to risk discovery.”
 
   Eventually, Gewey was forced to relent. His last moments with Kaylia and Jayden before they left for Theopolou’s manor had brought him to the brink of collapse. Up until then he had kept in almost constant contact. And in the end it was Kaylia, not he, who insisted that it be done. They had both allowed Aaliyah to impede their bond. Though he could still feel her, it was dull and distant. Kaylia said that they must trust in the wisdom of Felsafell, for she feared that he was right. If Gewey failed, the world would burn. And, even more importantly in her eyes, the fate of their son rested firmly on his shoulders. 
 
   Nehrutu leaned over in the saddle and whispered to Gewey. “I understand. I too feel the absence.” 
 
   Clearly, Aaliyah had taken similar precautions with her own bond. At first Gewey had found it unnerving that Nehrutu could tell what he was thinking. Likely, the bond he had shared with Aaliyah gave him a keener understanding of Gewey’s mind. But as the days passed and he got to know the elf better, their connection was now becoming a welcome feeling of kinship to fill the void left by his parting with Kaylia.
 
   The rest of the day was uneventful. Mohanisi came forward twice to speak with King Lousis, then returned to the rear to march with his kin. By the time the sun started sinking beneath the horizon, the road was beginning to narrow. A few wagons on their way to Althetas had been forced to yield the road, and Gewey smiled inwardly at the traveler's dumbfounded expressions as they watched one-hundred and fifty thousand armed warriors go marching by.
 
   When they finally halted, Gewey and Nehrutu sought out Felsafell in the forest south of the road. It didn’t take them long before they ran across his camp. He had apparently anticipated their company by catching three rabbits and picking some wild onions. After the meal they relaxed by the fire while Felsafell regaled them with stories of the rise of elf and human. There was no need to turn conversation to serious matters. They knew where they were going, and there was no point in speculating about the perils they might face.
 
   Gewey settled by the fire and allowed himself to drift into an uneasy sleep. The world of dreams would be a lonely place without Kaylia there beside him. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Gewey found himself standing atop a tall dune and staring out at jagged peaks to the north. 
 
   “Don’t go there. You will not return,” whispered a voice in his mind, but he wasn’t certain if the voice was his own…or was it someone else. 
 
   He ignored the warning and willed himself closer to the mountains, secure in the knowledge that, in this place, he could come to no harm. At the base of the tallest peak, a tunnel had been carved into the living rock. As he approached, a blast of searing hot air sent him hurtling back. He touched his face. It burned. And the pain…it felt real. Many times before in his dreams he had been cut, bruised or otherwise damaged, but never once had he experienced actual pain.
 
   Fear knotted his stomach, but he was compelled to continue walking toward the entrance. A deep rumbling growl echoed from the depths just as he reached the threshold. Desperately he tried to stop, but his body would not obey his will. Once inside, all light vanished and he could feel a menacing presence watching him. Waiting for him to come to his doom. 
 
   He tried to force himself awake, but it was useless. Something had trapped him. His fear increased as he kept moving deeper into the mountain. 
 
   “Who’s there?” he shouted.
 
   The only reply was another feral growl. Then, peering at him from out of the pitch black, he saw two burning yellow eyes. He tried to reach for a weapon, but his arms were paralyzed. 
 
   I’ll not die in a bloody dream, he thought, fighting back his terror. 
 
   The eyes were drawing steadily closer. A sinister hissing sound raked at his ears. Gewey made one final frantic effort to wake himself, and this time the world of dreams began to fade. As if realizing that it was about to be denied its victim, the creature surged forward. Gewey caught a fleeting glimpse of a claw with scaly flesh and razor sharp talons reaching out to mutilate him. Then, in a swirl of color, the vision faded and he found himself back in the camp. 
 
   Nehrutu was sleeping a few feet away. Felsafell was sitting close to the flames staring blankly into the night. “Your dreams were troubled?” he asked, without looking up.
 
   Gewey's shirt was soaked in sweat. He sat upright and recounted what had happened. 
 
   “Perhaps you are having visions of the future,” Felsafell mused.
 
   “I hope not,” Gewey responded. “Whatever I saw inside that tunnel, it is not something I ever want to encounter again.”
 
   “I have heard stories of the beasts that dwell in the mountains north of the desert. Elves ventured there long ago, and only a very few returned. My people feared to go there, and I have never had the need to do so until now.”
 
   His words only fueled Gewey’s anxiety. He could still see the beast's yellow eyes in his mind, staring at him as if he were its helpless prey. The hideous claw reaching out for him in order to feed its ravenous hunger caused him to shiver.
 
   “There is no need to burden your mind,” Felsafell said. “Perhaps your dreams will reveal more before we arrive.”
 
   “I’m not sure I want to dream anymore,” said Gewey. “Not after that.”
 
   Felsafell smiled and tossed Gewey a skin of water. It was nearly dawn and they could hear the army beginning to stir. Gewey took a drink, then shook Nehrutu awake. After a quick meal of bread and fruit, they returned in time to greet King Lousis as he rode toward the vanguard of the ranks. 
 
   The moment the sun broke the horizon, trumpets sounded and the march continued. Quietly, Gewey told Nehrutu and Lousis of his dream.
 
   “We have all heard stories of the fire lizards,” Lousis said dismissively. “That’s probably what spawned the dream. Old stories, nothing more.”
 
   Gewey nodded and forced a smile. “You’re right, of course.” At that moment he regretted telling the old king what he had seen. Lousis was marching into the heart of death and had more than enough to trouble his mind. 
 
   Nehrutu, on the other hand, was unable to hide his concern. However, he remained silent.
 
   “My scouts tell me that the road ahead is clear,” Lousis told them, clearly wanting to change the subject. “Let us hope is remains so. At least until we turn north.”
 
   “Let us hope so,” agreed Gewey.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Lee and Penelope huddled by the small fire along with one of the three desert elves they had recently encountered. The few of these who had not marched west with Gewey were patrolling the borders of the sands and had discovered them just after they left Dantory.
 
   Lee knew that he was putting the desert dwellers in danger simply by being in their company, but he was relieved to see them nonetheless. The Waters of Shajir were weeks away, and his knowledge of the small oases that dotted the desert was limited to an old map he had acquired from a merchant. Though Lee believed the man to be speaking truthfully when he told him it was accurate, there was  no way he could be sure of this until it was far too late to turn back.
 
   Samaal, a sand master in training, was sitting just across from Lee and Penelope. He was a good natured elf with a sharp wit and kind demeanor. He had halted his training until after the war was over and his kin returned. Though desperately desiring to go with the rest of his people, he had grudgingly accepted the charge of minding their land's borders. 
 
   The other two elves, Talmiel and Mangri, were at present scouting the area. Rogue bands of Soufis who'd escaped slaughter had been seen in the area. Though as a people they were no longer a power in the desert, they were still dangerous and desperate enough to attack lone travelers. 
 
   “We have been with you for three days now,” Samaal said. “I am wondering when you intend to tell us what pursues you. Truly, it must be dread incarnate if you brave the sands alone to escape it.”
 
   Lee hesitated and looked to Penelope. Her eyes were cast down and uncaring. Each day she had become increasingly reserved, rarely speaking a word. 
 
   “I am ill,” he explained. “And I hope the Waters of Shajir will cure my malady.” This was true enough. 
 
   Samaal scrutinized Lee for a moment. “And does your malady cause enemies to follow you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I am no fool,” he replied. “Though I have no doubt you wish to reach the Waters, you are also in flight. Something is giving chase, and it is clear you do not want whoever it is to catch you.”
 
   Lee nodded. “You’re right. We are being followed, and it is likely you are in danger if you remain with us. I should have been more forthcoming when we met, but I…” 
 
   His voice trailed off. The truth was, he desperately wanted to protect Penelope as much as he could, and three more blades provided a much better level of security. He pulled her close, but still she did not look up or give any other indication that she was listening.
 
   “If you are in need of our protection,” said Samaal. “We offer it freely. There is no need for subterfuge.”
 
   “Thank you.” Lee bowed his head. “Perhaps I can repay your kindness one day.”
 
   Talmiel and Mangri returned a few minutes later, their faces twisted into scowls.
 
   “Wolves,” said Talmiel. “At least six of them. They are stalking us.”
 
   Samaal waved a hand. “They’ll not attack. There are too many of us.”
 
   The new arrivals knelt down beside them, hands on the hilts of their blades. 
 
   “Their eyes glowed green,” said Mangri. “Just like the ones who attacked Darshan and Pali.” 
 
   Gewey had told Lee the story of the monster wolves he and Aaliyah had encountered when the desert elf, Pali, was leading them to the Black Oasis. Apparently, it was a tale often told amongst the elves as well. Instinctively, Lee stood up and drew his sword. 
 
   A single, long and menacing howl sounded, lingering ominously in the night air. This was answered by several others, their aggressive wailing seeming to come at the small group from all directions simultaneously, like beastly battle cries. Rapidly, Lee helped Penelope to her feet and pushed her behind him.
 
   He spotted the wolves just as they crested the dunes. They charged with astonishing speed.   In complete concert, four of the six animals leapt for the throats of their prey - one at each combatant. The two others were moving a little wider on either side in order to get at Penelope. Lee ducked under the wolf attacking him, thrusting his blade up into its belly. The cut was deep, but the beast twisted at the last second, preventing the deadly steel from gutting it completely. It crashed onto the sand just beside Penelope, its jaws snapping and snarling. 
 
   Lee seized hold of his wife’s arm and pulled her away just as another wolf came at them from the left, ready to deliver a lethal bite. 
 
   Letting out a feral cry, he swung his blade down in a tight controlled arc, splitting the animal's skull in two. 
 
   By now, Samaal had killed the wolf attacking him and was trying to stop the beast on the right flank from getting through to Lee and Penelope. Mangri and Talmiel had injured their foes, but in return had fallen victim to vicious bites - Mangri to his shoulder, and Talmiel to his upper arm. The wolf wounded by Lee was already regaining its feet.
 
   Just at that moment, another lone howl called out from the darkness. As if responding to this, the attackers immediately began backing away, all the time their glowing green eyes spewing malice as foam dripped from their dagger-like fangs.
 
   “What devilry is this?” hissed Samaal. “It is as though they are being guided by some sinister intelligence.”
 
   “Perhaps they are,” said Lee. 
 
   He listened carefully. Three more wolves had joined the others. And there was something else. Four Vrykol. He quickly scanned the area, but could see nothing other than more rolling dunes.
 
   “Is there somewhere we can mount a defense?” he asked.
 
   “There is an entrance to the Blood of the Sands to the south,” Samaal replied while stripping off a piece of his shirt to bind his comrade’s wounds. “But it is at least half a mile away and leads straight into the vortex, so we could not use it. In any case, I doubt we could make it there in time.”  
 
   Lee looked at his wife. Her eyes showed no fear, yet tears still streamed down her cheeks. She gave Lee a sad smile and reached up to touch his face as if to say that she was ready for whatever was about to come. He could hear the foul voices of the Vrykol in the distance. The wolves howled in response, then began moving to surround them again. 
 
   “You three stay here,” ordered Lee. “The wolves will follow us.” 
 
   “We will not abandon you,” Samaal shot back. 
 
   “If we stay with you, we all die,” Lee told him. “And I will not have that.” Grabbing his wife, he threw her over his shoulder. “And I have no time to debate.”
 
   The sinews of his legs burst into life as he ran headlong for a gap between the wolves. The three elves set off just behind him, but split away and attacked the beasts closest, hoping to give him and Penelope more time. 
 
   Lee could hear the elves engaging three of the creatures. The other wolves had paused and moved back, caught off-guard by the sudden aggression of their prey. But the Vrykol remained focused, and at once ran after Lee and Penelope, ignoring all else. 
 
   He had covered only a short distance when Lee heard the sand scraping beneath massive paws just a few yards behind him. He waited until he heard the beast jump, then, sword still in hand, spun sharply around. His blade thudded into the wolf’s outstretched neck while it was still in mid-air, instantly killing it. At the same time, he was forced to step sharply and awkwardly to one side in order to avoid the creature's falling body. While recovering his balance he heard Penelope grunt, but dare not delay to see if she was hurt. 
 
   The Vrykol were drawing near, as were two more wolves. But ahead he could now see the out cropping of rock and narrow entrance. 
 
   Encouraged, he ran with every last bit of speed he could muster, all the time feeling the presence of his enemies closing in. Penelope gripped the back of his shirt, trying not to cry out from the rough manner in which Lee was being forced to handle her. 
 
   Still running hard and barely able to pull up in time, he stumbled up to the entrance where his right arm rammed straight into the rock. Penelope was thrown off his shoulder and landed hard on the rocky path within. Lee twisted, slipping inside next to her. Ignoring the blood from the wound the jagged stone had just made, he raised his blade ready to skewer anyone who would dare try to follow them. But the Vrykol and the wolves slid to a halt, their gazes fixed. 
 
   “You cannot escape, Starfinder,” called one of the Vrykol in a harsh gurgling voice. 
 
   “We shall see,” spat Lee. He turned to Penelope and helped her to her feet. “Are you all right?”
 
   She brushed the sand and dust from her dress. “Bruised and shaken, my love. But I can still go on.”
 
   Despite her assurances, he took a moment to examine her. There was a long cut on her left forearm and her dress was ripped in several places, but there were no serious injuries. Satisfied, he peered along the dark passage. It sloped gently downward for about thirty yards, then veered to the left. 
 
   “Stay close behind me,” he said in a calm, even tone. He kissed her and smiled. “I’ll lead the way.” Lee sheathed his sword and drew a small dagger. 
 
   The path twisted and turned for more than a mile, then began descending sharply, its suddenness very nearly causing Penelope to stumble over. Lee listened, his half-man senses penetrating the echoes of their footfalls. The Vrykol were indeed following, but at a cautious distance. Gewey had described the Blood of the Sands to him, and how he had traveled upon them. If the small round vessels he spoke about were there, they would use them to get away. If not, Lee would hold the enemy at bay for as long as he could. Of course, if Samaal was right about it leading to the vortex, then they may very well be heading to their death regardless. But it was a risk they would have to take.
 
   After another mile he saw a faint light ahead. The path ended in a cavern large enough to accommodate about twenty men. On either end was a tunnel connected by a broad strip of rough, dark brown sand. Lee stepped around his wife, picked up a pebble, and tossed it in. The sand instantly came to life, flowing and rippling like the water of a swift stream. Both of them stared in wonder for a moment. 
 
   “I have never heard of such a thing,” whispered Penelope. “And we can use this to get away?”
 
   For a moment Lee considered not telling her about the risk. But the look in his eyes betrayed him.
 
   “Tell me the truth,” she demanded. “I heard Samaal say something to you about a vortex.”
 
   “Gewey told me about that as well,” he replied. “He said the elves believe it to be a place of no return.” He touched her shoulders. “We will make our stand here if that’s what you want.”
 
   Penelope reached up to cup his face in her hands. “No. Let’s see where it leads.” 
 
   Lee gazed into her eyes. They were no longer sad and her tears had dried. “Yes. Let us see what it is the elves fear.” He kissed her, then took her hand. “And you never know. Perhaps this is where fate wanted us to be after all.”
 
   He scanned the area and saw the round 'slithas' piled in a corner. He grabbed two and placed them beside the sands. At that moment, the sound of rapidly advancing Vrykol boots began echoing from the passage. They were very close.
 
   No time to lash ourselves together, he thought. He helped Penelope onto the vessel and pushed it atop the sands. Again, they burst into life, now propelling her toward the mouth of the tunnel. Lee raced to throw his own disc down and was about to jump aboard when a searing pain shot through his chest from where the cursed spike was buried in his flesh. He tried to fight through the agony, but it was unrelenting. He felt his legs giving way and fell heavily to the stone floor. 
 
   He heard Penelope screaming out his name, but she had already reached the tunnel and was quickly out of sight. He fought with everything he had to crawl atop the slithas, but his muscles had seized up. He could only lay where he was, helpless and frozen. 
 
   The foul stench of decay and ruin soon reached his nostrils. The hissing laugh of the Vrykol raked at his ears. Seconds later he saw the cloaked figures walking toward him. 
 
   “Get it over with,” he managed to grunt through his agony.
 
   In a single swift movement, one of the Vrykol mounted his back and bound his arms. Once he was secure, the pain slowly subsided and a little of his strength returned.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” he demanded.
 
   The Vrykol pulled him to his feet. “Do you long for death? Do you wish for your torment to end?” Its harsh, rasping voice was mocking and cruel. 
 
   Lee glared defiantly. “I’ll not grovel to you,” he growled, spitting hard into the darkness of its hood. 
 
   His defiance was met by a fist smashing into his jaw. Were it not for the Vrykol at his back, he would have been sent sprawling. 
 
   “It will be a pleasure to watch you…turn,” the creature goaded. “To watch your sanity slip away.”
 
   Lee tried not to look daunted by this, but fear of what he was likely to become gripped him anyway. Once again, his legs began to weaken.
 
   “I see that even the mighty Lee Starfinder’s courage has limits,” it continued. “Excellent.”
 
   Pride compelled Lee to gather his wits and straighten his back. “If your master wanted this, he would have done it when he captured us the first time.” 
 
   “My master?” The creature came closer, the stench of its breath nearly causing Lee to wretch. “He knows nothing of this. He no longer cares what we do. Our usefulness to him has come to an end.”
 
   “Then why are you doing this?” demanded Lee. “Why bother?”
 
   “We must earn our place in this world before it is too late,” it replied. “And now that your wife is no more, you will help us.”
 
   “I will never help you!” he roared. The thought of Penelope alone, afraid, and in the bowels of the desert tore at his heart, but he was not about to give these demons the satisfaction of knowing his anguish.
 
   Forgive me, my love, he thought. Forgive my failure.
 
   “You have no choice,” it shot back. “Soon you will be ours to control…completely.”
 
   The Vrykol spun around and headed toward the exit. The one behind Lee shoved him into a brisk walk to follow. While moving along, he concentrated on the spike in his chest. So far he could feel nothing unusual, but he was certain this would soon change. His only remaining goal now was to free himself and kill every Vrykol he could find before his mind was completely destroyed...even though he knew there was little hope of this ever actually coming to pass. 
 
   For him, there was no escaping the harsh fact that it was all over.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Dina sat at the desk in what was formally High Lady Selena’s office. Haphazardly scattered papers covered the entire desktop, and three more large stacks waiting for her attention had been placed near to the door.
 
   Letting out a soft moan, she put her head in her hands. “What have I gotten myself into?”
 
   When Selena had asked her to take up the position, the prospect had initially excited her. It would allow her access to information reserved only for the High Lady of the Order. And as a historian, this sent her mind racing as to the possibilities of what she might discover. 
 
   After telling Linis of Selena’s request, she could see how much it had disturbed him. They had been planning to make a home together and hopefully raise a family somewhere quiet and safe once the war was over. In order to ease his concern, she had assured him that it was only a temporary situation, and that she had no intention of living out her years in Valshara. 
 
   Her elevation had caused no small measure of jealousy amongst the older members, several of which had held designs on the position themselves. That someone so young had been appointed rankled them no end. And though they afforded her all due courtesy, they could not hide the displeasure in their eyes. Only Ertik seemed genuinely happy with the appointment.
 
     Though he had requested to remain in Althetas with Queen Selena, Dina had ordered him back to the temple. This was partly due to the fact that she knew him and wanted familiar company, but mostly because Selena had advised it. She knew that Dina would need all the help she could get, and there was no one more competent than Ertik. In fact, more than once Dina had thought to press for him to become High Lord of Amon Dähl once her service was done, even though this would break with tradition. The Order had always been led by a woman. But as times changed, so must they. If human and elf could find common ground, certainly Amon Dähl could withstand a male leader. Particularly one as capable as Ertik.
 
   There was a knock on the office door and a young girl entered carrying a pot of hot tea. The pleasing scent instantly filled the room, bringing a slight smile to Dina’s face. Tea from Baltria was a pleasure she never passed up, and since trade had been re-established she saw to it that the stores were fully stocked with enough to last for some considerable time.
 
   The girl poured the tea and gave a formal bow. “Will there be anything else?” she asked.
 
   Dina still felt uncomfortable with the way the others now spoke to her. “No, my dear. Would you care to join me?” The girl looked uncertain. “Please. I insist,” Dina continued.
 
   “As you wish, High Lady.” She bowed once more before sitting uneasily in the chair on the other side of the desk. 
 
   Before the girl could stop her, Dina retrieved another cup from a small cabinet and poured her some tea. Dina laughed softly at the girl’s awkwardness.
 
   “Please make yourself comfortable,” she said. “There is no need to be nervous.”
 
   “Begging your pardon, High Lady,” she replied. “But I’ve only just arrived and didn’t expect to meet you so soon.”
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Wimolia,” she replied, then blew the steam from the surface of the tea before taking a small sip.
 
   “A Baltrian name by the sound of it,” remarked Dina. “Am I right?”
 
   The girl nodded. “My father was a knight of the Order. I came here to look for him after Darshan retook the city.”
 
   “Did you find him?”
 
   “No, ma’am. He was killed when Angrääl took Valshara.”
 
   Dina could hear the sorrow in her voice. “I am so sorry.”
 
   Wimolia forced a weak smile. “Don’t be. He died with honor in the service of Amon Dähl. I always knew such a thing might happen. That is why I chose to stay here - out of respect for his sacrifice.”
 
   “Have you no family?” 
 
   She shrugged. “None to speak of. A cousin, that's all. But he has a family of his own and little time for me. I hope to earn a place here as a healer…that is, if I have the talent.”
 
   Dina took a parchment from her drawer and wrote a few short sentences. Once completed, she blew the ink dry, folded the sheet, and handed it over. “Take this to Sister Cherlea in the morning. She will officially induct you into the Order and begin your training.”
 
   The girl stared at the parchment for a moment. Then, with a smile, she placed it carefully back on the desk. “I thank you, High Lady. But I have been told that it can take years to earn a place in the healing chamber. I would prefer it came through my own merits rather than pity.”
 
   Dina felt a sudden respect for this young girl. She looked to be no more than eighteen, if that, yet her demeanor and maturity was of someone far older. I suppose war destroys the child within us all, she thought. She picked up the parchment and placed it back in the desk drawer.
 
   “I’ll keep it here just in case you change your mind,” she said. “And I’ll make sure that whoever holds this office after I leave knows your name.”
 
   “Are you not staying?”
 
   Dina shook her head. “I am only here to keep things in order now that the former High Lady is gone. There will be a conclave soon to decide who will be the next High Lady of Amon Dähl.”
 
   “Surely they’ll choose you?” 
 
   Dina laughed. “I seriously doubt that. Not unlike you, I have only recently became a full cleric. My elevation has been a matter of convenience and necessity, that's all. Besides, I have a husband with whom I dearly wish to start a family, and I don’t think Valshara would be any place to raise children.”
 
   Wimolia suppressed a laugh. “Have you not noticed? There are dozens of children roaming the halls. They seem happy enough.”
 
   Dina had indeed noticed. Most of the current inhabitants of the temple were not members of the Order. The majority were scholars, priests and priestesses from other temples, many of which had brought their families with them. Still, she did not think Linis would be happy here. For that matter, the more she came to understand the duties of the High Lady, the more she looked forward to handing the reins over to someone else. 
 
   “I am ill-suited to this post, my dear,” she said. “And I will be glad when my time here is at an end.”
 
   “I hope you change your mind,” said Wimolia. “The Order needs you.”
 
   Dina quickly changed the subject. While they finished their tea she asked Wimolia about her father, and of her childhood in Baltria. Soon, a loud bell rang out to tell everyone that the evening meal was about to be served. The girl politely excused herself and returned to her duties.
 
   Dina left the office and went to her quarters, where her meal was already waiting for her. During the first week she had attempted to take her repast in the main dining hall, but each time she was beset with so many requests and questions that she was unable to finish eating. It was Ertik who finally put a stop to it, stating that Dina could ill-afford to lose any more weight and insisting that she eat in her room.
 
   She had only just sat down when there was a knock at the door.  
 
   “I am sorry to disturb you,” Ertik said after stepping inside. “But I have troubling news.”
 
   “Not at all,” Dina responded. “Please sit.”
 
   Ertik obeyed and took a chair at the table opposite her. A guilty expression passed over his face as he looked at the steaming lamb and fresh vegetables on Dina's plate. He clearly hated interrupting her.
 
   “There is a plot against Kaylia and her child,” he said in a half whisper. “An elf plot.”
 
   Dina smiled and shook her head. “There have been rumors of plots for some time. This is nothing new.”
 
   “And I thought the same. But I believe this one to be real. The body of an elf was found just outside Althetas, his heart pierced.”
 
   This sent a shiver down Dina’s spine. “That is terrible. But why do you think it’s anything more than a dispute between enemies, or even a human who hates the elves. For that matter, it could even have been an enemy agent.”
 
   “That would be a possibility,” he replied. “But the elves who examined the body are sure that he was killed with an elf blade…and by a seeker.”
 
   Dina thought on this for a moment. “And how is this connected to a plot?”
 
   “The victim was an elf named Vixis. He was part of a separatist group who have decided to journey to the desert.”
 
   “So you think this group is responsible?” she asked.
 
   Ertik shook his head. “It's true they have been extremely vocal in their opposition to integration, and have openly tried to convince others to join them, but thus far they have not been at all violent. In fact, it was because of them that we now suspect a plot. They told us that Vixis was due to meet with another far more militant section of elves who have been angered by Gewey’s revelations about their origins. He had hoped to persuade them to join his group in traveling to the desert. But he never returned from the meeting. And it was shortly after his body was found that his comrades warned us of rumors they'd heard about a plot against Kaylia and Jayden.”
 
   Fear began to swell in her chest. Linis was with them and likely unaware of any danger. “What are they planning?”
 
   “Unfortunately, we have no details yet. But I have already sent word to Kaylia through Queen Selena.”
 
   Dina took a deep breath and steadied herself. “Keep me informed if you hear of anything further.”
 
   Ertik rose and bowed. “Without delay, High Lady.”
 
   Dina stared at her plate as Ertik left the room. She was no longer hungry. She called for a servant and smiled when she saw Wimolia enter.
 
   “I asked to be assigned to your room this evening,” the girl said. “I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Not at all,” she replied. “But you couldn’t have had any time to eat.” She stood and offered the girl her seat. 
 
   She held up her hand. “That’s quite all right, High Lady.”
 
   “If you don’t eat it, it will only go to waste,” Dina insisted. “I’m not at all hungry. In fact, I was calling to have it taken away.” 
 
   Dina walked over and took the girl’s hand. Unable to resist the High Lady, Wimolia allowed herself to be sat in the chair. Dina gave her a motherly smile, and after a long pause the girl began eating.
 
   Satisfied that good food would not be tossed out, Dina took the seat opposite her. 
 
   Barely had Wimolia taken her first bite when her back suddenly stiffened and her face became ghostly pale. Seconds later, a thin trickle of blood began dribbling from her nose.
 
   Dina leapt to her feet. “Wimolia!”
 
   She was just able to catch the girl before she fell from her chair to the floor. The slight body jerked and thrashed in her arms.
 
    Laying her down for a moment, Dina raced to the door. “Help! Please, help me!” she called out at the top of her voice. She then returned to Wimolia and cradled her head in her arms. “Stay with me,” she pleaded frantically.  
 
   In less than a minute, two guards burst in. 
 
   “Take her to the healing chambers immediately,” Dina ordered. 
 
   The men lifted Wimolia’s now still body and hurried to the healers with Dina following close behind. Ertik arrived just as the girl was being laid on a bed. 
 
   “What happened?” he asked.
 
   It took a moment for Dina to speak. “She was…poisoned.”
 
   Ertik’s eyes shot wide. “Are you sure?”
 
   Dina nodded. “She took merely a bite of a meal meant for me. A meal I insisted she take…”
 
   Her voice trailed off.
 
   Ertik spun around to face the two guards. “Do not leave the High Lady,” he commanded. He then turned back to Dina. “And you. Please stay in this room until I return.” With that, he raced out of the chamber.
 
   The healers worked frantically to save Wimolia’s life, but it wasn’t long before they knew it was hopeless. She had been doomed from the moment the food touched her lips. 
 
   Dina could feel her sorrow and guilt slowly being replaced by rage. She walked over to Wimolia's bedside and whispered a prayer.  
 
   This done, she spoke aloud in a strong, clear voice. “Whoever is responsible for this will pay.” Her words were an oath. 
 
   Long before Ertik returned, six more guards arrived inside the chamber, with several more positioned outside watching the door and hallway. When he finally appeared, his face was grave.
 
   “We found your attacker,” he reported. “He was caught trying to flee the temple grounds.”
 
   “Where is he now?” she demanded.
 
   “Being brought to the cellar,” Ertik replied. “And you should know…he’s an elf.”
 
   Dina paused for a moment, trying to think through her fury. “Then it seems Kaylia and Jayden are not the only ones being plotted against. Discover what he knows. I’ll be in my quarters.” 
 
   Ertik turned to leave, but Dina caught his arm. “Find my mother,” she said. “I want her to interrogate him.”
 
   A horrified expression appeared fleetingly on Ertik's face. He knew Nahali would undoubtedly cut the prisoner to pieces once she learned of the attempt on her daughter’s life. After only an instant's hesitation, he gave a sharp nod and hurried off. 
 
   Though there was a part of Dina that knew setting her mother loose on her would-be assassin was morally wrong, she could not get the vision of Wimolia out of her mind. So much promise had been wasted. Even after watching her city being invaded by Angrääl and losing her father, the girl still only wanted to do good, and honor her father’s memory. If ever there was a cause for retribution, this was it. Justice…harsh, unrelenting, righteous justice, would be served. 
 
   She had only been back in her chambers for a few minutes when her mother came to see her. The fire in her eyes told Dina that Ertik had already relayed the details of what had happened.
 
   Nahali embraced Dina tightly for a full minute before speaking. “I am on my way to see the animal who tried to kill you.” Her voice was hard and totally lacking in emotion. 
 
   “Thank you, mother,” she replied, suddenly feeling awkward about her request. Could she live with this? The voice of temperance in the back of her mind was beginning to grow louder. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Nahali. “He will talk. Then he will die.”
 
   “Mother…I’m not sure...”
 
   Nahali held up her hand. “There is no reason to question your decision. Your reaction was emotional but correct. We must discover who sent the assassin, and there is no better agent to send than me. I will have no pity or compassion.” Her lips trembled with barely contained rage. “They tried to kill my daughter, so I would have insisted on this regardless of your instructions. And from what Ertik tells me, this is part of a much larger plot. One that puts your unorem in grave danger along with Kaylia and her child.” She placed her hands on Dina’s shoulders. “Time is short, and there is no other way. I will get the answers we need.”
 
   Dina lowered her head, closed her eyes, and nodded almost imperceptibly. She felt the loving kiss of her mother’s lips on her forehead, then listened to her leaving the room. Her eyes remained shut for several minutes longer before she retrieved a bottle of wine from the cupboard and poured herself a glass. 
 
   She considered trying to sleep, but knew it would be useless. As the minutes turned into hours, her mind turned to thoughts of Linis. She could feel him through their bond, yet it was different from how Kaylia or Aaliyah had described it. She could only sense that he lived…and that he loved her. The human blood that ran through her veins dulled the raw power that the elves experienced. There were times when she wondered if Linis longed for a deeper connection, but whenever she tried to mention this to him he'd only laugh and tell her that what they had was far more than he'd ever imagined possible.
 
   It was dawn before Ertik returned to her room. He appeared shaken and exhausted.
 
   “What happened?” she asked, trying not to imagine what he had just witnessed. “Did he talk?”
 
   Ertik nodded. “He talked.” He found a chair near Dina’s bed and sat down heavily.
 
   She poured him some wine. He took it without looking up and drained the glass before continuing. “He was sent by a group of elf separatists led by a seeker named Tallio. They are planning to kill you, Jayden and Kaylia.”
 
   A heavy frown creased Dina's forehead. “But why? Why risk the wrath of Darshan? Surely they know he would kill them all if they hurt his wife and child.”
 
   “They are attempting to sway the elves from across the sea to their cause,” Ertik explained. “With their help they hope to defeat Darshan…or the Reborn King. Whoever arises victorious.”
 
   Dina's anger began to swell. To kill a half-breed or an elf they considered to have betrayed their people was one thing. But to plot the death of an infant… 
 
   She looked up at Ertik, who appeared still shaken by the interrogation. She leaned forward and took his hand. “I’m sorry you had to see what my mother did.”
 
   He forced a smile. “I’ll be fine. She only did what she had to do.”
 
   “Do these elves intend another attack on me?”
 
   “No. You are safe for now. Their primary target is Kaylia and Jayden. They have fifty elves poised to attack Theopolou’s manor as we speak.”
 
   Dina jumped up from her chair. “We must send word there at once.”
 
   “I already have,” he replied. “But it will likely arrive too late.”
 
   “Then we need to send help.” Her mind raced as thoughts of Linis threatened to shake loose her composure.
 
   Ertik stood. “There is none to send, I’m afraid. The few knights we have here are needed to defend Valshara. In fact, I am hoping you will consider temporarily making all new visitors leave. At least until this matter is resolved.”
 
   Dina shook her head. “No. But I do want everyone to be questioned. If these separatists have anyone else amongst us, I want to know.”
 
   The door opened and Nahali stepped in. Her face was flushed and her eyes somber. “There is no one else in the temple that you need to fear. Were that so, the assassin would have told me. Of that I am confident.”
 
   Dina embraced her mother and offered her some wine. She shook her head with a polite smile. The spots of blood dotted across Nahali's tan blouse were hard to miss, but Dina pretended not to see them. 
 
   “The fools actually believe that by killing Darshan’s family they can undo the truth revealed in the Book of Souls,” Nahali told them. “And this Tallio… he is clearly mad if he thinks anything will come of this other than the spilling of more elf blood.” She could see the fear in her daughter’s eyes. “But you should not worry about Linis. The home of Theopolou is defended by great power. Every elf knows this. And with Aaliyah at his side, they would need ten times their numbers to succeed.”
 
   Dina knew that she was right, but still her anxiety remained. She took a deep breath in an attempt to steel her wits. She had a duty to Amon Dähl, and must overcome her emotions if she was to be of any use. 
 
   “There is nothing left for you to do tonight, High Lady,” said Ertik. “The gates have been sealed, and I will begin questioning the people within the temple in the morning.”
 
   After a few moments, Dina nodded with acceptance. 
 
   “I will stay with you tonight,” said Nahali. “Even the High Lady needs her mother from time to time.”
 
   Dina smiled. “Yes. I certainly do.”
 
   Ertik excused himself, after which Dina and her mother made ready for bed. 
 
   As they lay there, Dina thought that sleep would be reluctant to come. But the warm loving embrace of Nahali soon had her dozing. And, much as she was repulsed by what her mother had done to their captive, she could not help but feel comforted that Nahali would go to such lengths to protect her. There was truly nothing fiercer than a mother’s love. 
 
   Her final thoughts before sleep completely overcame her were of hope - hope that the war would soon be over and she could experience a comparable love with a child of her own.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Gewey, Felsafell, and Nehrutu watched as the last wagon disappeared into the far distance. The chill morning air made the trio’s breath billow out in steamy clouds. Though the snow had melted and the days were now pleasant, the nights remained miserably cold, made more so by a constant north wind. Gewey was fearful for the fate of the king and his army, and more than a little guilty that he would not be there to help them. But he knew that their destiny was out of his hands for the time being.
 
   Word had come that Kaltinor was readying for a siege, though it was unclear whether this was merely a cautious reaction to an approaching army by the locals, or a more disciplined response by Angrääl troops still stationed there. King Lousis was fervently hoping that it would turn out to be the former. If not, then they would need to take the city. They could ill afford to have a large enemy force at their back. 
 
   “Come,” said Felsafell. “We have much distance to cover today.” 
 
   Without waiting for a response, he burst into a dead run, quickly vanishing into the forest south of the road. Even with only a few seconds head start, it still took Gewey and Nehrutu several minutes before they were able to catch him up.
 
   They ran without halting until well after nightfall. Gewey, currently unable to use the flow, was close to exhaustion when they did eventually stop. He collapsed in a heap onto the forest floor and immediately began massaging his burning muscles. 
 
   Nehrutu looked to be in far better shape and helped Felsafell gather wood for a fire.
 
   “Your strength is impressive,” said Felsafell, after settling down on his blanket. “Even without the flow you are quite strong.”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “It’s been a while since I ran so far and fast without it.”
 
   His thoughts turned to the time when he and Kaylia were running through the Spirit Hills. He had just learned that she was with child. He found himself yearning to reach out to her, and only resisted with great effort.
 
   He dozed for a few hours against a nearby oak, then was shaken awake my Nehrutu. Dawn was near, and time was their enemy. This became their regular routine until reaching the forest just west of the Spirit Hills several days later. 
 
   They had stayed away from the roads throughout, and encountered no one other than a few elves traveling east. Gewey guessed that these were from the Steppes, just like the ones he and Kaylia had seen near the ruins south of the Old Santismal Road. They did their best to avoid these travelers, and if they had been spotted, the elves had clearly chosen to ignore them. 
 
   The journey through the Spirit Hills was uneventful, though Felsafell stopped occasionally to listen for signs of pursuit. It seemed to bother him that there was no indication of the enemy anywhere. The rough terrain was especially hard on Gewey, and by the time they reached the road he was forced to halt long before sunset. His human frailties were clearly taking a toll.
 
   They built a fire just out of sight of the road and Felsafell vanished into the forest, returning some time later with three rabbits and a bunch of wild berries. 
 
   “The ruins along the ancient road…” Gewey began, while munching his way through a mouthful of roasted rabbit. “Did your people build them?”
 
   Felsafell nodded. “It is all that remains of their time here.” His voice became distant. “The ruins that you see now - once they were magnificent. Streets of polished stone, fountains of silver and gold, and spires that reached so high they rivaled the mountains.” 
 
   “What you describe sounds very much like my homeland,” remarked Nehrutu. “Tell me, how did they fall into such decay?”
 
   A sigh fell from Felsafell's mouth. “Those that weren’t destroyed by Melek, we managed to destroy ourselves. Ceaseless war and hate had decimated our once proud civilization. Fortunately, I did not witness much of this. My people had journeyed to the spirit world long before I returned from where I had withdrawn. I later learned that, after the wars were over, they simply didn’t bother to rebuild. Most chose instead to live in small farming communities scattered about what is now the Eastland and Middle kingdoms. Others wandered aimlessly until the gods finally released their spirits.”
 
   “What of the elves?” asked Nehrutu. “I see evidence that some of their works have endured after the great barrier appeared, but not as many as I would have thought.”
 
   “Your kind used the flow to construct their cities and many of your structures,” Felsafell replied. “Over time, the elves here began to reject complexity in favor of a simpler existence. The places they abandoned returned to the earth and became but dust as the powers that bound them dissipated. Only those still in use such as the Chamber of the Maker still stand.” He cocked his head. “I’m surprised you didn’t know this.”
 
   Nehrutu smiled. “In my land, our structures never fall into disrepair. And we only use the flow to build within our cities. Like our kin here, many choose to live far removed from others and build with the skill in their hands.”
 
   Felsafell nodded. “Your people were always marvelous craftsmen and artists. Even during your more barbaric times you created things of elegant beauty. In fact, that is what gave me hope for your kind.”
 
   “I still find it difficult to believe my ancestors were such brutes,” Nehrutu replied, showing a hint of embarrassment. 
 
   Following the defeat of Melek, Felsafell had told him about Yanti and Basanti's background. Also the story of how they were hunted by the elves and Yanti's subsequent fall from grace.
 
   Felsafell laughed. “All people can be so. And all have been in the past. But it is the present and future you must attend to. There are three distinct elf cultures now. How they unite will determine your fate. Not all will welcome the reunion any more than all welcome the humans.”
 
   “This is true,” Nehrutu admitted. “But I must have faith.”
 
   “Indeed you must,” he agreed, smiling warmly. “We all must have faith.”
 
   For the next few hours Felsafell told them both of his travels, and of the ages he'd witnessed arrive then fade into legend. Many of his tales involved Basanti and his time with her. Gewey found it comforting to see that he was capable of such love. The first born had often seemed to him like some ancient myth that had taken on a fleshy form. That Felsafell's heart was not dissimilar to his own made Gewey feel a kinship with him.
 
   During their time in Althetas while the army was mustering, Felsafell had often been forced to speak in the common tongue. The sight of his powerful frame and piercing eyes speaking in broken and often cryptic sentences never failed to bring Gewey to laughter. Though Basanti was not amused by her love being the object of humor, Felsafell took it all in stride and even joined in by deliberately speaking ever more outlandishly.
 
   The next day, as they were winding through a patch of thick brush, Felsafell came to a sudden halt. He sniffed the air and frowned.
 
   “What is it?” asked Gewey. His hand gripped the hilt of his sword.
 
   “Vrykol are near,” he whispered before sniffing again. “But they are not alone.”
 
   Gewey scanned the forest, but without the flow he was finding it difficult to separate the shadows. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Someone…something is with them,” he answered. “Something I am unfamiliar with. And whatever it is, it knows we are here.”
 
   Gewey and Nehrutu drew their blades and set themselves on either side of the first born.
 
   “What should we do?” asked Nehrutu.
 
   “We cannot allow them to report our presence to their master,” Felsafell said. “If they discover that Gewey is here, they will certainly send word of this.”
 
   But the Vrykol did not advance. Instead, it seemed as if they were trying to remain unnoticed themselves, and fell back the moment Felsafell and the others moved toward them.
 
   “Strange,” Felsafell muttered. “Very strange.” He burst into a run. Gewey and Nehrutu followed, though they struggled to keep pace.
 
   At first the Vrykol attempted to escape, but on realizing that their pursuers would not relent, they turned to fight. Gewey caught sight of them in a small clearing. There were three of them, together with a tall figure that looked human…at least, almost human. Its skin was deathly pale and its eyes as black as coal. Clad in a loose fitting leather jerkin and pants, the creature's fists were clenched tight. Other than that, it appeared to be unarmed.
 
   Something Lee had told him flashed through Gewey's mind. His friend had encountered a possessed half-man while journeying to the desert, and his description of pale skin and black vacant eyes closely matched what he was seeing before him now.
 
   He was about yell out for Felsafell and Nehrutu to stop when darkness wrapped itself around the pale figure. In the blink of an eye, it completely vanished. Seemingly oblivious of this, the three Vrykol suddenly charged forward to meet them, swords drawn.
 
   Concerned by the creature's sudden disappearance, Felsafell skidded to a halt. Ignoring the onrushing Vrykol, he cast his eyes rapidly from side to side, seeking it out. As he stood there, Gewey and Nehrutu flew past him, and in a ringing clash of steel, began engaging the enemy. 
 
   Considerably weaker and slower now than when using the flow, Gewey at first struggled to fend off the vicious strikes coming at him from all angles. Being far less disadvantaged, Nehrutu moved into position so as to take on two Vrykol at once, leaving Gewey to deal with just one.
 
   Felsafell was on the point of joining them in the fight when, from nowhere, a cloud of darkness covered his eyes. A massive blow then struck his jaw, sending him reeling back. 
 
   Quickly recovering, he crouched low, but his foe was nowhere to be seen. He shot a glance across at Gewey and Nehrutu. Despite his lack of the flow, Gewey was now slowly and surely pushing his adversary back. He still had the brute strength of several men, and was using this to overwhelm the Vrykol with sheer force. Nehrutu, meanwhile, was moving back and forth with superb skill and experience, his blade a blur as he found weaknesses in the enemy’s defenses. He was gaining no ground, but neither was he giving any away.
 
   The first born closed his eyes and took a breath. This time, he heard the creature coming a moment before it attacked. Just in time he rocked back on his heels, causing a flying fist to miss his jaw by barely a hair’s width. In the same motion, Felsafell raised his knee sharply, burying it deep into the creature’s midsection and forcing it to double over. It cried out in an unbridled rage, its black eyes demonic with fury. But before it could raise itself up again, Felsafell smashed his fist with terrifying force into its temple. The power of this blow would have killed any normal man, but this was no man like he had ever encountered before. 
 
   Felsafell moved in to finish things, but to his astonishment, the creature nimbly jumped aside and threw a series of savage punches back at him. Never before had the first born been matched in speed and agility by a mere mortal. Three times his head was snapped back as bony knuckles found his chin. Once... twice...three times, he tried to get close enough to grapple, but on each occasion it anticipated his move and stepped sharply away. 
 
   But something had to give. As fast and strong as his foe was, Felsafell had spent thousands of years gaining experience in such situations, and his skill was beyond reckoning. He allowed his opponent to press him back until they were at the edge of the clearing. A bone-cracking strike then landed on the bridge of his nose, sending him stumbling back into a young oak. Felsafell's legs appeared to wobble. Grinning triumphantly, the creature charged in for the kill. 
 
   This was exactly what Felsafell was waiting for. With perfect timing, he leaned in and wrapped his powerful arms around his enemy’s waist. In a single motion he lifted him off the ground and slammed him with bone-shattering force down onto his back. Before the creature could recover from this, he pinned its arms with his knees and rained down a storm of vicious blows. 
 
   Incredibly, even through this, the beast continued to struggle and fight back. As its broken and gashed face began to ooze a thick, acrid smoke, its bestial growls lent savage accompaniment to the incessant ringing of steel on steel from the nearby fight.
 
   No matter how many times Felsafell hit the creature, it appeared to show no signs of weakening. Amazingly, it even managed to free one of its arms. Only the first born's massive strength and great height was now keeping him atop his foe. But, with the creature's endless punching and clawing in an attempt to free itself, his own injuries were beginning to mount.
 
   Just then, Felsafell's eyes caught the gleam of metal through a tear in the beast's tattered jerkin. It was no larger than the head of a nail, and appeared to be buried within its flesh just above its heart. He thrust the tips of his fingers around the protrusion, digging hard until he could feel it firmly in his grip. Satisfied, he yanked upwards with vicious force.
 
   The creature’s eyes shot wide as the spike jerked free. It flailed about wildly for a few seconds, all the time letting out a series of ear-splitting shrieks. Then it went completely limp.
 
   Felsafell took a moment to regard the thin spike before tossing it aside and leaping to his feet. As he raced over to aid his embattled comrades, the beast's body suddenly erupted in a blast of white hot flames. But there was no time to stop and watch this. The fight still raged on.
 
   By now, Gewey was bleeding from several deep cuts to his arms and chest, though his foe's cloak was shredded and its blade broken in half. Nehrutu had severed the leg of one Vrykol, and was relentlessly driving the second one back. 
 
   Felsafell leapt skyward and landed just behind Gewey’s attacker. In a single blinding motion, he tore its head from its shoulders with his bare hands. In that same moment, Nehrutu took the head of the Vrykol he was battling. With barely a pause, his sword then decapitated the other one still struggling to rise from the ground.
 
   Battle over, the three took a moment to survey the scene. Gewey then stripped off his shirt and began to clean his wounds.
 
   “You have knowledge of that thing I fought?” asked Felsafell, looking back at what was now no more than a pile of smoldering ashes.
 
   Gewey nodded and went on to tell him about Lee’s encounter. “This one wasn't quite as deformed as Lee described,” he concluded. “But everything else fits.”
 
   Felsafell walked back to the ashes and picked up the small spike. “It would seem our enemy has found a way to control a corrupted half-man. This poor creature was not feral, as was the one Lee described to you. It possessed at least a semblance of a mind. I think the Vrykol were imposing their will on it somehow.”
 
   “And it appears they wish to keep this new…weapon a secret,” added Nehrutu. His face twisted into a scowl. “From what I have learned of the Vrykol, they would not have fled otherwise.” He touched his side, remembering the wound he'd received from the enemy soldier while fighting one of the unwholesome beasts. 
 
   “The question is, how many of these half-men do they have?” said Felsafell. “And what purpose will they serve?”
 
   There was a long moment of silence.
 
   “There is no way to answer these questions,” Nehrutu eventually said. “I suspect we will learn the truth soon enough. For now, we should keep going.”
 
   Without another word they set off, though at a considerably slower pace than before. It was dusk by the time they arrived at the ancient first born city. After they'd built a fire, Felsafell strode toward the ruins. Gewey followed him. Nehrutu however, seemed content to remain by the fire and doze.
 
   Felsafell ran his fingers over the broken buildings and ruined columns as he passed. His eyes were distant, as if staring into the depths of time.
 
   “Did you know this place well?” Gewey asked.
 
   Felsafell nodded. “I lived here briefly – before the madness took my people. Once this city extended for more than two miles in every direction. Now, only a few stones have not been reclaimed by the earth.” He looked at Gewey and gave a sad, half-smile. “One day, all that remains of my people will be forgotten; lost to the ravages of time.”
 
   “You’ll still be here.”
 
   He laughed softly. “I have no intention of living forever. Should we prevail, I will remain with Basanti for a time. But neither of us wishes to endure eternally. One day we will pass from this life and take our well-deserved rest. We are relics of a bygone era, and we must make way for those of this new age.” Seeing Gewey’s concern, he placed a hand on his shoulder. “It is the way of things. Everything has its time, then it must make room for whatever comes next. Were it not for the love I feel for Basanti, I would be content to end my stay in this world far sooner.”
 
   “I think the world still needs you,” Gewey told him with deep sincerity. “If only to guide us when we go astray.”
 
   This time Felsafell’s laugh was loud and hearty. “I would be a poor guide for the mortal world. I am far too old, and have seen too many horrors. My mind is filled with the phantoms of an immortal life. More than once it has nearly driven me insane. No, my young friend. Human and elf are not the children they once were. They no longer need the likes of me meddling in their affairs.”
 
   Gewey sighed heavily. “I suppose if I were to have lived as long as you, I’d see the end as being a welcome respite.”
 
   “The end? You more than anyone should know that this world is not all that exists. My departure from this life will only mean reuniting with my kin and eternity…true eternity with my love.” He squeezed Gewey’s shoulder. “But there are still pleasures I would enjoy here first. And I will not be denied at least a short time of peace with Basanti. I have seen much of this world - though not all of it yet – and I would see the rest with her by my side.”
 
   He led Gewey through the ruins for a while, describing the city as it had been in his time. Felsafell painted a picture of a vibrant society that was dedicated to art and culture. Though they were not able to use the flow, or feel the heartbeat of the earth, they nonetheless felt a deep connection with the world and planned their cities to meld with the landscape – unlike humans, who later on imposed their own will upon land with the cities they built. 
 
   By the time they returned to the campfire, Gewey’s stomach was rumbling. He pulled out a piece of jerky and a scrap of bread. He offered some to Felsafell, but this was politely refused. 
 
   While trying to relax sufficiently to sleep for a while, Gewey became increasingly aware of how much his wounds were beginning to throb and ache. It seemed like many years since he'd been forced to heal naturally, and he did not like having to do this again one bit. 
 
   His mind drifted back to his recent fight with the Vrykol. His godlike strength was the only thing that had kept him alive during that, or at least, from becoming far more seriously wounded than he actually was. The vulnerability he currently felt was unnerving. It had been much the same when first setting out from home with Lee. He recalled his fight with the bandits on the night he'd first met Kaylia. Though much more experienced with weapons these days, without the flow, he was still little better than a human soldier. It was almost impossible to perceive himself in any other way. 
 
   The temptation to ignore Felsafell’s warnings and destroy their enemy with a massive ball of fire had been great. But had he done so, there would have been a grave risk of their purpose being discovered. After that, he would have found himself facing the Reborn King prematurely and overmatched. He sighed. Even if they did succeed in recovering the remaining god stones, there was still no guarantee that wouldn’t be the case anyway. 
 
   It seemed that each time he felt ready to face his destiny, there was something more to overcome first. What if the god stones weren’t enough? For a moment, the notion that he had made a mistake by not joining with Melek shot through his mind, but this was quickly dismissed.
 
    There is no point in dwelling on things I have no control over, he told himself, then allowed his eyes to close. Besides, Melek was insane.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaylia reached out through her newly acquired bond with the manor and grounds. Though considerably weaker when on the other side of the wall, she could still sense the presence of at least fifty elves – and their intent was clear. They were coming to kill her and her son. 
 
   Instinctively, she reached out to Gewey, but Aaliyah had been effective in preventing this. She briefly considered asking her to remove the block, but thought better of it. There was no telling what he was doing, and such a distraction could get him killed. Besides, the manor of Lord Theopolou was well protected. But there was something else. Something just beyond her senses.
 
   “I feel it as well,” said Aaliyah.
 
   They reached the crystal statue in front of the house and surveyed the wall and grounds. Linis and Basanti were busy gathering and organizing the staff. Those who could fight were being issued weapons.
 
   “Can they overcome the defenses?” asked Aaliyah.
 
   “Even the elves of your land would find that difficult,” Kaylia replied. A frightening thought then entered her mind. Could these attackers be in league with the Dark Knight?  If so, then perhaps they had some weapon yet to be revealed.
 
   Kaylia kept watch on the movements beyond the wall. The enemy was not attempting to take the manor yet; instead, they were making their way to the various outlaying houses. A cry of anguish fell from her mouth as their initial objective became obvious. They intended to slaughter the families in their own homes. They would not see them coming.  But there was no way to warn the people in time. The ground shook as Kaylia screamed a curse.
 
   Linis came running up from the corner of the house. “We should go inside,” he told her. “It will be far easier to defend than the grounds.”
 
   Kaylia gasped as the bond allowed her to hear the first elf home being attacked. The cries of the family tore at her like savage talons, causing her fall to her knees. It was over in seconds.
 
   The wrath of vengeance now consumed her. They would all pay. And if the fools thought murdering their kin would give them an advantage, they would learn how mistaken they were. She would show them that the legends which surrounded the home of Theopolou were true. The ground trembled again, and this time a deep rumble reverberated off the walls. Her anger had become a part of the land itself. And its lust for justice would not be denied.
 
   “Come,” said Aaliyah, taking her hand. “We should prepare.”
 
   With one final glance at the front gate, she allowed herself to be led inside. Once all the doors were closed and sealed, she took Jayden to her chambers and laid him in his crib. Thankfully, her connection to her son was unaffected by Aaliyah’s block. She sent him loving reassurance, and in moments he was sleeping soundly, completely unaware of the danger bearing down on them.
 
   The house staff had prepared as best as they could and were gathered in the main hall just beyond the front door. Kaylia went to the top floor and climbed a narrow staircase leading to the roof. Linis and Aaliyah followed her, while Basanti joined the elves at ground level. Though unable to draw blood, she was perfectly willing to use her strength and speed to confuse the enemy.
 
   Kaylia, Aaliyah and Linis stared over the grounds. Aaliyah began allowing the flow to rage through her.
 
   “Your help is unneeded,” said Kaylia. Her voice dripped with malicious intent. “Once, during the first split, this house was assaulted by more than a thousand elves.” She turned her head to give Aaliyah a sinister grin. “They did not succeed.”
 
   A series of resounding booms drew their attention to the main gate. The gleaming metal vibrated as it repeatedly came under assault from violent blows. Kaylia’s eyes narrowed with concentration. Soon, the gate began to glow a fiery red. This was followed by alarmed voices crying out as smoke began to rise. 
 
   A few moments later, the simultaneous thwack of dozens of bowstrings heralded a barrage of arrows sailing over the wall. Kaylia laughed out loud before creating a blast of wind to send them all falling harmlessly to the ground. 
 
   Several heads poked cautiously over the top of the wall. After briefly scanning the deserted grounds for a second or two, the attackers then leapt nimbly over, blades drawn. In response, Kaylia spread her arms wide and the earth instantly began to shake. From beneath the grass, hundreds of tiny crystal shards began pushing their way through to the surface. The sunlight captured their deadly beauty, giving them the appearance of stars in an emerald sky.
 
   Linis and Aaliyah looked on with astonishment as Kaylia flicked her wrist and sent the crystals shooting forth, their razor-sharp edges slicing and ripping the flesh of the attackers to pieces before they had taken barely a few steps. 
 
   “You see?” Kaylia said. “We are safe here.” But no sooner were these words out of her mouth than she felt a disturbing presence approaching. Her face contorted into a furious scowl.  
 
   “What is it?” asked Linis.
 
   Kaylia held up her hand to silence him and closed her eyes. Screams of terror erupted from the other side of the gate, and in less than a minute at least a dozen more elves were desperately scrambling over the wall. But they were not attacking this time. They were fleeing. Not that this made any difference to Kaylia, who immediately sent them to their deaths with a renewed storm of the deadly crystals. 
 
   After a short time, their screams ceased and all was quiet.
 
   “Vrykol,” muttered Kaylia.
 
   “Are you saying that the Vrykol have driven off the elves?” asked Linis, incredulously.
 
   “No,” she replied. “Something else did that. But the Vrykol are with them. And they did not drive our attackers off. They massacred them…all of them.”
 
   Another loud boom sounded as the gate came under renewed attack. Again Kaylia focused the power of the flow to make it glow red with intense heat. But this time whoever…or whatever was trying to batter it down was not so easily deterred. A dozen more blows thudded relentlessly into the gate until, finally, it burst from its hinges and toppled inwards with a resounding crash. 
 
   More shards of crystal began appearing throughout the grounds, ready to bring death to any who dared enter. Then a wave of darkness washed over the earth, spreading all the way up to the very threshold of the manor. 
 
   All at once, Linis knew what they were up against.
 
   “Cursed half-men,” he growled through clenched teeth. “Corrupted by the Reborn King.”
 
   Kaylia recalled the tale and fear struck her heart. Even with Aaliyah alongside her, such foes might be impossible to vanquish. 
 
   The shadow continued swirling and spreading around the manor grounds until the house was isolated like a solitary pearl in an ocean of darkness. Then, slowly, the darkness receded. Standing just beyond the ruined gates were four pale figures – shirtless and bootless, clad only in a pair of dingy leather trousers. Their heads had been shaved clean, and their black, empty eyes were focused straight ahead. 
 
   Kaylia let fly with her lethal barrage of crystals, but the creatures did not even flinch as dozens of shards ripped through their flesh. They simply remained motionless while thin wisps of smoke issued from their wounds. Within seconds, these injuries were completely healed.
 
   Aaliyah tried to send down a column of flame to consume them, but to her dismay, found that her connection to the flow was being blocked. 
 
   “What should we do?” asked Linis, trying hard to calm the tremor in his voice. 
 
   Before Kaylia could answer, twelve Vrykol filed through the gate and lined up behind the half-men. She could feel their foul gazes directly upon her. 
 
   “We are here for the mate of Darshan,” one of the Vrykol called out in a thin rasp. “She will come with us, or all here shall perish…including her offspring.”
 
   Kaylia’s heart froze in her chest. She was unable to move or speak. 
 
   “Will you comply?” it pressed.
 
   Aaliyah stepped forward. “And how do we know that you will keep your word?”
 
   The Vrykol wheezed its gruesome laugh. “My word? I give you no word other than you will face certain death should you resist.”
 
   Kaylia turned to Linis. “There is a hidden passage in the basement that leads outside the grounds,” she whispered, her voice was barely audible. “Therisa will know how to find it. Once I am gone, take Jayden to Valshara.”
 
   “I will not just hand you over,” snapped Linis. “They will surely kill you.”
 
   “They could kill me now if that was their plan,” she countered. Her hands were shaking and tears were welling in her eyes. 
 
   “Then take Jayden and flee through the passage yourself,” suggested Aaliyah. “We will keep them occupied long enough for you to escape.”
 
   She took Aaliyah’s hand and shook her head. “No. I cannot risk that. If I flee they will only pursue us. I will not be able to outrun them with Jayden in my arms.”
 
   “What is your answer!” demanded the Vrykol.  
 
   The half-men took a step forward, their movement causing the air to stir.
 
   Kaylia took a breath and banished all trace of fear from her eyes. “I will come with you.”
 
   Without waiting for a reply, she spun on her heels and went inside. Downstairs, she could hear Jayden cooing and Basanti humming softly to him. The moment she saw her son wrapped in his soft cotton blanket and being coddled by the Oracle, the tears she had been holding back burst forth and streamed down her cheeks. Basanti carefully handed Jayden over.
 
   Kaylia kissed his forehead and for a moment considered flight. But she knew it was foolish. This is for the best, she told herself. There is nothing else I can do. 
 
   While handing Jayden back to Basanti she could feel her heart breaking. Her body shook from the sobs she could no longer contain. Jayden stirred, sensing his mother’s grief.
 
   “There, there,” comforted Basanti, her words meant for both mother and child. “All will be well. You shall see.” She smiled up at Kaylia. “Don’t weep my dear. You child will be safe. And soon…so shall you be. I will make certain of that.”
 
   Kaylia stifled her tears and dried her eyes. Something in Basanti’s voice was unusually comforting. She felt her courage rising. Grasping desperately for any source of hope, she forced herself to believe the words. Yes. All would be well. It would not end like this.
 
   With level determination, she turned away and opened the door. Without glancing back, she strode down the front steps and past the crystal statue, stopping only when she was a few feet away from the half-men. They regarded her with emotionless black eyes before moving aside. 
 
   The Vrykol in the center hissed a whispered order, and in an instant Kaylia was surrounded by black cloaks.
 
   “You have chosen wisely,” it said. 
 
   The stench of death caused her face to contort. “As long as you leave my son in peace, I will give you no trouble.”
 
   “Your son is of no interest to us at present,” the Vrykol replied. “It is you we need. Should our master require him after Darshan is dead, it will be a simple matter to fetch him.”
 
   When Darshan discovers what you have done, she thought, he will tear your spirit apart like wet parchment. 
 
   “You have me now,” she snapped. “If you intend to take me, then lead on. Your words are empty and unwanted.”
 
   Without reply, the Vrykol spun around and started toward the gate. Kaylia felt an icy hand pressing into the small of her back. She loathed to be touched by these creatures, so she quickly matched her captor's pace. Again she wanted to reach out for Gewey, but even without Aaliyah’s block, she could feel that the Vrykol would have prevented it.
 
   “Do not bother,” said the Vrykol, anticipating her thoughts. “He will not hear you. By the time he learns of your fate, my master will have already placed his head on a pike.”
 
   Rage boiled up from deep inside, but she forced it back and remained quiet. Basanti would come to her aid, she was sure of it. And then they would pay dearly for their folly.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Basanti watched from the window as Kaylia and the enemy disappeared beyond the shattered gates. 
 
   “What do you plan to do?” asked Linis.
 
   “I plan to rescue her,” she replied flatly. 
 
   “How can we help?” asked Aaliyah. Her tone did not conceal her fury. 
 
   Basanti looked down at the baby in her arms. “Linis can help by taking Jayden to Valshara. He should be safe there until Kaylia returns.”
 
   “You cannot hope to challenge the Vrykol and the half-men alone,” Linis protested. “I shall go with you.”
 
   Basanti handed the baby to Linis and shook her head. There was a sad smile on her lips. “I will not be alone. Aaliyah will assist me.” She met the other woman's eyes. “But only if you agree to do precisely as I say.”
 
   After a long pause, Aaliyah nodded. 
 
   “But I still cannot understand how you hope to defeat so many,” Linis contended. “Even with Aaliyah’s help.” 
 
   “There is much about me that you do not know…cannot know,” she explained. “And once I have done what must be done, I will be changed.”
 
   Linis regarded her with concern. “Changed? How?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she replied. “This is a decision I must make. I ask only that you convey a message to Felsafell when next you see him.” Her words had a sense of finality. “Tell him that I am sorry. I wish I could have explored the rest of our world by his side. Please let him know that I will always treasure the memories of the odd little hermit who protected and cared for me throughout the long years. But most of all tell him…tell him that I love him.” Her tears were beginning to flow. “Now go. You must not delay.” 
 
    There would be no discussion of the matter. Linis could see that. Basanti’s mind was fixed and her path had been chosen. Whatever she had decided to do, it would come at great cost to her. 
 
   Linis quickly packed a few essentials and had Therisa show him to the passage. 
 
   “This will lead you to just beyond the walls,” the old woman told him. “The brush is thick around the exit and should conceal you well.”
 
   He thanked her and went to find Basanti and Aaliyah in order to say farewell. But they had already departed.
 
   “Do you think they will succeed?” he asked Therisa, even though he knew she did not have the answer.
 
   “Perhaps. If she is the Oracle of legend. But it sounded as if she will sacrifice much to do so.” The old woman handed him a bundle of changing cloths and a skin of milk. “But you must focus or your task. Jayden’s mother is mistress of this house. Her child must be kept safe.”
 
   He steeled his wits and cleared his thoughts.  She was right. Whatever Basanti was planning to do was not his concern at this moment. 
 
   All his attention must be concentrated on getting Jayden to safety. Would there be foes awaiting them along his path? And if so, how would he deal with them? 
 
   That was more than enough to be thinking about at present.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Gewey, Nehrutu, and Felsafell halted just as the Vrykol fortress came into view. The curtain wall Gewey had destroyed when last here remained scattered in massive black chunks about the yard, indicating that no one had yet attempted to repair it. He hoped this meant that the place was still abandoned. 
 
   They stood perfectly still, listening intently for several minutes before approaching. Dotted around the landscape were numerous sections of black stained earth where the ashes of Gewey's victims still lay. The memory of that night flashed through his mind. His vengeful fury back then was almost beyond reckoning. Only Kaylia’s love had been able to prevent him from completely abandoning his humanity. 
 
   The cage where the human slaves had been imprisoned was still there as well – its twisted door on the ground a few feet away where he had tossed it aside. How terrifying he must have seemed to them. He wondered if the people he had freed ever had nightmares about the wrath of Darshan. Or did they see him as their liberator.
 
   “I hear no enemies about,” Felsafell said in a half whisper. He regarded the shattered wall and the empty Vrykol cloaks. “You must have been a truly awesome spectacle when you did this.”
 
   “That’s not exactly how I’d put it,” Gewey responded somberly. 
 
   The stench of death still lingered in the calm air. Hundreds of the Reborn King’s foul creations had dwelt here, and it would be years, if not decades, before the ground was clean and pure again.
 
   “This was once a beautiful place,” remarked Felsafell, sharing Gewey’s revulsion. “When my people lived, this was a center for art and music. It stood for thousands of years and produced wonders the like of which would make the gods themselves weep for joy.” He closed his eyes, a distant smile on his lips. “During the spring months, the honeysuckle and lavender perfumed the breeze just as evening fell. The musicians would join the painters and sculptors in the grand courtyard, allowing the visual splendor to inspire them to unimaginable heights of creativity and subtlety. So masterful were they, the sheer magnificence of their works would cause the night blooms to issue forth.”
 
   “What are night blooms?” asked Gewey. 
 
   Felsafell opened his eyes. “Night blooms were the pinnacle of my people’s creative ingenuity. At least, that has always been my opinion. Our horticulturists spent centuries cultivating and combining various species of flowers. Ultimately, the night bloom was born. It looked much like a rose, though with longer and more complex petals. And the colors…” He sighed. “They were enough to shame even the splendor of heaven. When the musicians played, the blooms glowed with a faint, pure light that would change with the mood of the music. Each flower was different, but rather than a chaotic swirl, it melded and took form – increasingly growing in beauty as the songs progressed.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of them before,” Gewey said, now even more disgusted by the scorched and disfigured scene before him. “I wish I could see some.”
 
   “They are long extinct,” Felsafell explained sadly. “Without gardeners to tend them, they soon faded away.”
 
   “A great pity,” said Nehrutu. “Your words remind me of the flowers and gardens of home.”
 
   Felsafell smiled. “I hope you will show them to Basanti and I one day.” He turned his attention back to the fortress. “But first we must complete the task at hand.”
 
   Beyond the wall and broken gates, the interior was pitch black. Even with his god’s eyes, Gewey struggled to make out anything other than shadowy shapes devoid of detail. Felsafell reached into his pocket and pulled out a small crystal sphere, which he rubbed his hand against. Like the elf globes, light emanated from its core.
 
   “A remnant from the distant past,” Felsafell told them, before anyone could ask.
 
   Unfortunately, the light only revealed stark walls and bare floors. It seemed that Vrykol had no interest in décor, nor even furniture. Gewey glanced to his right where a staircase led to the upper floors and was tempted to explore.
 
   “There is nothing there of value,” remarked Felsafell, as if hearing his thoughts. “What we seek is below.”
 
   He led them deeper inside through the labyrinth of passageways. There were no doors on any of the rooms, and upon inspection it became clear why. There was nothing there – only bare stone walls. 
 
   “Why have a fortress at all?” Gewey pondered. Even in a low whisper his voice echoed loudly, sending a sudden wave of anxiety through him. 
 
   “Why indeed?” agreed Nehrutu.
 
   “I can only guess it was meant to be some sort of staging point,” said Felsafell. “But for what, I cannot say. The location they chose would shield them from most eyes. Including yours. There are certain places in this world in which the god’s vision is obscured. This is one of them.”
 
   Gewey considered this. He and Kaylia had been quite close by when he first detected it. And that was before he'd learned how to truly stretch out with his spirit. An ability later taught to him by Melek. 
 
   “Then maybe it wasn’t the stones that brought them here,” he suggested. 
 
   “Perhaps,” said Felsafell. “But it begs the question – if they were hiding, was it really from you?” He cast a worried look at Gewey. “You had no ability to see them when this place was first built. And there was no way they could have anticipated Melek's arrival. So who were they hiding from?”
 
   Gewey was at a loss. Now that Melek was in Shagharath, there were no more gods on earth other than himself. “The elves?” he suggested.
 
   “Unlikely,” said Nehrutu. “We are not as powerful as you, and cannot see as far or as clearly. They would not need to go to so much trouble to conceal themselves from us. Especially being that, other than myself, only Mohanisi and Aaliyah have significant talent with the flow.”
 
   “And they could certainly have captured any elves of this land who might happen along,” Felsafell added.
 
   Gewey thought hard, but could come up with no logical reason why the Vrykol would need to build such a fortress here. Finally, with a grunt, he pushed the question from his mind. It would have to remain a mystery for the time being.
 
   They continued to explore, twisting and backtracking several times until finally discovering a downward stairway. Gewey would have thought it impossible, but the air that wafted up from here was even more rank and unclean than in the rest of the foul place. The odor was like a cloud of vile pestilence that threatened to choke the very life from him. Yet, as he took a step forward, he could feel something odd. Almost like a presence – conscious and alive, but without focus or purpose.
 
   “Do you feel that?” asked Gewey.
 
   Both Felsafell and Nehrutu shook their heads.
 
   Once again, Gewey cursed the fact that he had to forgo using the flow. The soreness of his wounds from battling the Vrykol, though healing rapidly, was a testament to how much he had come to depend on it. 
 
   “Something is down there,” he said warily.
 
   The song of steel pierced the thick air as Nehrutu and Gewey drew their blades. All three then began descending the steps with Felsafell leading the way, the glowing orb in his hand only slightly breaking into the suffocating dark.
 
   The stairs continued for more than one-hundred feet before ending at a long narrow hallway. Felsafell was forced to duck down so not to scrape his head on the ceiling, while Gewey had to walk slightly twisted to one side in order to accommodate his broad shoulders. 
 
   With each step, the presence grew more pronounced to Gewey. He was reminded of the way he had felt when in the Black Oasis, only this time it was not something malevolent, angry, or even aware of him. He speculated that it might have been touched by the gods at some point. The thought excited him. Perhaps he would encounter yet another godly essence left behind to assist him. Maybe even his father. But could a god leave more than one piece of itself behind? Or could it be one of the other gods this time?
 
   The passage sloped downward for a few more yards before ending at an iron barred gate that proved to be solidly locked. Felsafell motioned for the others to step back. The sinews of his arms and shoulders rippled as he pulled on the bars with all of his might. For a moment it looked as if the gate would prove to be too much even for the first born, but then they heard the complaining groan of yielding metal as the hinges gradually began to bend. After letting out one final mighty grunt of exertion, Felsafell tore it completely free. Gewey winced, the high-pitched screech of iron scraping on stone sending shivers down his back and causing all the hairs on his arms to stand on end.
 
   Beyond the entrance was an immense natural limestone cavern measuring several hundred feet in all directions, and with a ceiling at least fifty feet high. The floor was smooth yet uneven, and the rancid air was made even more unpleasant by a sudden drop in temperature. 
 
   “We are here,” Felsafell announced. He peered through the darkness. “And we are not alone.”
 
   Gewey focused and very quickly could make out three cloaked figures standing against the wall on the far side of the cavern. His muscles tensed as he prepared to charge.
 
   “Wait,” said Felsafell. “Something is wrong. Look closely.”
 
   Gewey could see that there was indeed something odd about the Vrykol. They seemed to be taking no notice at all of his sudden appearance. Instead, they were simply jerking back and forth erratically. Their weapons lay discarded on the floor a short distance in front of them. 
 
   Cautiously, they inched towards the creatures. When they were about twenty feet away, the Vrykol on the left let out a high-pitched scream and fell to its knees. The two others spun around and began clawing wildly at the stone wall, as if trying to tear a way through.
 
   Gewey, Nehrutu and Felsafell looked at each another in stunned confusion. This bizarre situation continued for several minutes – then slowly, the creatures returned to their previous positions.
 
   Gewey took a few steps closer, motioning for the others to stay where they were. “Do you know who I am?” he demanded. His voice echoed, causing the Vrykol to twitch, but none of them answered. He repeated his question.
 
   The Vrykol in the center eventually nodded. “You…You…” His rasping voice was full of fear. “You are Darshan. I…I know you. I’ve seen you. You…you…destroyed us.”
 
   “Yet you do not flee.”
 
   The Vrykol began to tremble. “I…I cannot. I must not. There is no escape.”
 
   Without another word, the creature leapt forward, spanning the distance between them in an instant. Gewey instinctively raised his blade, impaling it down to the hilt. In spite of this, the Vrykol’s claw-like fingers still desperately sought to grab hold of his shirt front.
 
   “Save us,” it pleaded. “Save us and we will serve you. Yes. We will serve you and no other. Save us, and we will do anything you ask.”
 
   Some of the thick black blood covering Gewey's blade spilled onto the floor as he pushed the wounded creature away. However, it was undeterred. It crumbled to the ground and began crawling forward until it was groveling at Gewey’s feet.
 
   “Save us, master,” it hissed pitifully. “Save us.”
 
   The other two also fell prostrate and joined in to echo the first one's plea.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” Gewey demanded, unable to believe what he was seeing. Vrykol didn’t feel fear. At least not in this way. But soon their hissing pleas had degenerated even further into incoherent blubbering, spat out in sharp gurgles and vile coughs. “Answer me!” he commanded, but still they gave no answer.
 
   Finally, exasperated, Gewey raised his blade and in a swift motion took the wounded creature's head. The other two appeared not to notice and continued their pathetic wailing. Quickly, he moved in and silenced them permanently as well. 
 
   Their screams echoed for a moment throughout the cavern before fading away. After a long pause, Gewey turned to his two companions looking shaken and mortified.
 
   “I don’t know what to think,” he said. “What could have affected them so?”
 
   Felsafell shook his head.
 
   “I never imagined I would be capable of feeling pity for these beasts,” remarked Nehrutu. “But that was…ghastly.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Felsafell. He cast his eyes along the walls, fixing his gaze on a smooth section a few yards to their right. He approached it with care and examined the surface for a time.
 
   Gewey stood beside him. “Is that the door?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied, running his finger along a barely visible cracked in the rock. “And it has been damaged. Possibly when you unleashed your wrath upon this place. The seal which protects it can only be opened by the power of heaven.”
 
   “Maybe the Dark Knight broke it?” suggested Gewey.
 
   “Perhaps,” said Felsafell. “But I think not. If he possessed the ability to do this, he would most likely have removed it completely.” He turned to Gewey. “Touch it.”
 
   After a brief hesitation, Gewey pressed his hand against the wall. The limestone was instantly replaced by a silver door, across the face of which was etched a circle containing the symbols of the nine gods.
 
   At the sight of this, Felsafell reached out to grab the handle. But the instant his fingers made contact, there was an earsplitting crack and a flash of blinding white light. The first born was sent flying several yards back and landed with a thud, flat on his back. Nehrutu and Gewey were at his side at once.
 
   “I am unhurt,” Felsafell reassured them before either could ask. He struggled back to his feet.
 
   “What was that?” asked Gewey.
 
   Felsafell let out a dissatisfied snort. “It would seem that only you can enter,” he grumbled.
 
   “He should not go on alone,” Nehrutu protested. “Whatever drove the Vrykol mad might still be in there.”
 
   “Almost certainly,” the first born agreed. “But I can think of no way for us to help. And he must go on.” He looked at Gewey. “If you find yourself with no other choice, use the flow to protect yourself.”
 
   Gewey smiled and chuckled. “So I take it you’re not suggesting that I take a safer path and not go on?” Before Felsafell could respond, he turned the knob and opened the door. 
 
   He was half expecting the world to vanish and to find himself in some strange place. But that was not to be this time; the door simply swung open to reveal a long stone passage. Though there were no torches, the way ahead was lit by a pale light that emanated from the rock. A rush of warm air washed over him. 
 
   He glanced back and nodded reassuringly. “I won’t be a moment.”
 
   As soon as he stepped over the threshold, the door slammed shut behind him, instantly setting his nerves on edge. A few yards ahead the light vanished. He longed to fill himself with the flow, but managed to resist the temptation. 
 
   “Not yet,” he muttered.
 
   He could still feel the presence. But now it was beginning to take form and was becoming aware of him. It was almost as if it were waking from a deep slumber.
 
   He walked with quiet steps until reaching the darkness. Even without the flow, his naturally keen eyesight enabled him to see several yards further ahead. The passage curved to the right, then gently sloped upward. 
 
   The presence was growing more tangible, but it felt neither good nor evil…at least not yet.
 
   “Hello,” he called out, then immediately regretted it as a gust of hot air blew down the hallway as if in response to his cry.
 
   A sudden anxiety struck Gewey, causing him to glance over his shoulder. The door was still there. But the wind continued to howl, and soon his anxiety was turning into inexplicable panic. He paused, considering whether or not to return to the cavern.
 
   “Do not turn back, son of Gerath,” came a soft voice. “What you seek is now close. Don’t go. Not yet.”
 
   “Who are you?” he shouted. But there was no reply.
 
   His panic was now bordering on fear. What the hell is wrong with me, he scolded himself? I’ve faced worse than this. Why am I so afraid?  
 
   With one hand firmly gripping the hilt of his sword, he pressed on through the gloom. After a few hundred yards the wind calmed and he arrived at a plain wooden door. 
 
   “Come in,” said the same voice. “Take your ease. There is nothing to trouble you here.”
 
   Gewey reached for the knob, but just before he touched it the door swung wide open of its own accord. He took a step forward and peered inside. Beyond the threshold was a room roughly the size of a tavern common area. A small, square-shaped table sat in the center atop a modest brown rug. In the corners, brass lanterns hung from iron hooks, and set against the wall to his right was a simple yet comfortable looking couch. 
 
   On the table, a cup and bottle had been placed beside a wooden bowl filled with peaches and pears. Gewey looked for the source of the voice, but could see no one.
 
   “Where are you?” he asked unsteadily, still fighting off his inexplicable fear. 
 
   “I am here,” the voice replied. “Can you not see me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   A hollow laugh drifted on the stale, dusty air. “Then you are not looking with your father’s eyes. Draw from the power and I shall appear.”
 
   “I cannot,” he replied. 
 
   “Why is that? Do you fear an enemy perhaps?” There was a long pause. “Tell me. What is it you fear?”
 
   “Nothing,” said Gewey. “I fear nothing.”
 
   “Then why deny yourself the pleasure? Surely you want to feel the flow coursing through you. Is this not so?”
 
   “That isn’t your concern,” he snapped, attempting to replace his fear with anger. “Now tell me who you are.”
 
   This is what must have affected the Vrykol, he warned himself.
 
   “I can hear your thoughts,” the voice told him. “I am Tyrin. And yes, I am indeed the one who altered the foul creatures that tried to pollute this clean place. Though I admit, it was a considerable challenge. So dark and evil were they, it took some time to find my way to their inner terror.”
 
   “What are you?” asked Gewey. “A spirit?”
 
   “Yes,” Tyrin replied. “But a spirit cast aside.” Malevolence bled into his voice, causing the lantern lights to pulse and flicker. “A spirit betrayed. A spirit entombed by my brothers and sisters.” 
 
   “You mean the first born betrayed you?” Gewey blurted out, before he could stop himself.
 
   “You know of us?”
 
   Gewey felt as if something was probing his mind. He tried hard to resist, but was quickly overcome. 
 
   “Felsafell,” Tyrin hissed. “You have brought my kin with you. The caretaker of the spirits has at last come within my grasp.” 
 
   Gewey could now see a slight glow hovering above one of the chairs at the table. His desire to protect himself with the flow was growing stronger with each passing second. 
 
   “Felsafell means you no harm,” he told Tyrin.
 
   The pulsing of the lanterns slowed. “Of course he doesn’t. He only watches in safety as he sends you into peril.”
 
   “Am I in peril?” Gewey asked nervously. 
 
   There was another brief silence. “No. Your father made me promise. But then, he is not here…is he? And your fear is so very unique. Succulent and nourishing. The fear of the Vrykol was dry and dull. Yours however….yes yours....I must have it. And then I will have that of your companions as well.”
 
   Gewey could feel the spirit’s menace surrounding him – suffocating him. It was too much. His will failed and he rapidly drew in the flow. In that moment, everything changed. The room faded away, and before him now were the smoldering ruins of Valshara.
 
   “Yes, son of Gerath,” whispered the voice. “Show me. Show me the dark places you fear to share…even with her.”
 
   Tyrin was using the flow to probe ever more deeply into his mind. Once again Gewey tried to resist. But he was unable to. Even releasing the flow was now becoming impossible.
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but his tongue felt swollen and his throat numb. He took a step toward the broken temple gates. The burned timbers and twisted metal foreshadowed what he would find inside. The stench of mold and decay saturated the air. But this was not recent. Years had passed since this happened. 
 
   Gradually, Gewey felt his courage returning. “Do you think to break me?” he scoffed. “I have seen these visions before.”
 
   “Have you?” asked Tyrin mockingly. “Have you really?”
 
   “Yes,” Gewey shot back. “I have seen what could be, and what has been. You waste your time if you think these illusions will do anything but anger me.”
 
   The flow swelled within him once again. But as his own power extended, so did the spirit's hold on his mind. More and more of his past was being revealed.
 
   “Your anger means nothing here,” it countered. “Your anger is not what drives the things you are witnessing. You believe that I show you the destruction produced by war?” Tyrin laughed disdainfully. “But you are wrong. It was not your enemy who did this.”
 
    Something compelled Gewey to walk on through the gates. The horrific visions he found upon entering made him gasp. Hundreds of pikes were buried in the ground about the courtyard, the skeletal remains of either a human or an elf grotesquely impaled upon each one. As for the main temple, it had been reduced to rubble, with countless numbers of crushed bones and skulls scattered amongst the wreckage. Whatever had created this destruction, it had sadistically chosen to bury all those inside the temple alive.
 
   “There is only one power capable of such devastation,” said Tyrin. “And I think you know what that is.” 
 
   Recognition washed over Gewey like a vile torrent, bringing both revulsion and fear in its wake. Tyrin moaned with pleasure, feeding off his torment. 
 
   “I did this?” Gewey whispered. He could feel the spirit's satisfaction. He shook his head violently. “No! I will not be deceived.”
 
   “Interesting,” the spirit remarked. 
 
   Gewey took a long breath. “You will not make me lose my senses. None of this is real…and I know it.”
 
   “But it is real,” Tyrin corrected. “This is what you fear most. And rightly so. You are only seeing what is destined to be. You will lay waste to both heaven and earth. In your wrath you will slaughter all that breathes free air. You will cast down your enemy. And with your victory will come death.”
 
   Valshara faded, and Gewey could now see a lone figure kneeling in front of two graves, sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
   He knew at once who it was. While nervously approaching, he could still feel Tyrin tugging at his mind, trying to make him forget who he was. 
 
   “Your friends could not protect them,” the spirit whispered in his ear. “They let them die. So in your rage, you decided that all others must follow. Not even Melek could match your lust for murder. You killed them all. Friends, foes, women, children, gods, beasts…everyone.”
 
   A tear fell down Gewey's cheek while reading the names of Kaylia and Jayden carved into the twin headstones. He fell to his knees.
 
   “You could not bear their loss,” the spirit continued, increasing its efforts to trap Gewey’s mind. “And in your madness you betrayed their memory with more death.”
 
   Gewey traced their names with his finger. He could see it so clearly. The memory of annihilating everyone – hunting them down like vermin. And when they were all dead, he had come here to beg for forgiveness. But there was no one left to hear his pleas. Everyone was gone.
 
   “Yes.” Tyrin’s voice was hard and grating. “You know it to be true. This is what happened. And all because you could not protect them.”
 
   Gewey squeezed his eyes tightly shut and let out a bestial growl. Then, in a single fluid motion, he rose to his feet. 
 
   “What you have shown me is indeed my greatest fear, spirit.” His tone was suddenly dark and ominous. “And were I the same frightened child that left Sharpstone, I would certainly be lost by now.”
 
   He spun around to see Tyrin standing before him. The spirit was almost as tall as Felsafell and bore the same physical characteristics, though his face was more rounded and his eyes were set wider apart. Golden hair fell down his back over silver robes that glistened and sparkled with spiritual light. 
 
   The moment their eyes met, Tyrin took a pace back. “What is this?” he gasped, his face suddenly stricken. “Impossible! Heaven is closed to you. You cannot draw from its true strength.”
 
   Full of renewed confidence, Gewey laughed out loud. “I do not need the power of heaven to resist the likes of you. I am Darshan – born from the union of the Creator and Gerath. Did you think your feeble tricks could overcome me? I have stared into my own heart. I have seen the darkness that dwells within my spirit.” He stepped forward, his form seeming to expand with his every word. “I know my fears well…and I have conquered them all.”
 
   Tyrin turned to flee, but Gewey unleashed the flow of the spirit and easily held him fast. Now it was Tyrin who would be laid open and have his life exposed.
 
   “You were banished by your own kin,” Gewey observed. “Your contempt for the living had become intolerable, even for them. You ventured beyond the Spirit Hills with the intent of tormenting all those you encountered, but other first born pursued you. They trapped you here. To be imprisoned, alone for all time.”
 
   Tyrin's struggled to free himself, though his efforts were futile. “Your father promised,” he protested. “He said that he would release me.” 
 
   Gewey tried not to feel amused by the fact that this creature who had brought so much fear and death to others, was now the one in terror. 
 
   “My father promised to end your suffering,” he said. “I can see through you – through your feeble lies and petty deceptions. You were to guard this place until I arrived. And you were also to give me a message.”
 
   Tyrin ceased struggling and lowered his head, utterly defeated. Slowly, he nodded. “Yes. I know.” His once strong voice was now a mere whimper.
 
   “Tell me!” Gewey commanded. 
 
   “Dust. You will find nothing but dust here. Yet you must press on. That is what he told me to say…nothing more.” 
 
   Gewey cast an eye over the area. The room had now returned, and on the far side stood two pedestals that he had not previously noticed. Without releasing his hold on Tyrin, he approached these. They were made from the purest gold and adorned with rubies, diamonds, and various other precious gems. Both were crowned with a delicate hand, palm held skyward. But where he'd expected to see the stones, there was only dust – just as the message had said.
 
   “What is this?” Gewey demanded, rubbing the dust between his fingers.
 
   “Your father,” Tyrin replied. “He came here and destroyed the stones long ago.”
 
   Gewey scooped up more of the debris. Why would Gerath do such a thing? Surely he must have known that the stones would be needed. With a flick of the hand, he cast the dust aside.
 
   “I have done as you asked,” said Tyrin. “Will you now fulfill the promise your father made and free me?”
 
   “I will do exactly what Gerath intended to be done,” Gewey told him.
 
   He reached deep within Tyrin’s spiritual mind. Dark and sinister thoughts coursed through the spirit as naturally as blood through veins. Gewey strengthened his connection to the flow and focused, methodically stripping away the darkness until every single one of the spirit's memories had been eradicated. By the time he was finished, all that remained was an empty shell of a mind, devoid of both recollection and ill-intent. 
 
   Only then did he release his hold.
 
   “Where am I?” asked Tyrin timidly. “What is this place?”
 
   “You are safe,” Gewey reassured him. “But you must remain here until I come back for you.”
 
   Tyrin’s form was no longer cohesive. It drifted randomly for a moment or two until settling into a ball of ghostly light that reminded Gewey of his own form in heaven before Gerath had given him true life.
 
   “Who are you?” it asked.
 
   Gewey felt a deep sense of pity for the spirit. He had not been able to bring himself to destroy it, yet at the same time, he could not allow it to escape this place. And with the seal now broken completely, it most certainly would have. 
 
   “I am Darshan. And there is no reason to be afraid. Do as I say and remain here until I return.”
 
   “How long must I wait?” The voice had changed to an almost childlike whine.
 
   “I don’t know,” he replied. “But I promise to come back when I can.”
 
    Turning quickly away, Gewey strode back to the entrance. As he closed the door behind him, he thought he could hear the spirit weeping. 
 
   Nehrutu and Felsafell they were talking quietly some distance away from the fallen Vrykol.
 
   “Do you have the stones?” Felsafell asked anxiously.
 
   Gewey shook his head. “They have been destroyed…by Gerath.”
 
   Felsafell cocked his head and furled his brow. “Gerath? Why would he do this?”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “I was hoping you could tell me.”
 
   He went on to recount his experience with Tyrin, and told them of his father’s message.
 
   “So this is where they disposed of him,” remarked Felsafell. “I had often wondered after Tyrin, but never dared ask my kin.” He shook his head slowly. “I suppose I was afraid to learn his fate.”
 
   “He can no longer harm anyone,” said Gewey. “I stripped him of his memories.”
 
   Felsafell looked horrified for a moment, then his features relaxed and he nodded with sorrowful acceptance. “It had to be done, I suppose. Though I wish it were not so.”
 
   “But what are we to do now?” Nehrutu asked. “If the stones are gone....”
 
   “We do as Gerath instructed,” Gewey cut in, his voice filled with resolve. “What else can we do?”
 
   After a long moment of silence, Felsafell took a deep breath. “Then let us leave this vile place. We have a long way to go from here.”
 
   They followed the first born from the fortress at a pace no human could match and continued down the ancient road east.
 
   Dust, thought Gewey. Nothing but dust. What if the rest of the stones had suffered the same fate? What if Gerath had destroyed them all? How could he ever hope to defeat the Reborn King without them?
 
   Pushing these negative thoughts away, he allowed the road ahead to numb his mind. 
 
   With or without the stone's power, the end was coming soon. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   For six days the Vrykol led Kaylia east through the forest, carefully avoiding any roads or frequently used trails. It was clear that they did not wish their presence to be known. Though they had not bound her hands, the half-men were ever at her side, ready to catch her should she make any attempt to escape. But in her present situation, cut off from the flow and with no weapon to aid her, there was little chance of that happening.
 
   Her thoughts wandered to Jayden and Gewey during their short respites. She did her best not to focus on all the terrible things that could have happened…or could be happening. If an opportunity to get away did arise, her head must be clear of distractions. 
 
   As evening fell on the sixth day she spotted the flickering light of a campfire through the trees some way ahead. Moments later she could hear the crackle and pop of sap filled twigs burning. She also caught the scent of roasting meat, making her mouth instantly water. She had not eaten since they'd departed, and had been sparing with the water skin she had brought with her. 
 
   She assumed that the Vrykol would change direction to avoid the camp, as they had done on several other occasions. This time, however, they headed straight at it.
 
   A short while later they came to a small clearing. Ten more Vrykol were standing at irregular distances from the fire, over which a rabbit was roasting on a spit. Crouching down low and staring into the flames was what at first appeared to be a young human female. She was clad in a plain yet clean blue blouse and black, loose fitting trousers. Her straight, dark brown hair was neatly pulled back into a ponytail, revealing smooth olive skin. To Kaylia’s eyes she looked to be little more than an adolescent, though she had always found it difficult to gauge the age of humans with any degree of accuracy. It was only when the girl looked up that she realized this was not a human at all. She was a Vrykol.
 
   The Vrykol gave her a broad toothy grin. “Most people don’t see me for what I am so quickly. But then, you have some experience with my kind, do you not?” Her voice was richly feminine. Not the raspy wheezing of the others. She motioned to a spot near the fire. “Sit. The meal is nearly ready.”
 
   Kaylia did not move or say anything.
 
   “Come,” she insisted. “I know you haven’t eaten for days.” She cast a quick glance around. “I’m sure my kinsmen - I guess you would call them that – did not take such needs into account during your journey.” Her eyes fixed on Kaylia unblinkingly, her pleasant demeanor never wavering.
 
   After a lengthy hesitation, during which the rest of the Vrykol and the four half-men spread out to join the others, Kaylia eventually complied.  She took a seat opposite the girl but remained silent. The Vrykol that had sent Gewey to Shagharath was much like this one, she considered – unblemished and looking very much alive, though its elf body had been, to her mind, far more unsettling than this human form.
 
   “I am Jillian,” the girl announced, bowing her head slightly.
 
   Kaylia raised an eyebrow and spoke at last. “I didn’t know that your kind had names. But I suppose I was always too busy taking their heads to ask.” 
 
   Jillian laughed. “If you think to anger me, you’ll find it very difficult. But you’re right. I am the only one who has taken a name. The others don’t see the sense in it.”
 
   “Why name the dead?” scoffed Kaylia. 
 
   Ignoring the jibe, Jillian removed the rabbit from the spit and tossed it over. The heat burned Kaylia’s hands, but she refused to show any pain. She wanted to throw the food back, but hunger was making her weak and she needed to stay strong. Her face twisted in disgust at the prospect of eating food prepared by this foul creature. Regardless of what the girl looked like, she was no better than her cloaked brethren. Forcing down her first mouthful of the meat, Kaylia struggled not to vomit. 
 
   Jillian allowed Kaylia to finish her meal in silence, though her eyes never strayed from her face throughout.
 
   Once done eating, Kaylia tossed the bones into the night and drained what little was left of her water.  “Why are you keeping me alive?” she demanded.
 
   “Ah. This is the part where you hope to learn of our plans.” Jillian leaned back on her elbows. “I cannot tell you that, I’m afraid. There is every chance I shall not succeed. And should that happen, I will not jeopardize my people’s future with a loose tongue.”
 
   Kaylia let out a sarcastic laugh. “Your people? You can’t be serious.”
 
   “And why not? Why should the Vrykol not have kinship? We may not share human or elf motives or morality, but we are just as unique to this world as any other creature.”
 
   Kaylia spat on the ground. “You are an abomination spawned by evil. And soon the world will be done with you forever. How you can speak of motives and morality is beyond reason. Your motives are to obey your master, and you are utterly lacking in any morality.”
 
   Jillian frowned. “You don’t know just how wrong you are. We do have motives beyond our master’s will. And is not our desire to continue surviving a form of morality?”
 
   Kaylia was taken aback. The look in Jillian’s eyes was close to pained and desperate.
 
   “As of now, we are cut off from our master’s voice,” Jillian continued. “He has abandoned us. So we must fight for our very existence.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Kaylia. “What do you mean, he has abandoned you?”
 
   Jillian paused to sit up straighter. “The Vrykol walk the earth due to the grace of our master. He made us, and his voice speaks to us from the moment we are created. But now that voice has gone silent.”
 
   Kaylia was baffled by what she was hearing. “So why have you taken me? If your master did not order it....”
 
   “We took you so we could show him that we are worthy of survival,” she said, cutting her off. “We will aid his victory in the hope that, in his mercy, he will grant us a place in his new world.”
 
   “But you are not making sense,” Kaylia countered. “If he is done with you, why has he not just killed you all?”
 
   Jillian lowered her eyes. “Even the Reborn King has limits. To kill us all would take much time and effort. At least, that is our guess. And as the time of his battle with Darshan approaches, his attention is focused elsewhere.”
 
   Kaylia thought on this for a moment. “So you intend to use me as a weapon against Gewey?”
 
   “There is no use for me to deny something so obvious,” she replied. 
 
   “Then why leave our son? Why not try to take us both?”
 
   “We allowed your son to stay behind so that you could be captured unharmed. I feared you would fight to the death should we try to take you both. And from the look on your face, I think I was right. We need you intact…for now.” Her last few words bore a hint of menace. She then stood up and waved a dismissive hand. “That is all you need to know.”
 
   Kaylia scrutinized Jillian as she walked away. She could almost forget that she was speaking to a Vrykol. She wanted to know more, but thought it best not to press the issue at this time. She was certain there would be many days of travel ahead, and if she had learned anything from Lord Theopolou, it was that patience is often a powerful ally.
 
   Jillian disappeared into the night, followed by three other Vrykol. Kaylia took the opportunity to try and get some sleep, but found it impossible to remain so for more than a few minutes at a time.
 
   The sun was still below the horizon when they headed out. Their pace was quick, though not overly so. Just before midday, Kaylia was allowed to fill her water skin from a tiny stream they had come across. Jillian also provided a few wild berries to sustain her. 
 
   They continued traveling due east for most of the day, but turned slightly south late in the afternoon. From time to time Kaylia could hear the sounds of human travelers to the south and guessed they were not far away from the road that ran north of the Spirit Hills – though precisely where they were she couldn’t be certain. 
 
   Just as the sun was setting, Jillian called for a halt and then vanished into the brush. Less than an hour later she returned carrying a large sack. From this she removed a loaf of bread and a few strips of jerky. 
 
   “You must do without a fire tonight,” she said, handing Kaylia the repast. “There are humans nearby, and I would prefer not to have to dispose of their bodies should they discover us.”
 
   Kaylia looked at the food with the same revulsion as before.
 
   “Come now,” Jillian chided. “It was given to me by a group of human merchants and prepared by their own hands. Be grateful they were not elves. They would have known at once that I am not human. Then we would have been forced to kill them.”
 
   “And why did you leave the humans alive?”
 
   Jillian sat down on a fallen tree a few yards away. “My master has a love for humans. You may find this difficult to fathom, but Vrykol only kill humans when we must. Not that we would hesitate when it is needed. Nor do we feel guilt when doing so. I suppose he must have made us that way.”
 
   Kaylia plopped down on the ground and tore off a piece of bread. “And what of elves?”
 
   She smiled wickedly. “That is another matter. He does not hold them in high regard. But for now, they are not our concern. So long as they do not have the misfortune to encounter us, we will spare them. Not that it will do them much good eventually. Once our master is victorious, he will deal with all of your people in his own way.”
 
   The Vrykol’s words and callous smile brought Kaylia’s anger to the fore, but she managed to conceal it well. “You are assuming he will win,” she said evenly.
 
   “Of course I am,” Jillian responded. “Darshan cannot defeat him. He lacks both the strength and the will.”
 
   Kaylia sneered. “Actually, from what I see, your master is a coward. He hides behind his walls and sends his minions to do what he cannot. He has tried many times to kill Gewey…tried and failed. Soon he will wish he had never laid his hands on the Sword of Truth. And when this war is over it will be the Vrykol, not the elves, who are dealt with.”
 
   Jillian regarded Kaylia and nodded. “You truly believe that, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes. Your faith in Darshan is absolute.” She laughed softly. “But faith will not save him. Or you for that matter.”
 
   Kaylia glanced over at the half-men. “And what of your faith? Do you think the Reborn King will reward you for corrupting half-men and hatching small-minded schemes?”
 
   “I think we are left with little choice,” she countered. This time it was her turn to feel a flash of anger. But unlike Kaylia, she was unable to hide it.
 
   Kaylia smiled, pleased to have elicited the reaction. But she did not want to press Jillian too far, not knowing what she might do should she completely lose control. Instead, Kaylia turned her attention to her meal. 
 
   Jillian glared at her for a full minute before standing up and stalking off into the forest. 
 
   The following day they had only walked for a short time when Jillian called for a halt. She and four other Vrykol sped away west. They returned more than an hour later.
 
   “We are followed,” she announced. “It would seem that your elf friend intends to rescue you.”
 
   “Aaliyah,” Kaylia whispered. “You fool.”
 
   “That she is,” agreed Jillian. “And a not-very-stealthy fool at that. Though granted, she moves more swiftly than I would have thought possible.” She flashed a sinister grin. “But that won’t save her, of course.”
 
   Kaylia’s stomach knotted. Aaliyah wouldn’t stand a chance alone…or even with a dozen others to help. “Please, let me speak to her,” she pleaded. “I’ll make her turn back.”
 
   Jillian sniffed. “It’s too late for that. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “I think I have their attention,” said Aaliyah. “They chased me for a while, but I was able to outrun them easily enough.”
 
   Basanti nodded sharply. “Good. Now we will see if they are as dim-witted as I am hoping they are.”
 
   She reached for the hilt of the sword hanging at her side, but recoiled the moment her flesh touched it. This would be the first time she had ever wielded a blade. And though she was certain that her lack of experience would not be a hindrance, she knew that she must be able to at least grip it. So far, she had nearly broken into tears each time she tried. 
 
   “Are you sure you can go through with this?” asked Aaliyah.
 
   Basanti squeezed her eyes tightly shut, then, with sheer willpower, forced her hand to grip the weapon. Slowly the steel slid free of its scabbard and she was able to hold it up in front of her face. It was more than a minute before she opened her eyes. The revulsion she felt was clearly visible on her face as she examined the weapon from hilt to tip.
 
   “I am certain,” she answered weakly. “It’s just hard.”
 
   “What will happen to you?” Aaliyah had tried to talk to Basanti on several occasions previously about her intentions, but each time she had merely given a fragile smile and ignored the question. 
 
   The Oracle sheathed the blade and wiped her hand on her blouse, as if the sword had actually sullied it. “I will become as my brother was – corrupted and vulnerable. A stain will be upon my spirit that I will never be able to wash clean.”
 
   “Then why are you doing this?”
 
   “Because I must. There is no one else who could succeed. Kaylia must not be left in the hands of our enemy. She could be used as leverage against Gewey, or perhaps even worse. And besides, she is my friend.  I will not abandon her to the cruelty of the Vrykol.”
 
   Aaliyah gently touched Basanti’s shoulder. “And I am your friend also. When this is over we will find a way to repair whatever damage is done.”
 
   Basanti reached up and took hold of her hand. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I only regret that my time with Felsafell has ended. But I suppose I must be grateful for what we've already had. It was far more than any mortal could hope for. Yet far less than I imagined in my dreams.”
 
   “Why must it end? Will he not still accept you?”
 
   “As I said, I will be as my brother was. Once tainted, violence and death will follow me always. I will no longer be the person he fell in love with. And I cannot put him through such torment. His love for me would keep him by my side, but he would be forced to watch as I descended into darkness.” She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “Much better that he live with a memory of who I was before.”
 
   “I think you wrong,” Aaliyah said, wiping away Basanti’s tears as they began to fall. “He would rather be with you, regardless of what you have done or might become.” She choked back her own tears. “Do not give up hope.”
 
   Basanti embraced Aaliyah tightly. “I…I will try.”
 
   After a few seconds, Aaliyah took a step back. “I know I should have already asked,” she said. “But do you really think you can defeat so many?”
 
   “I’m as sure as I can be,” she replied. “Once I cause death, a force will be released inside my spirit that I have kept contained for thousands of years. Though I doubt its full strength will last, for a time I should be as mighty as Felsafell, maybe even more so.” Her face stiffened. “But after that, I will not be myself any longer. When Kaylia is free I will leave you…and you must neither attempt to dissuade me, nor follow.”
 
   “But I thought you agreed not to lose hope?” Aaliyah countered. 
 
   “And I will keep my word,” she said, smiling. “I hope that when heaven is open, Pósix will take pity on me and release my spirit from this body.”
 
   Aaliyah glared with sudden frustration and anger. “That is not good enough. There must be another way.”
 
   “I wish there was,” she admitted. “But regardless, until the gods are free I will be a danger to all those around me. Until then, I must stay hidden from both the enemy, and my friends.”
 
   Aaliyah searched hard for a convincing rebuttal, but could not overcome Basanti’s logic. If she would jeopardize the safety of the people she loved, then there truly was no other choice. 
 
   “Then let us get this done,” said Aaliyah. She drew her blade. “But know that if I must petition Pósix at the very gates of heaven, you will not spend the rest of your life in exile.”
 
   “I think we should wait until the dawn breaks,” Basanti responded. “Until then, I would ask you to sit beside me and tell me more about your home. Your stories make it sound so remarkable.”
 
   Aaliyah sheathed her sword. “Of course.” She smiled lovingly, knowing that Basanti was asking for visions of places she believed she would now never get to see for herself. A final request from a condemned woman. 
 
   They found a patch of soft grass and sat together until the sun was nearly upon them. Aaliyah regaled her with tales setting forth the majesty of her lands. The dense jungles that were home to birds of such brilliant colors that one would catch their breath at the very sight of them. The mountains of the far west where the great cave bears roamed and hunted, some of them so massive and strong that they could fell a fully grown pine tree with a single swipe of their paws.  There were also the tall redwoods where she was raised, many of them towering so high that on certain days their tops would be hidden by the clouds.
 
   “It all sounds wonderful,” Basanti sighed. “I could spend a thousand years exploring such a place. And Felsafell…” His name stuck in her throat and her voice became a whisper. “He would have loved it too.”
 
   For a moment she was totally lost in her thoughts of peace and love. Then, a sudden transformation took place. The song of steel sang out, slicing through the cool morning air. Basanti no longer appeared awkward with the weapon in her hand. The instant her eyes gazed upon the gleaming steel blade, her normally compassionate features became hard and unyielding. 
 
   Aaliyah knew exactly what to do and drew her own sword. Giving only a sharp nod, she sped away toward the Vrykol camp. She vanished in an instant through the dawn mist.
 
   Basanti forced any lingering thoughts of her love and hopes into the recesses of her mind and focused on the task ahead. For thousands of years she had kept herself pure – untainted by blood and death. Now she would unleash a torrent of unbridled fury. All she held sacred would be washed away in a single act. 
 
   A heat began to rise within her chest, rapidly spreading throughout her entire body. Her face twisted into a snarl and she knew she was ready.
 
   Swiftly, she set off to follow Aaliyah’s trail.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Linis hissed a curse while treating his wounds with the thick pungent salve given to him by Therisa. Throbbing pain had set in from the dozens of tiny scratches caused by the jagged thorns of the dense barble bushes surrounding Theopolou’s manor. The barbs bore a mild poison that, though not strong enough to kill, was sufficient to cause severe irritation, as well as a nasty infection if left untreated.
 
   Normally he could have easily navigated his way through the thorny gauntlet without injury, but found it impossible to do so while carrying an infant in his arms. Speed was essential, and the quickest way to Valshara was through a forest that had been specifically cultivated to keep away unwanted visitors – mainly humans who were not as agile and would certainly suffer tremendously should they try to get through. Unfortunately, this same deterrent had clearly not been a hindrance to either the elves or the Vrykol. 
 
   The look in Basanti’s eyes just before she had departed on her mission was still uncomfortably vivid for Linis. Never had he seen someone so utterly tormented by the inevitability of their own future. He had wanted to comfort her, but could find no words that would do anything more than cause her pain to sharpen. 
 
   He glanced down at the precious bundle beside him. Jayden was staring back, sucking on three of his tiny fingers. Linis had never been responsible for the care of a baby before, a fact that had only occurred to him once beyond the manor grounds. He chuckled softly to himself.
 
   “I have faced down the Vrykol and armies of evil men,” he said, reaching down and touching the child's cheek. “But you cause me more fear than all of them combined. Will I be so frightened when I care for my own children?” 
 
   The thought of Dina scolding him for even thinking such thoughts brought forth a sudden burst of hearty laughter, quickly followed by a deep longing to be with his wife. 
 
   “At least when we get there, someone will know how to care for you properly,” he said softly.
 
   Jayden smiled and kicked his legs.
 
   Sighing, Linis rose to his feet and began gathering wood for a fire. Not willing to let the baby out of his sight, he made do with a few twigs and thick branches that were scattered nearby. Soon a small fire crackled and popped. Linis knew this risked drawing the attention to any pursuers, but the night air carried a chill that was unhealthy for an infant. Or in his mind, that seemed to be a reasonable assumption. Besides, if elves or Vrykol were in the vicinity, the sound of a baby would be enough to give away their location. And any humans who might have ill intent would be sure to make plenty of noise and give him ample warning.
 
   He withdrew the milk bladder from his pack, hoping that the contents would be enough to last the full journey. After spreading a blanket on the ground, he took Jayden in his arms and drew him close. Linis had heard that babies would cry if away from their mothers for too long, but up until now the child had seemed to be perfectly content. If only this will last until we arrive, he thought. Soon after being fed, Jayden fell into a peaceful slumber. 
 
   After laying the baby down, taking extra care not to jar him awake, Linis ate a meager repast of jerky and flatbread. He could hear rabbits scurrying through the underbrush not far away and longed to hunt. The thought of fresh rabbit and wild herbs made his mouth water. But that would have to wait for another time.
 
   The kitchens in Valshara produced wonderful elf dishes these days, but Linis was a creature of the forest. Simple meals and open spaces were far more to his liking. Memories of wandering the land with his group of seekers washed over him, followed by melancholy as each face – all of them now dead – flashed up then slowly faded. Those days were behind him. And even if the tragedy of betrayal had not befallen his fellow seekers and dearest friends, his life had moved on. He was different. The elf tribes no longer needed his kind to act as their guardians. And though his heart would certainly continue to linger on days past, he now had a more important role to play. One that in time, would be far more demanding…and rewarding, than any he had taken upon himself thus far.
 
   He watched Jayden sleep for a time, then spent the rest of the night listening intently for any hint of enemies. Once he thought he caught the sound of distant footfalls, but even with his finely tuned skills he could not be certain. A seeker perhaps? He hoped not. 
 
   Jayden woke just once during the night, but after a quick feed went immediately back to sleep. By the time dawn broke, Linis was packed and ready. He had constructed a makeshift sling in which to carry the baby, so as to leave both hands free should he need them in an emergency. 
 
   “Let us hope I do not,” he whispered. 
 
   Gently, he slipped Jayden inside the sling and tied it securely before starting out. The air was unusually cool, with a thick fog covering the base of the trees. Linis did his best to keep Jayden’s exposed face dry with a strip of cloth, but it was a never-ending task. In less than an hour, his own clothes were soaked and droplets of dew were dripping from his hair. Thankfully, Jayden was faring a little bit better. The sling had been made from a piece of elf blanket, and so possessed some resistance to moisture.
 
   Fortunately, the heat of the day soon arrived. By mid-morning the fog had lifted and his clothes were dry. The sunlight, split by the high branches, was a welcome friend and lifted his spirits somewhat. 
 
   By noon there was still no sign of enemies. Regardless, Linis was careful to continue making his trail almost impossible to follow. Even a seasoned seeker would need to slow his pace considerably in order to notice that anyone had passed. He drew in as much of the flow as he was able to, sharpening his already acute senses. His training with Nehrutu enabled him to utilize more power than ever before, though still not as much as Kaylia, and nowhere near as much as Nehrutu himself. Aided by this extra ability, the details of Linis' surroundings now burst magically into life, and he spent the next few hours singing songs to Jayden. The child certainly appeared to be enjoying the entertainment, laughing and cooing with each new verse, and even looking unhappy when the singing stopped.
 
   The day was so pleasant, Linis wasn’t even annoyed by the frequently needed stops for feeding and changing. In fact, by late afternoon, he found that he was actually enjoying caring for the child. 
 
   This is something I will definitely tell Dina, he thought with a smile. 
 
   Suddenly, he was more than grateful for this opportunity to experience a few parental responsibilities – regardless of the dire circumstances. Until now, ‘Linis the seeker’ had been more than wary of becoming ‘Linis the father’. And though Dina was not yet with child, each time she had brought the subject up, he would feel even more inadequate than on his first day of seeker training under Berathis’ critical eye. 
 
   The remainder of the day passed uneventfully, raising Linis' hopes that Kaylia’s kidnappers were being truthful over their willingness to leave Jayden alone - also, that the elves who had attacked Theopolou's house had given up their mission in light of the slaughter unleashed upon them by the Vrykol.
 
   The next morning, he arrived at a point where the forest started to thin and the ground became ever more rocky and uneven. The sun glared down, but a cool westerly wind blew dry any hint of perspiration forming on his forehead. Jayden seemed to remain in good spirits too. He certainly wasn’t crying at all, which as far as Linis was concerned, was confirmation that all was well. 
 
   So far they hadn’t encountered anyone. There had been sounds of a few wandering humans off to the north, but they seemed involved with their own affairs and posed no threat. 
 
   During a brief halt, Linis’ mind wandered to the beginning of the second split. Back then, he and his seekers had been outcasts and renegades, constantly on the move in order to remain free from the vengeance of the elders. But these days it was those who sought to destroy the peace between human and elf who had become the outlaws. And even if Gewey were to fail and the Reborn King unleashed his power upon them all, for a brief moment, the future of both races had been bright. 
 
   He glanced down at Jayden, whose eyes were fixed on his own. “But your father won’t fail. He will triumph, and you will grow up free from hatred and fear.”
 
   At that moment, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Elves, more than a dozen of them, were closing in less than a mile ahead. As quickly as he could, he bundled Jayden and turned to backtrack. But after only a short distance he sensed more elves coming from the other direction. A chill shot through him. They were surrounded. But how? How could he not have noticed?
 
   They must have known…or guessed...where he was heading. If they were seekers, and Linis thought they must be, they would know how far away to stay in order to avoid detection. 
 
   He assessed the situation. There was no way to fight, nowhere to run, and no place to hide. He pulled his long knife free and waited. The moment the elves came into view, he nodded a greeting, but none returned his gesture.
 
   “Who among you leads?” shouted Linis.
 
   All but one halted their advance.
 
   “I lead,” shouted back a tall, red haired seeker. “I am Tallio. And you Linis, can go your own way in peace…if you leave the child to us.”
 
   Linis sneered and spat on the earth. “You would harm an innocent baby over your bigotry and hatred?”
 
   “I will do what I must to preserve the honor of our people,” he replied. 
 
   “Then you disgrace the name of elf with such bile in your heart. And you know nothing of me if you believe I would abandon Jayden to you.” 
 
   “I did not think you would do so,” Tallio replied. “And I would have you know that, in spite of your crimes, I still hold you in high regard. Only Berathis was your better. And only he, more widely known among our people.”
 
   Linis could hear the ominous creaking of bowstrings being drawn behind him. His mind raced, but he could see no way out.
 
   “I would not have you shot down like an animal,” Tallio continued. “Give up the child, and you may yet live. Or at least, be given the opportunity to die with dignity.”
 
   “So you wish to challenge me?” Linis asked. A small hope sprang. 
 
   “I do,” he answered with a slight bow.
 
   “And if I prevail?”
 
   “Then you will live.”
 
   “And the child?” 
 
   Tallio shook his head. “The child’s fate is sealed. Only you have hope for life.”
 
   “Then there is no hope for either of us,” Linis shot back fiercely. “Once Darshan finds you, he will flay you alive, then hang your bleeding carcasses from the walls of Althetas.”
 
   Tallio shrugged. “Perhaps. But I think it more likely that the Lord of Angrääl will dispatch him. And even if I am wrong and Darshan prevails, one thing we have learned is that he is not invulnerable. He may kill some of us. But we will find a way to slay the so called god. Of that you can be certain.”
 
   “You are a fool,” Linis scoffed. “A delusional fool. Your small band that attacked Lord Theopolou’s manor was slain by a mere shadow of the power Darshan wields. He will look into the mind of every living elf and rip the identity of the culprits from their very spirits. He will be upon you, and all those who follow you in your folly, before you even know he is there.” 
 
   Fury burned in Tallio’s eyes at the mention of his fallen comrades. “They were slain by the creatures of the Reborn King – not the feeble defenses of a dead traitor. And if Darshan chooses to let loose his rage over the death of his son, he will quickly find his mindless worshipers turning into determined foes.”
 
   Linis sniffed. “So is that your great plan? To bring down death upon our people in order to turn them against Darshan? Or do you even have a plan worthy of the name? Could it be that you are so blinded by hate, you have forgotten what it means to be a seeker and an elf? We never act impulsively or rashly.”
 
   “My plans are my own,” snapped Tallio. “And they are far beyond your understanding.” He took a menacing step forward. “I have wasted enough time on fruitless banter. Will you face me or not?”
 
   Linis guessed that Tallio’s plans must have fallen apart when his attack on the manor failed. Now he was acting out of sheer fury and vengeance. But this only made him more dangerous. Under the circumstances, there was only one thing left to do. Run and pray. 
 
   His muscles tensed, but before he could take a single step, the snap of a bowstring sent an arrow thudding deep into his left thigh. 
 
   Grunting under the impact, Linis dropped to one knee. He clutched Jayden close to his chest with his left hand, while still gripping his long knife in the other. He would fight to the very end.
 
   Every elf but Tallio charged at him. The instant they were within reach, Linis slashed and hacked for all he was worth. But the disadvantage of holding a child, combined with his injury and the skill of his many foes, made it impossible to inflict more than a few minor wounds before being overcome.
 
   Letting out a series of feral screams, he struggled in vain against his enemy’s strength. He could no longer feel the arrow digging in his flesh as the child was ripped from his arms. He could only watch in terror as one of the elves brought Jayden to the waiting Tallio.
 
   “Please!” cried Linis. “Don’t do this! I’m begging you!”
 
   Ignoring his pleas, Tallio drew a short dagger from his belt. “I am truly sorry. But this must be done.”
 
   Time stood still as cold steel hovered above innocent flesh. And yet through all of this, Jayden had not made a single sound. Tallio stared down into the child’s eyes and hesitated for a moment. Then, shaking his head as if coming out of a trance, he pressed the dagger against the baby’s throat.
 
   “Stop this at once!” a deep male voice boomed out from behind Linis’ position.
 
   Tallio looked up and his eyes flew wide. At first he said nothing. But after a few seconds he lifted the deadly blade and tucked it back into his belt. “Why are you here, father?” he asked.
 
   “To stop your madness,” the voice replied.
 
   Linis thought the voice sounded familiar, but it wasn’t until the man advanced and glanced down at him that he was sure. It was Kaphalos. He had met him only briefly on their way to the Chamber of the Maker, but there was no mistake. He stopped just in front of his son.
 
   “But father,” said Tallio, suddenly now sounding like a troubled child. “This is what you said must happen. This is what you wanted.”
 
   Kaphalos stiffened. “This? How could you possibly think that the murder of an innocent child would be something I desired? Have your senses completely left you? Are you so crazed by hatred that it has led you to this?” 
 
   “You said yourself that the gods are evil,” Tallio countered, a small amount of defiance creeping back into his voice. “You said that the only way for elves to survive would be for the gods and their human cattle to be driven from existence. Those were your words.”
 
   His shoulders slumped. “Yes…they were. But they were words spoken out of fear and regret. The sunset of my life has come too late. I should never have witnessed the things that have come to pass. I am too old and filled with memories.” He touched Tallio’s cheek. “I have sinned many times in my life. But my greatest sin was passing my hatred on to you…my beloved child.” He glanced down briefly at Jayden. “That I have driven you to murdering innocents is inexcusable. And yet I still beg for your forgiveness.”
 
   Tears began streaming down Tallio’s cheeks. “But father. You are dying because of what they have done to our world. How can I....?”
 
   “I am dying,” he said, cutting his son short, “because I am rotted away and empty. Only my love for you has kept me alive in recent years. And I understand now that I was selfish to cling to life for so long. There is no place for me in this new world.”
 
   “That is not true,” Tallio whispered. “You are the wisest and most honorable of all the elves. It is your guidance that the people should follow now. Not that of traitors such as Theopolou, Chiron, or any of the other elders. They would see us corrupted. They would have us believe that we are a mongrel race.”
 
   “And perhaps we are,” said Kaphalos. “Perhaps it is I who am wrong.” He lowered his head. “But it makes little difference. I am spent, and there is no turning back…for any of us.” He looked over his shoulder. “Release Linis!”
 
   Linis could feel the uncertainty of the elves holding him.
 
   “Do as my father says,” Tallio told them.
 
   Slowly, they released their hold and Linis struggled to his feet. Reaching down, he gripped the arrow and in a quick motion, pulled it from his thigh. Blood poured from the injury almost immediately.
 
   “Bind his wound,” Kaphalos commanded. 
 
   Linis waved them away and instead tore a strip of cloth from his tunic. Soon, the leg was wrapped and the bleeding contained. Without asking permission, he then headed straight toward Kaphalos and Tallio. No one tried to stop him.
 
   As he limped over, he regarded the father and son for a moment. Tallio’s expression was one of hurt and confusion, while Kaphalos’ face reflected inconceivable sorrow. Without saying a word, Linis gently took Jayden away from Tallio. As soon as he had the child in his arms, he drew back a few paces.
 
   After seeing Jayden safely returned, Kaphalos reached out to embrace his son. But as he did so, his legs crumpled beneath him. Tallio was only just able to catch him and lay him carefully down on the ground.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, his tears starting afresh. 
 
   “My strength is spent, son,” Kaphalos replied, somehow mustering a fragile smile. “I used it all to catch up with you and your brethren. I am done now.” 
 
   “No,” he cried. “You will live. We can still leave this place. Others are gathering in the desert. We can go there…together.”
 
   His fluttering fingers sought and then found his son’s hand. “I am sorry, Tallio. That cannot be. I must leave you now. I want only one thing from you before I make my final journey.”
 
   “Anything,” he whispered. 
 
   “Your forgiveness.”
 
   Tallio buried his face in Kaphalos’ chest, sobbing uncontrollably. He could hear the slowing of his father’s heart as the life gradually ebbed from his body. 
 
   With a desperate expression, he looked up to where Linis was still standing. “It is said that you are a great healer. And that you have learned skills from those from across the Abyss.” His eyes were pleading. “I have no right to ask after what I have done, but…” 
 
   More sobs choked off any remaining words.
 
   Without offering a reply, Linis knelt beside Kaphalos and placed his hand over his eyes. The old elf shook his head, but was too weak to stop him. After a minute, Linis removed his hand and drew a deep breath.
 
   “He is beyond my skill,” he said. “I am sorry.”
 
   As the harsh reality sank in, Tallio's face went pale. Great sobs fell from his mouth, each one sounding more desperate than the previous.
 
   “There is one thing I can do for you,” offered Linis. He touched Kaphalos’ chest, then took hold of Tallio’s hand.
 
   The flow came to life all around them as Linis guided the spirits of both father and son closer and closer until they were actually touching. Once joined, he allowed them to remain together until every last bit of life had faded. 
 
   “Thank you,” wept Tallio when it was all over.
 
   Linis got to his feet and stared down at the scene. In spite of the terrible atrocity Tallio had been intent on committing, he could now feel nothing but pity for him. 
 
   “What will you do?” he asked.
 
   “You need not fear,” Tallio replied. “No one will harm you or the child. As for me…I go to join my father.” 
 
   Quickly drawing his dagger once more, he plunged the blade directly into his own heart before Linis could do anything to stop him. Blood trickled from the corners of his mouth, then he slumped down atop the body of Kaphalos. Linis squeezed his eyes shut and backed away.
 
   The other elves remained totally silent, stricken expressions on all of their faces. They didn’t even bother to look at Linis as he set off with Jayden into the forest. 
 
   The wound on his leg slowed his progress, and by nightfall he could still see the faint glow of Tallio’s funeral pyre in the far distance. Linis figured that his followers would likely go east to the desert now. Even so, the danger remained. There were certainly others equally fanatical as Tallio. And they might not have an elder such as Kaphalos to quell their madness.
 
   His injury was still painfully fresh when he finally reached Valshara. Without enough rest and proper treatment, his efforts to heal the wound had only been sufficient to keep infection at bay.
 
   The sun was just setting as he passed through the gates. Dina burst from the door before he was even halfway across the main yard. The moment she saw that he was injured, she took Jayden from him and shouted for healers. 
 
   “How did this happen?” she asked, slipping her arm around his waist.
 
   Linis stopped and pulled away. For a long moment he gazed at her face, a loving smile on his lips. “I have so missed the sight of you.”
 
   Careful not to crush Jayden between them, she leaned in and gave him a long awaited kiss. “I have missed you too. More than you can imagine.” 
 
   Just then, three healers arrived, along with Ertik. After handing the baby over to him, Dina wrapped her arms around her husband. This time the embrace was desperate and forceful. 
 
   “We must tend his wound, High Lady,” said one of the healers.
 
   “Unfortunately, I was not able to do it myself,” admitted Linis. “There was no time.”
 
   “You can tell me about that once we have you cleaned and tended,” said Dina. 
 
   She ordered food and drink to be brought to her chambers. Linis joined her as soon as his wound had been treated.
 
   Ertik insisted that he take care of Jayden for the time being so that Dina and Linis could have a long awaited night together alone. Though hesitant at first, she eventually relented, but only after making Ertik promise to stay in the room nearest to her own. Having been through so much to protect the child, Linis initially seemed to be even more reluctant than Dina about this arrangement. However, the soothing calm of his wife’s voice soon had him relinquishing control to Ertik – though not until after delivering a final kiss on Jayden's delicate forehead.
 
   Once alone, they sat at the table while Linis told Dina of the events leading to his arrival. She sat in stone silence and without a hint of emotion until he was finished. 
 
   “Then it is out of our hands for now,” she said. “Basanti and Aaliyah will not fail.”
 
   Linis was impressed by the way in which she was taking the news. As much as he loved his wife, he knew her to be a woman of intense passion that could sometimes overcome her reason. Apparently, serving as High Lady has tempered her quite a bit. 
 
   She then told him of the assassination attempt, as well as the interrogation of the culprit by her mother. 
 
   Linis’ face darkened. “I know it must have been a hard thing for you to allow. But I would undoubtedly have done the same to him…or worse. But what if there is a second attempt on your life? How are you going to guard against that?”
 
   Dina shrugged. “I will bolster our defenses as best I can. I've also had everyone in the temple questioned in order to check for traitors in our midst. And Jayden will be guarded at every moment by the best warriors we have.”
 
   Linis thought for a moment. “Does that cover everything?”
 
   “There is one other precaution I plan to take.” She stood up and held out a hand to him. Her movements were now seductive: her eyes burning with desire. “I will be keeping you here with me as well. Your days of war are over, Linis. You are my captive now, and you will not leave Valshara until Gewey has completed his task.”
 
   Linis smiled up at her and gently took her outstretched hand. “I will not resist…nor attempt escape, I swear it. I surrender to your will...my dearest love.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Aaliyah waited just at the edge of her ability to sense the enemy. They were certainly aware of her presence, even though they had not made any move against her yet. But that would surely come soon enough, and by now Basanti was already in place and waiting patiently. 
 
   She thought of Nehrutu, praying that he was safe. Any journey with Darshan would be fraught with peril. Seeing her love die once had been unimaginable torture. If something were to happen to him for a second time…
 
   She pushed such thoughts from her mind and focused on the forest ahead. The Vrykol were still not showing any sign of advancing. For a long, tense moment she worried that Basanti's plan was about to unravel. But then they began moving in her direction. The corrupted half-men were remaining behind – she guessed to guard Kaylia.  
 
   The creatures spread out in a straight line, though not so far apart that it would prevent them from blocking the flow. Aaliyah stood motionless, her blade gripped loosely. 
 
   When it became obvious to the Vrykol that their elf quarry had no intention of fleeing, they began moving with greater caution. But caution wouldn’t save them. Aaliyah knew that there was no way they could be prepared for what was about to come.
 
   As they came into view, Aaliyah reached out with the flow and felt it being suppressed. That was to be expected; only Darshan would have sufficient strength to break their hold. She pressed harder, feeling the creatures' increased concentration to keep the flow at bay. Their focus on preventing her from using her power was absolute. Just as she hoped it would be.
 
   The deadly song of Vrykol blades sliding from their scabbards tore through the otherwise quiet woods. Aaliyah’s muscles tensed and she crouched low, jaw clenched and teeth bared. 
 
   As they neared, the center of the Vrykol line slowed its pace, allowing those on either side to begin encircling her. But just as they drew closer, a blur flashed across Aaliyah’s vision – moving faster than anything she had ever seen. Three Vrykol heads rolled off their shoulders in the merest blink of an eye.
 
   The hold of the flow lessened while the astonished beasts tried to understand what was happening. Aaliyah was almost able to break through. 
 
   The Vrykol halted their advance, desperately searching for the source of the attack. Again, two more heads were separated from cloaked bodies. Aaliyah couldn’t help but to marvel at Basanti’s speed and agility. Five enemies had been effortlessly slain – the only sound being the whistle of her blade and the heads bouncing off the soft forest turf.
 
   Two of the half-men began moving in their direction. Meanwhile, the remaining Vrykol were now grouping together as fast as they could, hoping to form a line of defense against the unexpected onslaught. But there was nothing they could so to save themselves.
 
   The bells and laughter of the flow of the spirit filled Aaliyah’s ears. Tiny points of light showered the forest with divine radiance. With systematic deliberation, she began ripping the Vrykol’s' spirits from their forms. In only seconds, they were all crumbled to dust. 
 
   An agonized cry tore through the air, diverting Aaliyah's attention.  For a horrifying moment she thought it might be Kaylia. But the release of the flow had renewed their connection, and she immediately understood. There was another Vrykol with Kaylia. A different kind of Vrykol such as the one who'd attacked her with a poison dart in the Black Oasis.
 
   The two half-men were already closing in, the ominous shadow that heralded their approach forming into a malignant cloud of darkness. But Aaliyah knew she had to ignore them. Kaylia was her mission.
 
   The sinews of her legs exploded, propelling her forward. But just as she reached the shroud surrounding the two half-men she heard the slashing of steel cutting into pale flesh. This was followed by a couple of heavy grunts.
 
   For a nervous moment she was blinded as she passed through the darkness. The fact that it remained told her Basanti was still fighting. That left the other two half-men and a Vrykol for her to deal with alone. 
 
   It took less than a minute to reach them. Kaylia was standing in a small clearing with a half-man on either side of her, each one with a hand gripping her by the shoulder. A few feet away was what appeared to be a human female. But Aaliyah quickly realized the truth; this harmless looking creature was in fact the Vrykol she had sensed. 
 
   She could still hear the fighting going on at her back and wondered if Basanti was a match for her new foes. Even with her strength and speed, the half-men should not be taken lightly. They had destroyed fifty elves – many of whom were likely seekers – with relative ease. 
 
   Kaylia looked to be in good health. Her eyes were calm and she was sending waves of reassurance through their shared bond. 
 
   The Vrykol spoke first. “Very clever,” she said. “Very clever indeed. But it will do you little good. Whoever…or whatever you brought to aid you will be dead shortly. If you surrender now, I will give you a quick and painless death.”
 
   The offer was brushed contemptuously aside. “Let her go,” Aaliyah demanded. She took a step forward and began to draw in the flow of the spirit.
 
   “You should do as Aaliyah says, Jillian,” remarked Kaylia, her voice even and unafraid.
 
   Aaliyah raised an eyebrow. “Jillian? A Vrykol with a name?”
 
   Jillian sneered. “Shut your mouth, elf. Lay your weapon down, or else I’ll have my servants rip Kaylia apart.”
 
   The two half-men visibly tightened their grips, causing Kaylia to wince. Undeterred, Aaliyah began drawing in the flow of the spirit. 
 
   “She’ll be dead before you can harm me,” Jillian quickly warned. 
 
   The wind sifted through the trees, stirring the fallen leaves. The tension was palpable, made more so by the sudden quiet. After a moment, Aaliyah gave a sinister grin and took a step back.
 
   “That’s better,” Jillian said. The half-men relaxed their hold, but only enough to give Kaylia slight relief. “Now…before you die, you must tell me one thing.”
 
   “And what is that?” asked Aaliyah. 
 
   “Why did you bother to attempt this? Was it not enough that we left the child alive and in your care?”
 
   The wind rose, then fell again as the chirping of a finch sounded from high above. Aaliyah's gaze remained fixed on Kaylia for nearly a minute before she replied. 
 
   Finally, she sheathed her blade and turned to look directly at Jillian. Her eyes were ablaze, her features hard and determined. “I would not abandon a friend to the like of you, even at the cost of my own life. Fortunately, on this occasion, that is a sacrifice I will not have to make.”
 
   Jillian responded with a fiendish laugh. But her amusement was short-lived. Aaliyah sprang forward in Kaylia's direction. In the instant it took the half-men to react, a blur rushed in from behind them. With a silvery flash, a sword lopped off each of their hands holding on to their prisoner.  
 
   Momentarily confused, the half-men stumbled back, black smoke already spewing from their wounds. It was just enough time for Aaliyah to reach her objective. Without pausing, she threw her arms completely around Kaylia, and, using the flow of the air, carried her skyward. Now unhindered by the Vrykol, Kaylia quickly merged her own power with that of Aaliyah’s. Within seconds they were hovering high above the clearing.
 
   They looked down. Basanti was darting back and forth, the sword in her hand finding its target again and again. But Aaliyah could tell that she was not quite as fast as she had been only a short time ago. Her enemies were now fighting back furiously. Twice a half-man blow sent her staggering back. And Jillian’s blade was also flying with supreme skill. 
 
   “We must help her,” said Kaylia. 
 
   “No,” Aaliyah replied. “We cannot.”
 
   “What? Then release me now!” Kaylia began to struggle, but Aaliyah held her fast. 
 
   “If I do, I break my oath,” she explained. “Basanti made me swear to leave this to her. And if you are killed, her sacrifice will have been for nothing.”
 
   Kaylia glared furiously, but finally relented. Together, they rose even higher until they could see only tree tops and the horizon. For more than an hour they traveled until both of them were completely spent from the effort. Finding a clearing, they set their feet back on solid ground, uncertain of how far they had gone.
 
   Both of them plopped down against a thick maple tree, exhausted. For several minutes neither spoke a word – their thoughts and fears centered entirely on the fate of the Oracle. 
 
   “We can go no further,” said Aaliyah. “At least, I cannot.” She reached to her belt and produced a small flask. The scent of jawas tea filled the air as she removed the top. “In truth, I would prefer brandy right now. But this will have to do.” After taking a long drink, she passed the flask over to Kaylia.
 
   “Why did she do that?” Kaylia whispered. A vivid picture of Basanti’s battle was still burning in her memory. 
 
   Aaliyah pushed herself closer. “Because she knew, as did I, that Gewey’s task outweighs all of our lives. We could not afford for you to be used against him.”
 
   “I would not have allowed that to happen,” she countered, then took a sip of tea. “I would have...” 
 
   “Taken your own life?” Aaliyah cut in. “Of course you would. As would I, had I been in your place. But none of us would see that happen. Especially Basanti. She told me something just before we came after you.” Her eyes locked firmly with Kaylia's. “She said that even after the war is over, the world will continue to be in peril. It will still need much strength and guidance. She said that the last true vision she witnessed before her powers diminished was confusing. For many years she could not divine its meaning. Only when she held your son in her arms after you were taken did she finally understand what it meant.”
 
   She took a deep breath before continuing. “Two roads, she told me. Both leading to the future. On one of these stood a tall figure of a man cloaked in fire and death. The ruins of the world crumbling around him as he trampled the earth beneath his iron shod boots. To his left lay a woman, her body ravaged and her spirit dead. To his right, a man on his knees, his back turned and weeping.”
 
   “And on the other road?” Kaylia asked.
 
   “On the other, three figures. A man, a woman, and a child. Yet the child stood above his parents, even as they wrapped their loving arms around him. In the distance was a land of peace and plenty waiting to welcome them.”
 
   Kaylia furled her brow. “How could that confuse her? I don’t possess a fraction of the Oracle's wisdom, and I can see it clearly.”
 
   “Can you?”
 
   “The woman is me, the man weeping is Gewey, and the Dark Knight is the fiery figure.”
 
   Aaliyah smiled. “That is what I assumed when she first told me. And that is what Basanti thought too until she held Jayden and could feel the power that lives within him.” She took Kaylia's hand. “The woman is you, and the man weeping is Gewey. But the man cloaked in fire is not the Dark Knight. It is Jayden.”
 
   Kaylia jerked her hand free and slid away. “That’s not true! She is wrong.”
 
   Aaliyah shook her head, never once breaking her gaze. “She is not wrong. Don’t you see? It is the second road that gives the first one its meaning. Should Jayden be left without your strength and guidance, he will one day become the very evil that you now fight to protect him from. Gewey turns his back and weeps, unable to fight his own son.” 
 
   Kaylia said nothing, though Aaliyah could feel her anger swelling dangerously.
 
   “But it is the second road,” she pressed on. “The one with your loving arms around him. That is the way to peace. The first road serves only as a warning. One day Jayden will realize that the blood in his veins gives him power beyond any man, elf, or half-man. And when that day comes, what will he do? Will he seek to rule as the Dark Knight does? Or will he seek to better the world and make it a place unhindered by darkness and hate?”
 
   “My son comes from a place of goodness and light,” Kaylia snapped. “His heart is pure. There is no darkness in him.”
 
   Aaliyah sniffed “No? Is there no darkness in the heart of his father? You and I both know there is. Only through you has Gewey managed to keep his humanity. Without you he would have succumbed to the rage that even to this day dwells within him and threatens to break free.” 
 
   Kaylia wanted to argue, but she knew Aaliyah was right. Even so, she could not believe her son capable of creating such a terrible future. “He is an innocent. And I will keep him safe,” she stated. Her eyes burned fiercely. “From anyone.”
 
   Aaliyah nodded, understanding her meaning. “You have no need to ever fear me. Should Jayden ravage the world, I would still not be able to bring myself to stop him. Never forget that I was there when he took his first breath.” She reached out again for Kaylia's hand, and met no resistance. “This is why it must never come to pass. The only road to salvation is through you. It always has been.”
 
   Tears were welling in Kaylia eyes. The magnitude of what Aaliyah had just told her was a heavy weight on her heart. One that she felt inadequate to bear. “And Basanti gave her life to see that I am here to show my son the right path. Is that it?”
 
   “She did,” Aaliyah affirmed. “But even during the short time I knew her, I learned that the Oracle did nothing without purpose. To her, it was a sacrifice worth making.”
 
   Kaylia closed her eyes and murmured a prayer to the Creator for Basanti. “Then I will do my best to ensure that it was not made in vain,” she promised after completing her offering.
 
   The two women laid down on the soft ground until the sun had set. Both were still exhausted from their use of the flow, so it was decided that they would rest where they were until dawn. Aaliyah built a small fire and shared the bit of jerky and bread she had with her.
 
   All the time, Kaylia was yearning to reach out to Gewey for comfort. But she knew that she mustn’t. His road was far too perilous, and he needed no distraction from her. 
 
   They had traveled far enough to be unconcerned with enemies. And, as they had arrived at this spot without leaving a trail, it was unlikely that anyone could know where they were, even if they were looking.
 
   For all that, her sleep came slowly and was fraught with disturbing images. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Footfalls in the forest early the next morning had them on their feet in an instant. Aaliyah drew her blade while Kaylia, without a weapon, filled herself with the flow ready to roast anyone foolish enough to attack.
 
   “It sounds like just one person,” whispered Kaylia.
 
   A few moments later, to their astonishment, Basanti appeared from behind the brush. She looked to be in a terrible state. Her tattered clothes were stained black and her left arm was hanging uselessly by her side. Cuts and gashes covered her face, while her right eye was swollen almost completely shut.
 
   Aaliyah instantly dropped her sword and rushed to her side. At first Basanti resisted, but then allowed herself to be helped over to the smoldering ashes of the dead fire.
 
   Kaylia began examining her wounds.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Basanti told her weakly. “My kind heal rather quickly.”
 
   “There’s a stream not far from here,” said Aaliyah. “I’ll fetch some water to clean you.”
 
   Basanti waved her hand. “That is not necessary. I won’t be staying.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Kaylia. “You should return with us.” She glanced over to Aaliyah for support, but her friend's head was suddenly cast down with eyes closed.
 
   “I cannot,” said Basanti. “I have become a danger to you…and to Jayden.”
 
   “I don’t understand?”
 
   Basanti reached out to touch Kaylia’s cheek. “Because of what I have done, I am now as Yanti was. By spilling blood, I've released a power inside of me that I have long kept at bay. If I stay with you, the Reborn King will surely come for me. Even now I can hear his call beckoning me to join him.”
 
   “He will not have you.” Kaylia told her. “We can protect you. And when Gewey returns he will be able to heal whatever is wrong with you.”
 
   Basanti shook her head and gave a sad smile. “Oh my dear, how I wish I could simply be healed. But what ails me runs far deeper than you can guess. I think I finally understand why Pósix refused to help Yanti all those years ago. It wasn’t because she wouldn’t. It was because she couldn’t. The very nature of what I am has been changed. Now I am little better than the creatures I just fought.”
 
   “That’s not true,” countered Kaylia. “You are the Oracle of Manisalia. You have guided the world for countless generations. And you are the wisest and most compassionate among us.”
 
   “That is kind of you to say,” said Basanti. “But what you describe is who I was…not who I have become. And now that I have seen you and know that you are safe, I must go.” 
 
   Kaylia opened her mouth to protest but Basanti pressed her fingers to her lips. “Please. This is a very hard thing for me. Do not try to change my mind. It will only increase the pain I feel.”
 
   “Where will you go?” asked Aaliyah, her head still lowered. 
 
   “Far from the reach of our enemy,” she replied. “Far from the sight of anyone. And there I shall remain.”
 
   Basanti took another long look at Kaylia, then struggled to her feet.
 
   “You should at least rest until you’ve healed a little,” offered Kaylia.
 
   “There is no need,” Basanti said. “I am already feeling my wounds close. And you have a child to care for. There is no time for you to be wasting your efforts on me.”
 
   Kaylia embraced her gently so as not to irritate her wounds. “It is not a waste. How can I ever thank you enough for what you have done? I swear that when this is over I will find a way to make you whole again.”
 
   Basanti sighed. “I would say that you shouldn’t bother. But I must admit…I would like that.”
 
   She embraced Kaylia for a final time, then turned to Aaliyah. “Thank you,” she whispered. “And keep them safe.”
 
   “I will,” she promised, at last raising her eyes.
 
   Without another word Basanti turned away. In a flash, she vanished into the forest.
 
   There was a brief reflective pause while both women stared after her. It was Aaliyah who broke the silence. “Come, we should be on our way.”
 
   The journey to Valshara was not so far, and a quick pace – often a run – had them there in just a few days. Kaylia frequently looked back over her shoulder. Not for foes…but in the faint hope that she would see Basanti catching them up. 
 
   The vision Aaliyah had described continued to weigh on her mind. But after a time she resolved to ignore her own fears of inadequacy and concentrate only on the love for her family. She had to trust that this would be enough to ensure that Jayden did not take the wrong road.
 
   As they passed through Valshara’s gates they were greeted by both Linis and Dina. Dina came at a run, throwing her arms around Kaylia and very nearly lifting her off her feet. “Thank the gods you are safe,” she cried. “We were so worried.”
 
   Kaylia smiled through her fatigue. “Thanks to Aaliyah and Basanti, I am fine.” The name Basanti stuck in her throat.
 
   Linis stepped forward and bowed low. 
 
   Kaylia laughed with amusement. “Are we so distant that you now bow to me?” 
 
   “My wife feels that I am in need of refinement,” he replied, smirking. “A life spent wandering the forests of the world has made me an ill-suited mate for the High Lady of Amon Dähl.”  
 
   “She is not wrong,” said Kaylia. She wrapped her arms around the seeker and hugged him fondly. “But you can be forgiven this time for your rough, uncouth ways.”
 
   After embracing each other, Aaliyah led them inside.
 
   “Jayden sleeps,” Dina said, before Kaylia could ask her. “Ertik is with him.”
 
   Kaylia raised an eyebrow.
 
   “He has turned out to be quite the nursemaid,” Dina continued. “As has my dear husband. Between the two of them, Jayden has not seen a single second alone.” She took Linis’ hand. “Who knew that the fiercest seeker of all the elf tribes would be such a gentle caregiver?”
 
   Her words forced an embarrassed smile from Linis, which became even more self-conscious when Kaylia bowed low to him in a humorous copy of his own earlier gesture. 
 
   Dina walked Kaylia to her room, showing Aaliyah to hers along the way. Kaylia regarded the dozens of soldiers guarding the passageways with curiosity. But the excitement of seeing her son kept any questions unspoken for the present. 
 
   Just as she had been told, Ertik was sitting beside the cradle. He was reading a book, but looked as if he was about to doze off. However, his eyes lit up the instant he saw Kaylia.
 
   “Gods be praised,” he whispered, trying not to wake the baby.
 
   Kaylia kissed the man on his cheek, then positioned herself as close as possible alongside her son. She stood there simply gazing down at him for more than a minute.
 
   “There is much you should know,” said Dina. “But nothing that can’t wait until after you have rested and eaten.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Kaylia, without taking her eyes off Jayden for a second.
 
   Unable to resist, she carefully lifted her sleeping child and held him close. Jayden stirred and opened his eyes for a moment. A tiny smile appeared on his lips as soon as he saw his mother’s face. Kaylia smiled back at him, joyful tears running down her cheeks.
 
   After a bath, a meal, and a short rest, Aaliyah, Dina, and Linis came to join her.
 
   “The Oracle will always be remembered,” promised Dina, once Aaliyah had finished telling them of her and Basanti's experience. “And as you said – perhaps we can find a way to heal her.”
 
   Linis then related his encounter with the rogue elves. Alternate waves of shock and relief raced to Kaylia’s heart. She immediately rose from her chair and embraced the seeker.
 
   “You have my eternal gratitude,” she said. “And Gewey's as well.”
 
   “That is why you see all the guards,” explained Linis. “Well, certainly some of them. When Jayden and I arrived, their number was immediately doubled. It would need an army of ten thousand to take the halls leading here.”
 
   “And what of your mother?” Kaylia asked Dina.
 
   “She is in the south for now. Gone to visit her village and to help the humans devastated by the war.”
 
   “And what will you do?” asked Linis.
 
   “I will remain here,” Kaylia replied. “Until the end.”
 
   “And when it is over?” asked Aaliyah.
 
   “I will make my dreams a reality and go to Gewey’s home village.”
 
   They talked and told tales until late into the evening. Just as they were about to retire, a message arrived for Dina. 
 
   “Aaliyah,” she said, after reading it carefully. “You are needed in Althetas.”
 
   “Unless there is truly urgent business there, I would prefer to stay with Kaylia and Jayden,” she protested firmly. 
 
   “Your people have arrived,” Dina explained. “Ships with red sails have been spotted anchored just off the Althetan coast.”
 
   Aaliyah’s eyes brightened for a moment. “Then you are right. I must go. Would you please send word ahead that I am coming?”
 
   “Of course,” said Dina. 
 
   With that, everyone said goodnight, leaving Kaylia alone with Jayden once again. Only Ertik came by a little later to check if they needed anything.
 
   Kaylia decided not to put Jayden back in his crib. Instead, she pulled him close as she settled into her bed. 
 
   “You shall never be without me again,” she whispered. “And I will be there to show you the right path. That, I promise with all my heart.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Gewey stared out over the rolling hilltops of the Eastland. The heat of the noonday sun was almost intolerable, and he was tempted more than once to use the flow to cool himself. He was hoping that his use of it in the cavern beneath the Vrykol fortress had gone undetected. Nehrutu had told him that he had not been able to sense anything, so they were reasonably sure that the nature of the place somehow contained it.
 
   They had run across a few bands of elves heading east, but thought it best to avoid them. Many of these were likely unwilling or unable to accept recent changes and were seeking to start anew in the depth of the desert's endless sands. Being confronted with a god, an elf, and the last of the first born would only serve to antagonize them needlessly. If they could not bring themselves to live among humans but were prepared to leave peacefully…so be it. Better that than more conflict. And perhaps, in time, the elves of the desert would be able to teach them a measure of their own acceptance and understanding. 
 
   “Are you not hungry?” asked Felsafell. 
 
   Gewey turned and accepted an apple. “I was just thinking about the elves. Some of them seem so unhappy. Change has taken its toll on them. I wonder if they can ever learn to accept what has happened.”
 
   Nehrutu, who was sitting down in the tall grass munching on a piece of flatbread, looked up. “My people will find their way. Once my kin arrive they will help unite us. Of this, I am sure.”
 
   “And what about those who refuse?” asked Gewey.
 
   “No one can stand alone and separate from the world indefinitely,” noted Felsafell. “Those who do so will soon find themselves a dying breed. You can hide from others for a time, but you cannot hide from the world itself. Try as you might, it eventually finds you.”
 
   “So you think they will simply die out?” asked Nehrutu.
 
   “Ultimately, yes,” he affirmed. “Though I imagine that many will return to the fold in due course. Change goes hard on the proud. But even pride can be tempered by wisdom and the right guidance.”
 
   Nehrutu turned to Gewey. “And what of you? You have often said that you wish to return to your home town once this war is over. Do you feel that is a possibility?”
 
   “I would like to think so,” he replied earnestly. “Once the Dark Knight is defeated, I am hoping that the name of Darshan will fade into history so I can live in peace.”
 
   “The name Darshan will never be forgotten, I’m afraid,” said Nehrutu. “But should you find a quiet life impossible here, there is always a place for you across the Abyss.”
 
   Gewey smiled. “I may take you up on that when the time comes.” He stretched out his arms. “Though there is much to do before that.”
 
   Their journey to the edge of the desert would normally have taken less than a week. But in their wish to avoid encounters, several detours had been forced upon them. So, by the time they reached the first border town, more than two weeks had already passed. Felsafell’s skill in hunting small game had certainly come in handy along the way, keeping them in food throughout. But now things were different. They were preparing to enter the scorching heat of the deep sands and needed to re-supply.
 
   The town was little more than a trading post, which Gewey decided it would be best for him to enter alone. By now, elves were not the uncommon sight they had once been in this region, but an elf traveling with a human would still raise more than a few eyebrows. And Felsafell would certainly draw his fair share of attention as well. They made camp a few miles east of the town, just where the grass began to give way to hard packed sand. Here, they were unlikely to encounter anyone other than perhaps a desert elf or a wayward traveler.
 
   While purchasing his provisions, Gewey noticed the tense mood of the traders and merchants. Though no one said why directly, fear seemed to linger on every face he saw.
 
   “Trade goes well?” he asked a food merchant. 
 
   The merchant shrugged. “As well as can be expected. It would be much better if all the rabble out west would settle their affairs.”
 
   “Well, wars don’t last forever,” Gewey said, forcing a smile. 
 
   “Yeah, I suppose. But I wish they’d keep it to themselves and stop sending their mess to the desert.”
 
   “What mess?”
 
   The man glanced from side to side before answering in a hushed tone. “Evil things. Things like you’ve never heard of.”
 
   “You mean the elves?” asked Gewey. 
 
   He huffed loudly. “What do I care about the elves? Sure, it was strange to see so many coming out of the sands. But they keep to their own affairs as far as I can tell. And the ones going in don’t give us no bother either.”
 
   “What then?”
 
   “Some people say that an evil has been awakened. Whatever it is, it roams the desert and slaughters both man and beast. It’s even invaded some of our towns. I've never known nothing like that in these parts before. If you ask me, it’s some foul beast from the west.” He spat a curse. “Bloody westerners and their bloody war.”
 
   Vrykol, thought Gewey. “Have you actually seen this thing?” he asked.
 
   “No,” the merchant admitted. “But I’ve seen the bodies. Torn apart like wet parchment they were.” He shuddered from the memory, then regarded Gewey’s provisions. “From the look of things, you're heading out to the desert yourself.”
 
   “Not too far,” he lied. “I heard that some of the people from my village had come this way. I was hoping to find them.”
 
   “Then you're wasting your time. No one goes there anymore. Not even a short ways. Whatever is out there, it's killing anything that ventures off too far.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
   The man snorted. “Another fool from the west. Go on then. Get your fool self killed. See if I care.”
 
   Gewey spent a few more hours in the town, striking up conversations wherever he could. Nearly everyone he spoke to told him the same thing. Something was definitely lurking in the desert - killing anyone stupid enough to venture forth.
 
   By the time he returned to the others it was just after dusk. There was a half moon, and stars were scattered across a cloudless sky. After splitting up the provisions, he told them what he had heard in town. 
 
   “Vrykol, I would guess,” said Nehrutu.
 
   “That’s what I was thinking too,” agreed Gewey.
 
   Felsafell rubbed his chin and stared into the small fire they had built. “It would seem logical. Though we must also take into account the corrupted half-man we encountered. If such beasts wander the desert, we should be cautious.”
 
   “We can handle them, I think,” said Gewey, grinning.
 
   “Yes,” agreed Felsafell. “But a large number of them would most surely be a problem unless you were to use your power. Pray we do not run into such a force. It could expose our hand prematurely.”
 
   The truth of what the first born had said descended on Gewey like a fog. If they were to encounter an overwhelming number of foes, he would be left with little choice but to use the flow. And he was not ready to reveal himself just yet. Later, once they were in the mountains, it would no longer matter. By then there would be nothing the Dark Knight could do to stop him.
 
   They slept for only a few hours and were well into the dunes by the time the orange sky heralded the dawn.  Even before the sun had cleared the horizon they could feel the heat rising.
 
   “If needs be, I can use the flow to cool us,” offered Nehrutu. “It is unlikely the Reborn King will notice such a weak display. And even if he did, he certainly wouldn’t confuse me with Gewey.”
 
   “Let us hope it will not come to that,” said Felsafell. “I have not been among the sands in some time. But I still remember where to find the Oasis.”
 
   “And what of the blood of the sands?” asked Gewey.
 
   “An entrance which will take us to the base of the mountains is about a week’s travel from here.” 
 
   The thought of enduring the heat for a week had Gewey's face twisting into a frown. “Then let’s not delay,” he said.
 
   By midday, he had the distinct impression that they were being watched. And from the look on Felsafell’s face, he was thinking the same. 
 
   “What is it?” asked Nehrutu. 
 
   Felsafell halted and gestured for silence. After more than two minutes of careful listening, he smiled. “Elves,” he announced.
 
   Nehrutu grunted. He was still unsettled by the way desert elves were invisible to his senses. Their complete rejection of the flow seemed somehow unnatural and wrong.
 
   “They’ve been following us for at least an hour,” Felsafell added. 
 
   “Why don’t they approach?” Gewey asked. 
 
   “They are probably trying to figure out what to make of me,” Felsafell replied. 
 
   Gewey laughed. “I can’t blame them. I’ve been around you for a while now, and I still find myself staring sometimes.”
 
   They halted and allowed the elves to watch for a time. Gewey noted that they were even more cautious than he'd known them to be in the past – far beyond their typical wariness regarding strangers. He hoped it was simply the sight of the first born that was causing their trepidation.   
 
   Finally, four elves crested a nearby dune and made their way down to the base. They allowed Gewey, Nehrutu, and Felsafell to approach the rest of the way.
 
   “Greetings,” called out a stocky elf. 
 
   Gewey guessed him to be a sand master. His bearing and manner at once reminded him of Weila. “Hello,” he responded with a welcoming smile, relieved that their first encounter in the desert was not going to be with Vrykol. 
 
   “What brings you so far from the protection of the cities?” the elf asked.
 
   Gewey cocked his head. “The last time I was in the desert, the elves were far more courteous. I was at least afforded an introduction before I was questioned.”
 
   There was a long uncomfortable silence as the elf’s eyes darted from Gewey to Felsafell. “I know who you are, Darshan. And your presence is welcome. However, it is also unexpected. My people followed you west to do battle with your enemies. And yet now I find you here. I would know why you are not with them.”
 
   “It is for reasons I can’t explain, I’m afraid. But I can tell you that your people fight on, and have achieved a great victory in the city of Baltria.”
 
   This seemed to ease the tension somewhat.
 
   The elf bowed. “For this news I am grateful. I am sand master Maljahar.” He looked pointedly at Gewey's companions. 
 
   “I am Felsafell,” He spoke without further prompting.  “Last of the first born. Forgive me if my odd appearance has startled you.”
 
   Maljahar raised an eyebrow. “The first born? I’m sorry. Your race is unfamiliar to me. Though I do recall stories of the name Felsafell from my youth. If you are indeed he…” He shook his head, as if the thought was almost too much to comprehend.
 
   Nehrutu bowed. “And I am Nehrutu. My mate Aaliyah has spent time among your people.”
 
   “Ah yes, I did meet her briefly when she and Darshan first came here.” The sand master gave his companions a quick nod. In an instant, they turned and set off back up the dune. “There is a small oasis not far away,” he continued. “I would be pleased if you would join us there.”
 
   “And what of your friends?” asked Gewey.
 
   “They will be keeping a watchful eye.” The hint of fear in his voice did not go unnoticed.
 
   The sun was beginning to set by the time they reached the oasis. It was much smaller than the one Gewey had seen the last time – just a tiny spring bubbling up beside a meager cluster of moss covered rocks and bushes. The scattering of thin grass was large enough to allow only about ten people to escape the sands. Gewey wondered how such a fragile place could endure the blazing heat. He’d seen the power of the sun and what it could do to crops and flowers, even when growing close to a river. There must be a massive underground reservoir here, he guessed. 
 
   Maljahar built a small fire and offered the group a flask of sweet smelling liquid, which they accepted gratefully.  “Tell me more of what is happening in the west,” he requested.
 
   Gewey related details of the siege of Baltria, and of the impending march on Angrääl. This seemed to satisfy the elf.  He relaxed a little more, though his eyes remained ever watchful.
 
   “The humans in the border towns say that there is an evil roaming the sands,” said Gewey. “I assumed they were speaking about the Vrykol. Have you seen anything?”
 
   Maljahar nodded slowly. “There is…something. But it’s not Vrykol, though we have also seen those vermin wandering about here and there. They usually do their best to avoid us and stay mostly to the areas with little or no water. Places where even we have difficulty traveling. My people have killed a few of them, but they’re not easy to catch.”
 
   “If it’s not Vrykol, then what is it?” asked Gewey. 
 
   “We don’t know,” he replied. He glanced nervously into the distance of the fading daylight. “But it travels in shadow, as if the darkness is a cloak it can wrap itself within. Only a few of us have seen it and lived. It looks human, but its flesh is as pale as a spirit. It can move faster than any elf, and kills without hesitation. Even the bravest among us no longer venture out alone.”
 
   Gewey and the others looked at one another knowingly. It had to be a corrupted half-man. Gewey told him what little he knew. 
 
   “Is there any way to fight them?” asked Maljahar. 
 
   “They are faster and stronger than anything you could imagine,” Felsafell offered. “They will heal almost as quickly as you can wound them. If you have a choice, do not fight. Run. And if you must fight, do not fight alone.”
 
   The elf nodded thoughtfully. “I will pass on what you have said.”
 
   For the rest of the evening, Maljahar peppered Felsafell with questions, to which he was more than pleased to answer. It was well beyond midnight before they all laid down beside the dwindling fire and went to sleep. Gewey was the last to doze. He could hear the howling of wolves from far away. 
 
   The wolves! Were they the same as those he had fought with Aaliyah and Pali? The name of Pali immediately struck a chord. He remembered the elf's kindness and good humor…and his death. So many had died: good people; caring people; brave people. But so few of them entered his thoughts any longer. Pali was a typical example. He had spoken to Weila many times since her son's death, and not once had he been reminded of why there was so much pain lurking behind her eyes. 
 
   Have I seen so much death that it has hardened my heart, he wondered? So often he had dreamed of his return to Sharpstone, where he would raise his family and live out his life in a dearly purchased peace. But the reality was different.  Gewey Steading was dead, and it would be Darshan taking up residence on his father’s farm. He could no longer even recall the boy he once was. He closed his eyes and allowed sleep to bring its numbing comfort. 
 
   “Gewey.”
 
   A voice inside his mind stirred him fully awake. It sounded vaguely familiar, yet he could not quite place it.
 
   “Gewey.”
 
   This time is was audible – but only as a whisper on the gentle wind. He looked to the others. No one was moving.
 
   Rising silently to his feet, he listened hard but could hear nothing other than the wolves and the wind. His keen vision and elf training was allowing him to penetrate the night, even without the use of the flow. 
 
   The oasis was surrounded by a circle of high dunes; a far from advantageous position if one was forced to defend it. Gewey scanned the area, but there was no one about. He listened more intently. The elves who had accompanied Maljahar were positioned just to the north, talking quietly amongst themselves. The wolves’ cries were coming from many miles away to the south and were of no concern to them.
 
   “Gewey.”
 
   This time the voice came through sounding harsh…like a warning.
 
   Without thinking, he set off up the dune on the east side, careful not to make a sound as he went. On reaching the top he could see the vast expanse of the desert laid out before him. It was beautiful in its unpolluted continuity, yet ominous in its unforgiving nature. 
 
   “Gewey.”
 
   This time he saw where the voice was coming from. A cloaked figure was standing less than a mile away. Were it not for his god’s eyes, he would not have been able to see it. He knew at once that this was no Vrykol. A half-man perhaps? 
 
   As soon as he spotted the figure, it moved out of sight. After taking a quick glance over his shoulder, Gewey decided to pursue. On reaching the spot where it had been standing he saw clear footprints in the sand leading him over the next dune. 
 
   He continued to follow this trail for about a mile. Then the sands began to flatten out somewhat. And there the figure was waiting for him. The hood of its dark cloak was pulled low to cover its face, but Gewey's eyes were immediately caught by a jewel-handled long sword hanging by its side. He had seen this sword before…and knew who owned it.
 
   “Lee?” gasped Gewey. “Is that you?”
 
   “Stay back!” The voice was broken and rasping. Even so, there was no question at all that it belonged to Lee Starfinder.
 
   “What’s wrong?” asked Gewey. “Why are you here?”
 
   “To warn you while I still can,” he replied.
 
   Gewey noticed his hands. They were pale white…just as the other corrupted half-man’s had been. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up.
 
   “What did they do to you?” He took a step forward, but Lee retreated an equal distance.
 
   “I said stay back!” His fists clenched, and the sound of teeth grinding together came from within the darkness of his hood. “I can’t hold on for very long.”
 
   “Please let me help you,” begged Gewey. “Let me try to undo what they have done.”
 
   “There is only one favor I would ask,” Lee told him. “When the time comes, kill me. Don’t hesitate. Don’t allow pity or our friendship to stay your hand. Just kill me.” He pushed back his hood. His face was pale and sunken. His eyes black and vacant.
 
   Gewey could hear the struggle and pain in his voice. He gazed at his friend in horror. 
 
   Lee's face twitched and quivered as he continued. “It is the Vrykol's doing. Their master has abandoned them, so they are planning to use me to help him destroy you. If they succeed, they hope to regain his favor.”
 
   “Do they control you?”
 
   “Not completely. Not yet. But they will soon enough. And when they do, I will not be able to stop myself. Do not allow them to distract you. When the time comes, you must keep your mind on your task.”
 
   “I will,” Gewey promised. “But I still want to help you if I can.”
 
   “There is just one other thing you can do for me.” Lee took another pace back. “When you unlock the door to heaven, please see that my wife’s spirit gets to meet her Creator.”
 
   With that, he turned and sped away. Gewey at first gave chase, but without the flow, Lee was able to elude him. By the time he eventually returned to the oasis, the others were awake and looking concerned.
 
   “You should not wander off alone,” warned Maljahar. “Even one such as you should use caution.”
 
    Paying him no mind, Gewey knelt in front of the others. “I saw Lee,” he told them.
 
   Both Nehrutu and Felsafell’s eyes shot wide.
 
   Gewey swallowed hard. “He’s been…corrupted.”
 
   “Did he attack you?” asked Felsafell.
 
   Gewey shook his head. “He isn’t completely under the control of the Vrykol....yet. He told me that it is them, and not the Reborn King, who commands these corrupted half-men.” He went on to recount the rest of the brief and painful conversation with his friend and mentor.
 
   “Curious,” remarked Nehrutu. “How is it they would know we are here?”
 
   “I think I know the answer to that now,” Gewey said. “And if I’m right, after we leave the mountains, I won’t have any need to go to Angrääl.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Nehrutu. 
 
   His face was tight. “I mean, I may have sent King Lousis into battle needlessly. The Dark Knight has always known where we would finally face each other. I was just too stupid and blind to see it.” He spat on the sand, then turned to Maljahar. “Spread the word to whoever remains in the desert that they should make for the Waters of Shajir and stay there until they hear from me.”
 
   “I will, Darshan.”
 
   Felsafell pressed him to say more, but this time it was Gewey’s motives and mind that would remain a mystery.
 
   They thought it best to set out before the sun rose. Maljahar offered an escort, but Gewey respectfully declined. 
 
   Little conversation was exchanged during the next few days as they pushed on. Gewey became increasingly withdrawn until his usual smile and good cheer had all but vanished completely. After several futile attempts to engage him, even Felsafell gave up and left the young godling to his own thoughts.
 
   The almost constant howling of the wolves persisted for three days, making any kind of meaningful rest impossible. Although this had virtually no effect on Felsafell's endurance, the lack of sleep, together with the heat of the day and the deep sand, was beginning to trigger a fatigue that showed clearly on the faces of both Gewey and Nehrutu. Each night the creatures' hollow cries came at them from a different direction. But on the fourth night, much to the party’s relief, it suddenly became quiet. 
 
   Felsafell’s memory was indeed flawless, and early on the morning of the seventh day they came to a broad stone pillar protruding from the sand. A narrow entrance had been carved in the center. 
 
   “How long has it been since you rode the sands?” asked Gewey.
 
   Felsafell grinned. “It was not long after I fell in love with Basanti…maybe a hundred years   later as I recall.”
 
   That the first born could conceive a century as being just a minor span of time was mind boggling to Gewey. 
 
   “I am not educated in matters of the desert,” remarked Nehrutu. “But how is it that the sands have not swallowed this place during all the many years that have passed.”
 
   Felsafell shrugged. “That is a good question. But as far as I can tell, nothing that is connected to the Blood of the Sands is ever touched by time.”
 
   “I wish I knew who build it,” remarked Gewey.
 
   “As do I,” said Felsafell. “But even one as old as I cannot know the answer to all of life's riddles. Perhaps we will find the answer to your question in the mountains.”
 
   They ducked inside the entryway and made their way down a narrow passage until arriving at a steep stairwell. At the bottom of this, the sands were flanked on either side by a stone platform rising roughly two feet above the canal. Slithas were piled carelessly along the near wall. Gewey quickly lashed three of these together, then, taking the one in the middle, gestured for Felsafell to lead and Nehrutu to sit at the back.
 
   Because of the elevation, they were forced to jump on simultaneously. The moment their vessels touched the surface the sands sprang into life, propelling them rapidly forward. Felsafell’s great height forced him to bend low just before reaching the tunnel.
 
   “Sometimes I very much regret shedding my human form,” he said. But his words were immediately followed by a good-natured laugh.
 
   “Why did you change?” asked Nehrutu.
 
   Felsafell chuckled and grinned almost boyishly. “Love and vanity, I suppose. Though Basanti could already see me as I truly am, there were times when she also saw the little old hermit that I still appeared to be in other people's eyes. After she had no further need to hide away, I could no longer bear for her to witness me looking so foolish.”
 
   His admission raised laughter from both Gewey and Nehrutu.
 
   “I’m sure she didn’t care how you looked,” said Gewey.
 
   “I cared,” he replied. “I suppose pride is another thing that all races have in common.”
 
   “And stupidity,” added Nehrutu. “Though I think they might well be one in the same.”
 
   They talked for a time – mostly about how they missed their respective mates. Felsafell sounded far more like a heartsick youth than the oldest being in the world when speaking of his time in Manisalia with Basanti. Gewey hoped with all his heart that the two ancient souls would find their measure of peace once this war was eventually over.
 
   Conversation made the trip seem short, and before they knew it, they had arrived at their destination. This time it was simply a matter of a short hop. Gewey watched as the three slithas disappeared into the dark tunnel ahead, on their way to the vortex.
 
   “Has anyone ever ridden to the end?” he asked.
 
    Felsafell nodded. “One of my kin ventured there when we were still a living people. But the vortex is a dangerous place. No one ever discovered how he managed to return, and his mind was never the same again.”
 
   “What did he see?” asked Gewey.
 
   “He could not – or better said – would not describe it. But whatever he saw, it broke him. He spent the remainder of his days in solitude. In fact, he was one of the first of us that the gods chose to release into the spirit realm.”
 
   Gewey gazed into the dark hole one more time before moving on to the passage.
 
   The way ahead was steep and uneven, and the sandy grit on the floor said that this path was not one frequently used. However, when the exit opened up, Gewey was greeted by a sight that left him absolutely stunned.
 
   In the light of the new sun, towering unimaginably high and seemingly so close that they could simply walk to their base in a few minutes, loomed the Mountains of the Northern Desert. Hundreds upon hundreds of jagged peaks capped in pure white snow stretched to both east and west far beyond Gewey's ability to see. Like the broken teeth of a giant, they snarled down at him, daring him to enter its maw.
 
   The air was still and cold: a far cry from the scorching heat of the sands. Yet, as Gewey glanced over his shoulder, there was the vast expanse of the desert stretched out just behind him. 
 
   “Impressive,” remarked Nehrutu. “Much like the mountains of my homeland.”
 
   “And very treacherous too, if the stories are to be believed,” added Felsafell.
 
   “So what now?” asked Gewey. “From what I can see, there doesn’t appear to be any way into them from here. Unless of course, you intend for us to climb.”
 
   “There should be a pass somewhere,” Felsafell replied. His eyes scanned the mountains, trying to determine which direction they should take. After a few minutes, he grunted and set off northwest at a quick pace.
 
   “Do you know where we’re going?” asked Gewey.
 
   “No,” he replied. “But it seems right. I cannot explain it. I just have a feeling that this is the way we need to go.” He pointed ahead.
 
   As close as the mountains appeared to be, Gewey soon discovered that this was merely an illusion. After pushing on for the entire day, they had still not reached them. By now, the temperature was dropping fast, so they decided it best to build a fire and continue in the morning.
 
   The sounds that came from out of the mountains that night were like nothing Gewey had heard before. Strange unearthly growling was accompanied by distant, unintelligible whispers. Nehrutu was also unnerved, but Felsafell seemed completely at ease.
 
   “Are you sure you’ve never been here before?” Gewey asked.
 
   “Quite sure,” he replied. “As I said, my people feared this place.”
 
   “You don’t seem to be afraid at all.” 
 
   Felsafell leaned back on his elbows and smiled. “After living so long, the things that frighten me have changed. These days, the unknown excites me.”
 
   “I wish I felt the same,” muttered Gewey. He stared up at the mountains and shivered. There was something about them. Something that was telling him very clearly to stay away.
 
   They reached the base by mid-afternoon, by which time the wind was whipping in from the east, chilling them to the bone. The sheer rock formations of the many mountainsides towered above them like an army of impenetrable behemoths. Felsafell paused, his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the masses of jagged grey stone for several minutes. Then, a tiny smile turned up the corners of his mouth.
 
   “Clever,” he muttered, almost inaudibly. “Very clever.”
 
   Before either Gewey or Nehrutu could ask what he meant by this, he strode forward. The others tried to follow, but in an instant Felsafell dropped out of sight, as if the ground had simply opened up beneath him. 
 
   They ran to the spot where they had last seen him, only just stopping in time to prevent themselves from falling into a narrow trench carved ten feet deep into the earth. At the bottom of this stood Felsafell, unhurt and laughing. The trench, though invisible until almost alongside it, extended to an archway set into the mountainside. 
 
   “This was well thought,” Felsafell said. He gestured for them both to jump down.
 
   Gewey landed with a grunt. Nehrutu was just behind him. 
 
   “Whoever made this was determined that only a few could find it,” Felsafell told them. 
 
   Gewey recalled his dream of being compelled to enter the mountain. Anxiety gripped him. “I wonder if they’re still here.”
 
   “We will not find out by standing still,” said Nehrutu. 
 
   As they approached the archway, a blast of hot air shot out from the darkness. Gewey was reminded about the legends of the fire lizards. Stories, he told himself. Nothing but stories.
 
   With the entrance only wide enough for them to walk along in single file, Felsafell took the lead.  Gewey followed close behind him. 
 
   A moldy stench hung in the air, and Gewey was now finding that his godlike vision was insufficient to penetrate the suffocating darkness. Knowing that there was little the Dark Knight could do to stop him at this point, even if his enemy did locate him, he reached out for the flow. But there was nothing there.
 
   He halted. “Something is wrong. The flow…it doesn’t exist here.”
 
   Nehrutu tried as well, and met with the same result.
 
   “Then let us hope we will have no need of your powers,” said Felsafell. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, Gewey gripped the hilt of his sword. Earlier in their journey he had felt exposed and vulnerable when forced to fight with only his natural strength. Now he faced dangers unseen even by the likes of Felsafell. Previously, he could have chosen to fall back on his powers had the situation grown truly desperate...but that was no longer an option. However, there was no time to dwell on such thoughts, and it was far too late to turn back. He glanced behind at Nehrutu. The elf was obviously upset. “Are you able to go on?” he asked.
 
   Nehrutu straightened his back. “Of course. Forgive me. I have never been cut off like this before. It feels…unnatural. It is hard to imagine how the desert elves live like this.”
 
   “They live quite happily, from what I can tell,” remarked Felsafell. 
 
   The three of them moved on, Gewey staying close to Felsafell’s back, his vision still not able to adjust even after more than ten minutes in the darkness. 
 
   The way ahead was narrow, yet high enough for Felsafell to walk without bending. Though clearly not a natural tunnel but one carved by hand, it sloped up and down, twisting and turning without apparent rhyme or reason. 
 
   After an hour or so, the passage widened sufficiently for them to walk abreast had they wished to. Nevertheless, Gewey and Nehrutu still chose to keep a step behind the first born, who seemed to be experiencing no problems at all in navigating the pitch blackness. 
 
   Several times they came to a fork, but Felsafell didn’t hesitate in his choice of which direction to take. It was as if he were walking a familiar path. Gewey guessed it must be close to midday by now, so he retrieved a few strips of jerky and distributed them equally.
 
   “How long until we are outside again?” asked Nehrutu. The tension in his voice was obvious.
 
   “I don’t know,” Felsafell replied. “I feel very much as if I have been here before, though in truth, I know I have not.”
 
   “Could you have forgotten?” Gewey asked.
 
   He huffed a laugh. “Could you forget this place?”
 
   Gewey reached out until his fingers made contact with the rough walls. No. This place was wholly unforgettable. Even as this thought was entering his mind, a sharp hiss cut through the stale air. 
 
   The trio froze for an instant, then quickly drew their weapons. The passage was broad enough for swords, but maneuvering would still be a challenge. Ahead was another fork, but Gewey could not tell which one the sound was coming from. 
 
   Another menacing hiss was followed by harsh scraping and shuffling noises.
 
   “Be ready,” whispered Felsafell.
 
   They waited, tense and motionless, for several minutes, but no more threatening sounds followed. Gewey could hear only the barely audible breathing of his companions and the rapid beating of his own heart.
 
   “What the hell was that?” he eventually asked. Though he tried to speak softly, the echo made it sound as if he had shouted. This brought a harsh stare from Felsafell.
 
   The first born took a cautious step forward, gesturing for the others to follow him. After several yards they took the right hand fork, then stopped and listened. 
 
   Only a few seconds later the hissing returned. But this time it was coming at them from both ahead and behind. It was also increasing in volume.
 
   “The two of you watch our flank,” ordered Felsafell. “And give me a dagger.”
 
   After handing Felsafell the weapon he asked for, Gewey quickly took up position shoulder to shoulder with Nehrutu. Both of them held blades at the ready, although given the corridor's restricted width, they were not going to have room for anything more than short, straight thrusts.
 
   Gewey soon spotted the silhouette of a four-legged creature approaching. It stood about as high as a large dog, though was twice as broad and had a long slender neck. Its movements were smooth, as if it were gliding along rather than walking. Only the scraping of talons hinted of any contact with the ground. 
 
   As it drew nearer, he could see that it was reptilian, though unlike any lizard he’d ever come across before. Its scales were pitch black, and saliva dripped menacingly from the corners of its mouth. Gewey looked over his shoulder just in time to see an identical creature making its way toward Felsafell.
 
   Again the stories of his youth flashed through his mind. “Fire lizards,” he muttered. 
 
   It burst forward with astonishing speed when only a few feet away, yellow eyes fixed evilly on its prey. Gewey and Nehrutu reacted instantly by stabbing hard at its neck and body, but it was like trying to punch a hole through a lump of solid steel. Both of their blades came to an arm-juddering stop, unable to penetrate even a small way into the scaly hide. The sudden reversed force of their joint strikes rocked them back, and the beast's jaws gaped open to reveal twin rows of two-inch long, dagger-like teeth. 
 
   Seeing an opportunity, it snapped at Nehrutu’s right calf. He shifted to one side just in time, at the same moment thrusting his sword down with all of his strength. Gewey did the same. Yet again Nehrutu’s blade was deflected, but Gewey’s second attempt did somehow manage to penetrate slightly – though the wound was only superficial and less than one inch deep. Even so, it was enough to get the lizard’s attention. Swinging angrily around, its clawed foot took a swipe at Gewey's midsection.
 
   The sharp talons sliced through his shirt, opening up a shallow, three-inch long gash just above his waist. Jumping back, Gewey struck again and again, but his backward momentum was now taking too much of the force away from his blows. Each time, his blade bounced harmlessly off the heavily armored hide. 
 
   The creature bit and clawed ferociously at Gewey, relentlessly forcing him further to the rear until finally, he felt his back bump hard up against the jagged wall. With no room left to maneuver and the lizard poised to make its devastating strike, the ominous warning about these mountains whispered to him in his dream came rushing back.
 
   “Don’t go there. You will not return.”
 
   Was the dream now only a heartbeat away from becoming reality?
 
   Though staring rigidly into his would-be killer's glittering eyes, Gewey still caught a glimpse of Nehrutu jumping across the beast's back and then reaching down to grab it by the tail. Letting out a loud grunt, the elf gave a colossal heave. It was an incredibly brave action, and one that unquestionably saved Gewey's life. With a loud hiss of anger, the reptile swung around, its anger now directed once again on Nehrutu. In a single flash of movement, its jaws clamped over the elf’s sword arm. His agonized cry reverberated throughout the tunnel as the sharp teeth sank in. 
 
   But clearly the lizard had not forgotten or forgiven the person who had inflicted the wound on it. Instead of retaining its hold on its victim and going for the kill, it at once returned its attention to Gewey.  A mercifully released Nehrutu staggered backwards, clutching at his wound. His blade fell from pain-numbed fingers to the ground.
 
   But by now, the elf's actions had given Gewey the vital seconds to move left and away from the wall. He thrust out in a renewed attack, using every last bit of strength at his disposal. And this time, thanks to his returned forward momentum, his steel once again forced a way through the reptile’s hide and into the flesh just behind its head. It snapped and flailed in response, but Gewey was not about to let it get loose now. With a primal yell, he pushed down again. With a rush of savage satisfaction, he felt the blade sinking in much deeper. But then the unexpected happened. The lizard dropped and rolled sharply to one side, ripping the sword clean away from Gewey’s grasp.
 
   Hissing and spitting, it shook its head wildly until it had worked the embedded blade loose. One final shake jerked it free completely. The weapon flew through the air, landing several yards away with a loud clatter somewhere in the inky darkness. Gewey could see Nehrutu’s sword still lying on the ground, but the creature was blocking his path. Blood was gushing from its neck, but the wound did not appear to be slowing it down at all. 
 
   Gewey feigned left and then right, hoping to throw it off-balance but it matched his movements easily. Fear gripped him as the beast lurched forward, teeth bared. In a desperate attempt to avoid the attack, he threw himself to the right and rolled. He was not quick enough. Pain shot through his leg as a lunging claw raked through both his pants and flesh. He managed to grab the creature's long snout with both hands just as it landed on top of him, but the surface was slippery from all the blood that had been flying around. Gewey knew that it would shake itself free in just a matter of moments. 
 
   He kicked upward into the beast’s chest, hoping to lift it over onto its back. But it twisted its muscular frame with amazing agility, whipping its tail to compensate. This left Gewey in an even worse position than before. Now it was to his left and only a gasp away from wrenching its jaws free. 
 
   Just as his despairing fingers lost their hold, the great lizard jerked convulsively, then went rigid, its hate-filled eyes still fixed firmly on him. It took a few seconds for Gewey to realize that Felsafell was standing directly behind it, Nehrutu’s sword in one hand, and his own dagger in the other. The sword had been rammed all the way through the beast's back, with the tip now protruding several inches from its gullet. 
 
   There was a brief moment of dead calm, during which Felsafell's aspect remained twisted into a vicious snarl. He then yanked the blade free. The lizard slumped down, still twitching in its final death throes.
 
   “Are you badly hurt?” he asked Gewey.
 
   The pain in Gewey’s leg wasn’t unbearable. He’d certainly had much worse. The same could be said of the gash above his waist. “I’ll be fine,” he replied. “Look to Nehrutu.”
 
   Nehrutu was struggling to his feet. By now, blood had totally soaked his shirt sleeve and was dripping from his fingertips. Felsafell ripped the cloth free to examine him. 
 
   “I’m fine too,” the elf told them. But his face revealed the deception. 
 
   “There is no way of knowing how the bite will affect you,” Felsafell said grimly. “Sit. I have herbs and a salve.”
 
   Nehrutu obeyed without protest. While Felsafell was treating him, Gewey took a look around and noticed the other lizard sprawled in a bloody heap, its head cut completely away from its body and tossed on the ground just beside it. He marveled at the strength the first born must possess to have done such a thing armed with only a dagger. He then made a closer inspection of his injuries. Without the flow, both he and Nehrutu would have to heal naturally. And though his own wounds were far from life threatening, they would certainly ache and slow him down considerably. 
 
   After attending to Nehrutu, Felsafell did what he could to ease Gewey's pain. Once both of his patients were ready to move, he took a minute to listen carefully for more foes. When satisfied that the danger had passed for now, he continued to lead them deeper into the mountain.
 
   “What were those things?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I don't know,” Felsafell replied. “I too have heard the same tales of the fire lizards that you were told. Perhaps the stories do have some basis in fact.”
 
   “At least they didn’t breathe fire,” Gewey remarked. “In the stories my father told, they could burn a man to cinders with a single blast of their fiery breath.”
 
   “Their bite was bad enough,” remarked Nehrutu. “I have never felt pain like it. It was as if the beast’s teeth were made of red hot iron.” He touched the bandage gingerly. “If anything, the burning is even worse than before.”
 
   His remark caused Felsafell to pause and examine the wound once again. Gewey looked on as well, but the darkness prevented him from seeing color well enough to know if there was anything unusual. 
 
   Felsafell's sight was not so impaired. “It is already showing signs of infection,” he stated.
 
   Nehrutu furled his brow. “So soon?” 
 
   “Yes,” he replied, not trying to hide his apprehension. “I think we must turn back immediately. I have never seen an infection spread so rapidly. You need the flow to heal you. Otherwise, I fear you will not last more than a day or two.”
 
   “We cannot,” he contested. “Gewey must complete....”
 
   Felsafell’s back stiffened and his hand shot up to silence Nehrutu in mid-sentence. He craned his neck, listening intently. Gewey heard the sounds a moment later. It was the hissing and scraping of claws…dozens of them coming near – and coming fast.
 
   Without another word, the three of them burst into a dead run. With an injured leg, Gewey struggled to keep pace. But he grimly pushed on through the pain and managed not to lose sight of Felsafell. They twisted and turned down dozens of diverging passages. He prayed that Felsafell was leading them in the right direction. Another fight with the giant lizards would certainly be the end of their quest. 
 
   The pounding of their boots and the sounds of their heavy breathing was loud, but even above these distractions he could still hear the creatures quickly closing in. They couldn’t be more than one-hundred yards back…possibly even closer. On and on Gewey ran. He could almost feel the beasts at their heels when he at last saw a light ahead illuminating a curve in the tunnel. 
 
   The way out, he thought. Thank the Creator.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder, and it was instantly obvious that Nehrutu was in distress. The increasing light allowed him to see that the elf’s face had now turned ghostly pale. Moreover, at least twenty of the lizards were in sight and only a few yards behind. But the light ahead was drawing ever closer – it was almost blinding now. It looked like they were going to make it after all.
 
   A sudden thought then caused his heart to sink. Escaping the interior of the mountain may not be any guarantee of safety. It was possible that the lizards would simply follow them outside and kill them there. He clenched his jaw. Much better to die in the light of the sun than in the bowels of the earth.
 
   The three of them burst into the open air with literally seconds to spare before being caught. Without even glancing at their surroundings they all spun around, weapons drawn and tensed for a battle to the death. At first, it looked as if the lizards were coming straight for them. But at the final instant, the creatures in the lead came sliding to a halt on the very edge of the opening. With the others lined up behind them, they simply stared out, a feral look of hunger in their glittering yellow eyes. Gasps of relief sounded all around as the situation became clear. It was then Gewey could see for the first time that the reptiles' skin was not black at all, but a deep ocean blue. After hissing their deadly intent and frothing at the mouth a few more times, the beasts slowly and reluctantly retreated back into the darkness.
 
   “Fortune remains our ally,” Felsafell remarked with a grin.
 
   But the good cheer was short-lived. The harsh clanging of metal on stone quickly drew Gewey and Felsafell’s attention back to Nehrutu. His sword had slipped from his hand and fallen onto the ground beside him. Now, his legs were wobbling erratically. Gewey only just managed to catch him before he fell. He laid the elf gently on his back. His face was a colorless death mask.
 
   Felsafell wasted no time in tearing off the bandage. Gewey gasped at what he saw; every bit of tissue surrounding the bite had turned black, with tiny white pustules forming all along the injury itself.
 
   Nehrutu winced several times while Felsafell attempted to clean the wound. “It looks as if this is as far as I am going, my friends.” His voice was straining through the pain, and large beads of sweat were beginning to form on his cheeks and brow.  
 
   Gewey tried again to touch the flow, but it was still useless. “Hang on,” he said. “You can make it through this.”
 
   But the look on Felsafell’s face told him a different story.
 
   All at once, Nehrutu’s eyes widened and his hand shot out to point at something directly behind Gewey and Felsafell.
 
   Only then did they begin taking notice of their surroundings. The rocky clearing they were standing in was roughly circular - about one-hundred feet in diameter. One side of it was flanked by the mountain, the other by a sheer cliff more than two-hundred feet high. Directly opposite the passage from which they had fled, another path could be seen leading further north. 
 
   But it was not the landscape that had startled Nehrutu. Standing about fifty feet away from them was a massive creature, its entire body covered in thick black fur. With shoulders as broad as a bear, it stood a full head taller than Felsafell. A pig-like snout decorated the center of its dark skinned face. As if stunned, it stared at them through red eyes that were set unnaturally close together.
 
   “Morzhash,” croaked Nehrutu. “Don’t let it escape.”
 
   Gewey vaguely recalled Aaliyah telling him about the Morzhash when they were in the desert together. But what were they doing here? 
 
   The beast had still not made any kind of move. Gewey gripped his sword and glanced at Felsafell. 
 
   “Hurry,” pressed Nehrutu. “If it gets away, it might bring others back here.”
 
   “It seems afraid,” whispered Felsafell. 
 
   “We can’t take a chance,” said Gewey. 
 
   Without further discussion, he raced off in the direction of the northern path. With speed astonishing for something so large, the creature did the same. But Gewey was able to block its way. Raising his blade, he prepared to strike. Aaliyah had mentioned that the Morzhash were extremely powerful and quick, so he knew that such a large beast would likely be formidable. But with Felsafell at his side, he was confident they could slay it.
 
   The ground shook with the pounding of its paw-like feet. Felsafell was moving in behind it, though he had not yet drawn his weapon. Just when the creature was coming within reach of Gewey’s blade, it slid to a halt and spun around. At the sight of the first born, it let out a loud roar. But it was not a roar of rage or hatred. If anything, it was more akin to the sound of terror.
 
    Felsafell halted and locked eyes with the Morzhash. It opened its mouth, but this time, instead if a roar, a defeated moan came forth. Its shoulders slumped and it dropped to its knees.
 
   “Kill me quickly,” it said in a low, guttural voice. It bowed its head, awaiting its fate.
 
   Gewey was dumbstruck. He lowered his weapon and looked to Felsafell, who was also clearly astonished.
 
   “You speak,” Felsafell said. 
 
   “Of course I speak, first born,” it replied. “Now do what you must.”
 
   Gewey was unsure what their next move should be. He could not reconcile the stories he'd been told with this submissive creature now kneeling before him.
 
   “If you mean us no harm,” he eventually said.  “Then we mean you none either.”
 
   The Morzhash huffed a scornful laugh. “It is not I who would have captured you. Nor do I travel with an elf.” The word 'elf' came out sounding like a curse. 
 
   “You bear elves ill will?” asked Felsafell.
 
   “They are savages. Heartless brutes who destroy anything they do not understand.”
 
   “The elf who travels with us is not your enemy,” Felsafell told it. “He is our friend, and he is poisoned by the bite of the giant lizards which dwell within the mountain.”
 
   A grin crept over its face, revealing small pointed front teeth and two-inch long canines. “Then when he dies, the world will be just a little bit more tolerable.” 
 
   A desperate thought suddenly flashed through Gewey's mind. This creature was obviously familiar with the lizard's deadliness. 
 
   “Do you know how to help him?” he abruptly asked.
 
   “Perhaps. But why would I wish to do that?” 
 
   Anger rose up in Gewey at this display of stubbornness. But before he could say anything further, Felsafell stepped in.
 
   “If you can heal him,” he said, “then I promise to release you. You will be free to go on your own way unharmed.”
 
   “And if I refuse, you will kill me?” it asked contemptuously. 
 
   “No,” Felsafell replied. “But neither shall we let you go.”
 
   The creature was silent for more than a minute. Then, after making a grumbling sound, it rose to its feet. “Very well.”
 
   With huge strides and the others following, the Morzhash strode off toward the base of the cliff face where a small leather satchel lay. From this it withdrew a tiny flask. 
 
   “Do you have a name?” asked Felsafell.
 
   “I am Cloya,” it replied. “Daughter of Menru.” 
 
   Gewey only just managed to suppress a burst of laughter. A female? What in the name of all creation must the males look like?
 
   “Pour some of this on his wound and have him drink the rest,” Cloya continued. “He will be returned to health within a day. Until then, do not move him.” 
 
   The moment Felsafell took the flask from her hand, Cloya set off in the direction of the path.
 
   “Wait!” Gewey demanded, barring her way. His sword was still in his hand.
 
   Cloya halted and gave a grunt. “You break your oath?”
 
   “I break nothing,” Gewey countered. “But Nehrutu is not yet healed. All we have is your word that what you have given to us will help him.”
 
   Her back straightened, giving her already considerable height even more definition. “I am a yetulu, not an elf. I do not lie. Do as I say and he will live.”
 
   “And what is to prevent you from returning with more of your kind to slaughter us?” asked Felsafell.
 
   Cloya gave an ominous grin. “Nothing at all. But that was not the bargain, was it?”
 
   “True,” admitted Felsafell. “Therefore, you are free to go. We will trust that you are being honest with us.” He bowed. “And we thank you.”
 
   Gewey stared at the Morzhash for a moment longer before reluctantly sheathing his sword and stepping aside. She paused when level with him and looked down, her red eyes scrutinizing every inch of his body. Gewey met her gaze, but quickly found it difficult to maintain contact. 
 
   “I would know your name,” she said.
 
   “Darshan,” he replied. His god name passed his lips before he realized he'd spoken it.
 
   She chuckled. “Darshan? So you have come at last. I must admit, I expected…more. Of course, you may be lying.” She cocked her head. “We will know soon enough.”
 
   After a final glance at Felsafell, she continued on her way to the path. Her long strides quickly had her out of sight.
 
   Gewey and Felsafell hurried back to where Nehrutu lay. The elf’s eyes were now shut and his lips had turned a horrible grey color. Only the slight movements of his chest told that he was still alive.
 
   The liquid inside the flask was a deep blue that reminded Gewey of the Waters of Shajir. Perhaps the mountains were the source, he speculated. It seemed likely. He continued watching while Felsafell followed Cloya's instructions and then covered Nehrutu with a blanket. This done, he headed down the path to find some firewood. 
 
   He returned a short time later. “The road continues for some distance,” he told Gewey.
 
   After a time, they both settled down to keep watch – one of them on the tunnel, the other on the path. The daylight appeared to still be keeping the lizards at bay. But soon it would be nightfall. And Cloya was sure to alert others of her kind to their presence.
 
   “Do you think he’ll live?” asked Gewey.
 
   “I think Cloya was being truthful,” Felsafell replied. 
 
   “Have you ever seen anything like her?”
 
   He shook his head. “But it seems that she knows of my kind…and of you.”
 
   Gewey sighed. The first born's words hung in the air, suggesting the possibility of still more mysteries and new dangers ahead. Was there never going to be an end to them all? His mind then turned to Kaylia and Jayden. Right now, had he been able to, he would have reached out to Kaylia for comfort and to hell with the consequences. But whatever was stopping the flow in this place was also making contact impossible. 
 
   He made a promise to himself. If he ever made it out of here, the very first thing he would do is join with her spirit at least once. 
 
   Once more…then he would be ready to face his destiny.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Gewey gave a sigh of relief when the long night finally ended. Several times during the hours of darkness he had heard the hissing and scraping of the great lizards, but thankfully they remained unwilling to leave their tunnels. The thought then occurred that, in order to return to the desert, they would need to pass through the mountain again. He prayed that, before such a risk became necessary, they might discover another way back.
 
   By morning, Nehrutu had regained much of his color and his breathing was normal. His wound no longer showed any signs of infection and was already beginning to close. Whatever the blue liquid was, it had certainly performed just as Cloya promised it would.
 
   The shadow of the mountains cooled the air and dimmed the morning light long after the sun was high. To Gewey's eyes, there was something odd about their formation. It was as if they had been deliberately arranged to keep out intruders. Each peak was butted right up against the next one, forming a great wall that stretched for hundreds of miles east to west. Only to the north, where the range ended, did the ground start to flatten. 
 
   By the time Nehrutu opened his eyes it was almost midday. At first, he lay motionless on his back, a confused look his face. Then, with a tired groan, he sat up.
 
   “How am I alive?” he asked, touching his arm. There was pain, but it was tolerable.
 
   Gewey told him of their encounter with Cloya. 
 
   “If not for her, you would have surely died,” explained Felsafell.
 
   It took a moment or two for Nehrutu to absorb what he'd been told. “And you say it spoke?” he finally asked. 
 
   “Yes,” replied Felsafell. “She did. And I might add that they do not hold your race in high regard. I suspect we have not seen the last of them.”
 
   “The Morzhash of my land are mindless animals,” said Nehrutu. “We have never encountered any that display signs of intelligence or civilization. They raid our villages and kill without cause or remorse. If these beings are in some way related, they have no reason to hate my kind.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Felsafell. “But Cloya was certainly not mindless. Nor do I believe her to be a killer. Aaliyah has told me about the Morzhash of your land, but that is a name only you have chosen for them. It seems those living here refer to themselves as yetulu. And from what Cloya said, I believe there is more to the yetulu than you realize. I only hope that whatever it is they hold against your race, it can be made right....or at least, overlooked.”
 
   “We have not wronged them, I tell you,” Nehrutu protested.
 
   “Be that as it may,” Felsafell countered. “Cloya is not the only one of her kind who dwells here. And that means we are in their domain. It also means it is they who will decide who has been wronged, and who has not.”
 
   The elf sighed. “There is no need to worry. If confronted, I will mind what I say. But you should know – if they are anything like the creatures of my homeland, they are immensely strong. And, in spite of their great size, very agile and quick. Should we be forced into a fight, it will not be an easy one.”
 
   “Then let us pray it does not come to that,” said Felsafell.
 
   Nehrutu struggled to his feet, at first holding onto Gewey’s shoulder for support. After a minute or two he stretched and groaned. Then, with a sharp nod, indicated that he was ready to depart.
 
   The path north was well worn, and once the entrance to the mountain was out of sight, it widened considerably, allowing them to walk alongside each other. In spite of the potential danger, Felsafell thought it best to sheath their weapons.
 
   “We do not want to appear aggressive,” he said. The others agreed.
 
   The rocky terrain on either side of them stretched for miles before disappearing into a grey mist. Ahead, the path sloped down and curved slightly to the east. After a time, the air became warmer and humid. A few slender pine trees were even scattered about. Soon, beads of sweat were forming on Gewey’s brow. 
 
   By mid-afternoon, the landscape began to change dramatically. The trees and undergrowth had thickened to a point where it could now genuinely be considered a jungle. In terms of sheer density, Gewey was reminded a little of the Black Oasis, but without any of its ugliness or threatening atmosphere. He could sense no malice or danger here, though without the flow, he had to admit that he was basing these feelings on instinct alone.
 
   Strange colorful birds with long curved beaks and even longer plumes called out from their high perches. Flowers of blue, pink, red and violet were everywhere, their fragrances so intense and unique that with each gust of wind, they combined to create a multitude of new and delightful scents. 
 
   He noticed that the corners of Felsafell’s mouth had turned up into a faint smile. “What’s making you so happy?” he asked.
 
   Felsafell's smile widened. “Are you not in awe that such a place exists unknown to the rest of the world? To think that, aside from the yetulu, we are probably the first to see it in many thousands of years…if not ever. I only wish Basanti could be here to share it with me.”
 
   The mere mention of the first born's love reminded Gewey of Kaylia, quickly diminishing the beauty around him. He felt her absence more and more keenly with each step. Only the thought that she and Jayden were safe in Theopolou’s manor kept his mind from flying apart and abandoning his quest.
 
   “Do you fear nothing?” asked Nehrutu. His eyes had been darting back and forth ever since setting out on the path. The tension he felt was clearly displayed on his face.
 
   Felsafell looked sideways at the elf and shrugged. “Fear? Yes, there are things I fear. I may be immortal, but I am not invulnerable. I felt fear when I confronted Melek. I felt fear when I looked upon Basanti after killing her brother. I fear what will happen to the world should we fail. I am no different from you in this way. I have simply had more time to learn how to control my emotions. Right now, I wager that your fear is deepened by being cut off from the flow. Though I have never been faced with this particular difficulty, I have felt vulnerable in other ways.”
 
   “How did you conquer it?” Nehrutu asked.
 
   “I did not conquer it. I used it to hone my senses and steel my resolve. Remember, fear is much like love. It can consume you if you are not cautious. But if you use it, rather than allowing it to use you, it can give you strength when you need it the most.”
 
   The elf forced a laugh. “The same wise words I would tell a child. Yet I cannot tell them to myself. I have not been this powerless since I was young. Even facing death, the flow was always with me. To imagine that humans feel this way all the time…”
 
   “You don’t miss what you’ve never had,” Gewey chipped in. “Before I discovered what I am, I had never felt the flow. Humans do not feel powerless. And neither do the desert elves.”
 
   “I have occasionally questioned the wisdom of the Creator for allowing mortal creatures to wield such power,” Felsafell mused.
 
   “Maybe she intends for everyone to wield it,” offered Gewey. “Or maybe none at all. Dina is half elf and half human, and as far as I know, she does not possess such ability. Who can say? In a few thousand years there might be only one race, with no one holding power over another.”
 
   Felsafell smiled. “I think that would definitely make for a more peaceful world.”
 
   Nehrutu was still a bit on edge, but as the day wore on, he began to appear less nervous. With dusk approaching, they tried to find a clearing to rest up. But the undergrowth had become even denser, and Gewey thought it unwise to venture into an alien forest at night. Particularly without the flow to aid them. Nehrutu readily agreed. So without any other options, they made camp in the middle of the trail. 
 
   Undeterred by the potential dangers, Felsafell set off to explore the surrounding jungle. He returned an hour later with some fruits and a small cord of wood.
 
   They had just started a fire when Gewey spotted a dark figure on the trail slightly north of their position. Though shrouded in the increasing darkness, its massive silhouette told him at once that it was a yetulu. 
 
   “I see it too,” whispered Felsafell, before Gewey could say a word. “Do nothing. We should allow them to come to us.”
 
   Nehrutu laughed softly. “I doubt we have a choice. My people have tried to pursue them in our own jungles and forests. As fast and strong as you are, I think even you would have difficulty in catching them.”
 
    Felsafell watched from the corner of his eyes as the yetulu slowly backed out of sight. “Then we shall wait and see what they intend. Until then, the two of you should try to sleep if you can.”
 
   Gewey knew that this would be an impossibility.  The uneven ground and many days of hard travel – not to mention the wounds inflicted by the giant lizard – had taken their toll. While lying on his back, the pain and stiffness in his muscles would not let him be. He hadn’t felt like this since he was a boy on his father's farm after a hard day’s work. 
 
   It occurred to him that, even when crossing the deep sands of the desert, he had felt stronger than he did right now. He had not used the flow then, but at the same time, he'd always been aware of its presence. Here, he was not. It must be a part of me, even when I am not a part of it, he mused. He thought again of his earlier discussion with Felsafell. Would life be better if all people were cut off from such power? The more he considered this, the more he thought they probably would be. Neither human nor elf had shown great wisdom when given power. Elves had abused their superior capability, and humans had felt threatened by it. Perhaps the world simply could not abide two entirely separate races of people. Perhaps a joining of the two was the only way to ensure enduring peace and happiness. 
 
   His thoughts continued. Not even the gods were immune to prejudice. Melek had detested the first born, and hated the elves to the point of committing genocide. Yes, of course he was an extreme example. But even his own father, Gerath, had made it widely known that he felt humans and elves to be inferior races. And though his actions were far less severe than Melek's, there was little doubt that he considered the virtue of the gods to be far beyond mere mortals. 
 
   Easing such reflections from his mind, Gewey allowed the tension in his facial muscles to relax. After several deep cleansing breaths, he closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of the jungle. 
 
   As dawn approached, he sat up and rubbed his neck and legs. Felsafell was squatting by the fire, staring into the smoldering embers. At the same time, Nehrutu, having managed to fall into a light sleep a few hours earlier, was beginning to stir.
 
   “The yetulu are gathering,” Felsafell said. “I can hear them about a half mile north.”
 
   Gewey listened, but could hear nothing. “What are they doing?”
 
   “Blocking the road,” he replied. 
 
   “Then I suppose we should not keep them waiting,” said Nehrutu. “I am curious to meet these so-called yetulu.”
 
   They doused the fire and gathered their belongings. Just as Felsafell had said, the yetulu were waiting for them a half mile away. More than twenty of them were gathered in a loose group. To Gewey’s eyes they looked almost identical to one another - all apart from one, who was wearing a bright red headdress of plumes. 
 
   When they were about twenty yards away, Felsafell directed the others to stop and took a few paces forward alone. The yetulu wearing the headdress did the same.
 
   “We come...” began Felsafell, but the massive hand of the yetulu shot up to silence him.
 
   “We do not need to speak with you, first born,” it said in a booming voice. “Cloya has told us that Darshan is among you.”
 
   Gewey stepped forward. “I am Darshan. Who are you?”
 
   “I am Grunyal,” he replied. “Son of Hybsal and emissary of the Creator. Why have you come, son of Gerath?”
 
   “First tell me how it is that you know me?”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “You trespass on our land. Furthermore, you travel with an elf. You will answer my questions.”
 
   Gewey glanced over at Felsafell, but his eyes were fixed straight ahead and his face was expressionless.
 
   “I seek the god stones,” he said. 
 
   The yetulu began to shift and murmur.
 
   “And what do you want with them?”
 
   “I need their power to defeat my enemy and save the peoples of the world.”
 
   Grunyal huffed. “A god seeking more power. I should have expected as much.”
 
   “How do we know that he really is Darshan?” called a yetulu from the crowd. “He could be just another half-man seeking treasure. Gods do not need the god stones.”
 
   “My sister is right,” said Grunyal. “Why would you need them? Is the power of heaven not enough for you?”
 
   “Heaven is closed,” he explained. “The way locked by one who calls himself The Reborn King. He has taken the power of the gods and seeks to burn the world. If you do not let us pass, he will succeed. Eventually, he will come here too. And when he does, he will not suffer you to live.”
 
   Grunyal gave a mocking laugh. “You think us a race to be stricken with fear? You try to scare us as if we were human children? Clearly your father did not pass his wisdom on to you.”
 
   “I tell you only the truth,” countered Gewey, trying hard to maintain a level tone.
 
   “Perhaps,” he replied. “We will know soon enough.” His eyes fell on Nehrutu. “Let the elf step forward.”
 
   Nehrutu positioned himself beside Gewey and bowed low. “I am Nehrutu. My people....”
 
   “I do not care about your people,” snapped Grunyal. “I care about my own. I care about the fact that you would dare to come here. After what you have done to my kin I should....”
 
   “I have done nothing to them,” Nehrutu interjected. “I am here simply to give aid to Darshan.”
 
   “Do you deny that it was you who recognized our kind when you saw Cloya?”
 
   “I do not. There are creatures that look much like you in my own land. But they are mindless beasts, incapable of speech or reason. I mistook her for one of them.”
 
   His remarks drew angry grumbles from the assembly.
 
   “Mindless?” repeated Grunyal. “Is that what you think?”
 
   “I assure you that they have no speech or culture,” Nehrutu insisted. “My kin have long tried to understand them, but with no success.”
 
   “And is it your claim that you knew nothing of our existence outside of your own land?” 
 
   “It is. In fact, I have only ever seen a Morzhash once before. And then from a distance.”
 
   Grunyal's reaction was instantaneous. “Mind your foul tongue,” he roared. “You pretend to come as a friend, yet you curse us by naming us beast?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Morzhash!” He spat the word out like poison. “An ancient word for savage beast.”
 
   Gewey stepped quickly in. “He meant no offence. He is my friend and a trusted ally. I beg you to listen to him. He means you no ill will.” 
 
   Grunyal's eyes bored into the trio for an uncomfortably long moment. He then withdrew a few yards to whisper quietly with the others. 
 
   “You might have been a bit more thoughtful with your statements,” Felsafell scolded Nehrutu in a whisper.
 
   “I spoke only the truth,” the elf protested. “And I had no idea that Morzhash was an offensive word.” 
 
   “Can you hear them?” asked Gewey.
 
   Felsafell nodded. “I do not think we are to be welcomed as friends.”
 
   At that moment, Grunyal turned to face them. “You will come with us.”
 
   “For what purpose?” asked Gewey.
 
   His expression was stern. “The elf shall have the opportunity of facing his accuser. And you…Darshan. You will be given the chance to prove that you are who you claim to be.” He raised a warning hand. “Just in case you are wondering if you should try to escape, my people are everywhere. Even the first born would not be able to evade us for long.”
 
   “We will come willingly,” Gewey said. “Just as long as you guarantee Nehrutu’s safety.”
 
   “I will give you no such guarantees. You will either come with us now or test your skills of survival.”
 
   Nehrutu touched Gewey’s shoulder. “I will go. If my people have wronged theirs, then it is my duty to try and make amends. I will gladly face whoever this accuser may be. And I will meet my fate if I must.”
 
   “I will not allow you to throw your life away for something you didn’t do,” Gewey said. 
 
   “There is no other way,” Felsafell told him. “We cannot go forward without a fight – and we cannot flee. And even if we did manage to escape, we would still need to pass through the mountain again. I doubt we could make it through there twice.”
 
   “What is your decision?” Grunyal called over.
 
   “It would seem that we are at your mercy,” replied Gewey. “Let us hope you possess such a quality.”
 
   Without another word, Grunyal and the rest of the yetulu moved forward and surrounded them.
 
   “We would bind you,” he said. “But I suspect you could break the bonds easily enough.”
 
   “You need not fear,” Felsafell responded. “We shall neither flee nor fight.”
 
   Grunyal merely grunted before turning to face north. “It is only a short way. We shall arrive before nightfall.”
 
   “Then what?” asked Gewey.
 
   His question was ignored. They began moving forward at a pace that, by Gewey's standards, was nothing more than a leisurely stroll. Not a word of conversation was spoken along the way. The landscape remained a dense jungle, though they passed a number of smaller trails leading off the main path. He could see Felsafell taking note of these, and could almost feel his desire to explore them.
 
   After a time, the road split and they headed left along a path that was far more worn and even than before. Also, the jungle here was thinning somewhat, enabling Gewey to catch glimpses of several small animals. Some resembled creatures that were already familiar to him such as squirrels, snakes, birds, and even a small pig. But others were like nothing he had encountered. One was a deer-like animal with two spiked horns and long white fur that darted in and out of the underbrush at fairly regular intervals. There was also a creature with arms and legs and an almost human face - though with leathery skin and black eyes - that could be seen hanging upside-down from a clawed foot. Its movements were impossibly slow and fluid. He particularly wanted to ask about this, but knew it best to remain quiet for the time being.
 
   Nehrutu did not appear to be at all concerned about their circumstances, and continued along as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Perhaps he has now come to terms with his loss of the flow, Gewey considered. Then a darker thought occurred. Perhaps he is carrying the resolve of the condemned. Gewey had seen it before. The peace and tranquility of men and elves who were faced with certain death – their fears gone and ready to accept the end.
 
   The path split several more times, during which Gewey could not help but marvel at the diversity of their surroundings. Along with further sightings of unusual creatures, the flowers seemed to change every few yards, each new bloom more vibrant than the last. Their fragrances filled the warm air, some of them so intensely that he found himself becoming lost in memories that he had not thought about in years. 
 
   “We are here.”
 
   Grunyal’s voice snapped Gewey's mind back to the present. He looked ahead, and at first was confused. There didn’t seem to be anything there other than more jungle. But then, as he watched in amazement, the trees and vines parted, allowing them to pass by with ease. 
 
   “The forest obeys you?” he asked, breaking the long silence.
 
   “No,” Grunyal replied, a tinge of disgust in his voice. “But I am not surprised that is how you would see it. We are not masters of the earth and wind. We are its brothers and sisters.”
 
   They continued on for a few more yards before stopping. Almost at once, the ground began to rumble and shake.  A few seconds later, a stairwell leading down into the depths of the earth opened up directly in front of them. While Felsafell simply raised an eyebrow and nodded with approval, Nehrutu and Gewey could only look on in further astonishment.
 
   “Every time that I think the wonders of this world can no longer surprise me....” murmured Gewey. 
 
   The stairs continued on down for more than three-hundred yards, eventually taking them to an immense hall, the ceiling of which glowed with veins of pale blue light. The floor, though fashioned from the rich, black, jungle soil, was as smooth as marble. Set into the walls of this vast, circular cavern at regular intervals were high-arched hallways leading to a variety of other locations.
 
   They entered the hallway directly opposite and continued on until reaching a much smaller, oblong-shaped chamber. On either side of this were doors that looked to have been made from tightly compressed tree roots – though no handle was visible. Grunyal approached the door to his left. As he drew close, with a great cracking sound, the roots parted in the middle.
 
   “Wait in here,” he commanded. 
 
   Gewey, Nehrutu and Felsafell obeyed. The moment they were all inside, the roots snapped shut behind them. 
 
   They were now within a rectangular chamber, roughly ten feet by twenty. Several large wicker chairs lined the earthen walls, and a sturdy wooden table had been placed in the center. Gewey moved across to take a chair and found that they were far heavier than they looked. Clearly, they had been made to accommodate the extra size and weight of the yetulu. He dragged one over to the table; the other two did the same. As they waited for whatever was might happen next, only Felsafell did not look like a small child sitting in his father’s chair.
 
   “It’s as if they used the flow to build this place,” said Nehrutu. 
 
   “Perhaps they did,” offered Felsafell.
 
   “Then why can’t I feel it,” he asked.
 
   Felsafell looked thoughtful for a moment. “It seems as if this place has been deliberately hidden from the rest of the world. Unassailable mountains - a hidden entrance - and a labyrinth of caves guarded by deadly giant lizards…”
 
   “But who hid it?” wondered Gewey.
 
   “I think we will find that out soon enough,” said Felsafell.
 
   They waited quietly for more than an hour. During that time, try as they might, none of them could hear anything from beyond their holding chamber. Gewey was growing impatient and about to test the door's strength when another loud crack announced that it was opening. In filed three yetulu. They each picked up a chair and sat across from their captives.
 
   Though to Gewey’s eyes they looked identical, he somehow knew that two of them were Cloya and Grunyal, even though Grunyal had now removed his headdress. The trio simply sat and stared for more than a minute, all the time making him feel increasingly uncomfortable.
 
   At last one of them spoke.
 
   “You are here to answer for the crimes of your people, elf,” The voice confirmed that the yetulu in the center was indeed Grunyal. “I have brought your accuser before you.” He briefly motioned to the yetulu on his left. “This is Yasir. Cloya is also here in order to question you on behalf of our people.”
 
   Felsafell nodded. “You say he is to answer for crimes. Are we to assume that his guilt is not in question?”
 
   Grunyal gave a sharp nod. “It is not. Yasir has witnessed what his people did to mine.”
 
   “I will submit to your judgment,” said Nehrutu. “But first, I would know why I am to be judged.”
 
   “You will not meet your fate in ignorance,” assured Grunyal. “We are not savages.”
 
   Cloya leaned forward. “It was clear to me when I heard you name me Morzhash that you had encountered my people before. This you cannot deny.”
 
   “Nor would I try to,” Nehrutu said. “But as I told you, the Morz…the yetulu of my land are nothing like you. They have no culture or civilization that we have ever seen.”
 
   “Because you took it from us!” roared Yasir. With teeth bared, his sudden outburst reverberated off the walls. “You murdered us! You burned our bodies, laughing while our children screamed and begged you for mercy!”
 
   “Calm yourself, my friend,” said Grunyal. “You will have your chance to speak.”
 
   Unmoved by this display of temper, Nehrutu remained silent with his hands folded in front of him. 
 
   “How is it that I have no knowledge of your people?” asked Felsafell.
 
   “You did once,” Cloya told him. “But the memories were taken from you.”
 
   He sat back in his chair. “Taken? Why? And by whom?”
 
   “Gerath took them from you, as he did all other people, in order to protect the yetulu from their barbarity. It was he who raised the mountains from the earth that now surround us. He warned us never to leave lest we be faced with the hatred and cruelty of the humans and elves.”
 
   “But why take my memories?” Felsafell pressed. “I am neither human nor elf.”
 
   “And yet you feel a kinship with them both,” she countered. “Your race was already doomed when Gerath came to us. You had grown old and weary. You were despondent over the loss of your children and cared little for the happenings of the yetulu. Most of you had never heard of us, and those who had, lost the knowledge when they became spirits. Soon they were all gone. All but you, Felsafell. You, and you alone, remained unchanged.”
 
   “You speak as if you know me,” he remarked curiously.
 
   Cloya gave a mocking smile. “You think yourself so wise, and yet your mind is so easily manipulated. In truth, long ago you would visit our people quite often. There was even a time when you were most welcome among us.”
 
   Felsafell furled his brow and stared into Cloya’s eyes, as if by doing so he might find his memory hidden within.
 
   “Don’t bother, first born.” she said. “Gerath stripped your memory of us completely. He could not risk you telling the rest of the world of our existence.”
 
   “Are you saying that you are not mortal?” asked Gewey.
 
   “We are old,” she replied. “But not as old as Felsafell. More than that, I cannot say without permission.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “The secrets of this place are ours to keep. If humans and elves were to discover them, they would surely come here and slaughter us.”
 
   “I think you underestimate them,” Felsafell said. “True, both races have been barbaric at times. But I think you would find they are much different now from what you once knew.”
 
   “Perhaps,” she admitted. “But it is a risk we are not willing to take.”
 
   “Why tell us anything?” asked Nehrutu. “Certainly you must fear that we shall tell people once we depart.”
 
   She laughed maliciously. “You seem confident that you will be allowed to leave.”
 
   Her ominous words stiffened Gewey's attention. He listened closely as she continued. 
 
   “Your sentence will likely be death, elf. So too will Darshan’s, should he prove to be false. As for Felsafell, though we cannot kill him, we can imprison him for time without end.”
 
   “Then if you intend to kill me anyway,” said Nehrutu, “I would like to know more about you.  How did you come to be here, and how did you arrive in my land?”
 
   Cloya looked to Grunyal, who nodded his consent.
 
   “Very well,” she said. “Seeing as you are the condemned, I will tell you what I feel is your right to know. Once I am done, Yasir will speak. After that…then we will see what happens.”
 
   Nehrutu nodded his acceptance. Gewey’s tension was rising. In spite of what Felsafell had told him, he could not – would not - allow things to end like this. He would find a way out. Even if it meant a fight.
 
   “Our people have dwelled here since the time of the first born,” Cloya began. “From where we originated, we do not know. My first memories are of these jungles, as are the memories of all of us. It was here we learned of the Creator and of the well-spring.”
 
   “The well-spring?” Gewey asked.
 
   “You have seen what the elves call the Waters of Shajir?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “They originate from this land. But here they are far more potent. It is through the well-spring that our life is maintained. Here, we know nothing of sickness and death. It allows us to become one with the land and hear the voice of the trees and earth.”
 
   “I can understand why you would want to keep such a thing secret,” remarked Felsafell. “Eternal life and perpetual health is a temptation very few mortals could resist.”
 
   “Which is why Gerath gave us his protection. Without it, we would have been destroyed long ago. Though we had nothing the first born desired, their children, and later the humans, were selfish brutes. They would stop at nothing, commit any atrocity, to extend their short, meaningless lives.”
 
   “This explains the long life of the desert elves,” Nehrutu said thoughtfully. “It must be extended by the Waters of Shajir.”
 
   “Yes,” Cloya agreed. “Even diluted and so far removed from its source, the well-spring would still be able to extend mortal life to some measure.”
 
   “But I don’t understand why you hate the elves,” Gewey said. “If my father has sealed you away like this, what harm could they have done to you?”
 
   Cloya looked across to Yasir and nodded.
 
   He took up the story, venom dripping from each word. “Long ago, a group of us decided to venture forth from the mountains. Our brothers and sisters begged us to stay, but we were convinced that the people of the world were not the savages Gerath made them out to be. We had been here on our own for so long and desired to know what the world was like beyond our borders. But we were fools.”
 
   He paused for a moment. “Humans saw us as monsters and drove us away. But they could do us no harm as long as we didn’t allow them to corner us. In any case, they were still little more than animals, living in grass huts and hunting wild game to survive. They had nothing to offer us as a culture. So we moved west.”
 
   His eyes bored into Nehrutu. “The elves had yet to cross the great water. We had been told of their existence by Gerath and were anxious to meet them. So we built boats and sought them out. But what we found was not friendship and acceptance. No! The only thing we found was blood.”
 
   His giant hands were clenched and his voice was quickly becoming a feral growl.
 
   “They viewed us just as the humans did…as monsters. They hunted us, delighting in our pleas for mercy. And without the well-spring, we could no longer heal ourselves as we once did. We tried to return home, but they cut us off from the sea. In desperation, we fled into the depths of the jungle where they would not follow. Only I managed to escape and make it back home. As for the rest of my people…they remain there, hunted and reviled. From what you have told us, they have long since lost all sense of who they are.”
 
   Nehrutu bowed his head and shut his eyes. “I am sorry for what my kin have visited upon you. I truly am. And you are right to demand justice. Should my life be the price my people must pay for their crimes, I offer it willingly.”
 
   “You cannot offer what you no longer possess, elf,” Yasir spat. “Your life belongs to me. And know that I will take as much pleasure in hearing your screams as your kind did when hearing those of my people.”
 
   His words were followed by a long silence. Gewey’s mind was racing, seeking a way out of their perilous situation. They had not been disarmed, and he was confident that they could fight their way out of the room. 
 
   “I can see your intent, Darshan,” said Grunyal. “But know this. Even should you kill all three of us, there are hundreds more waiting beyond that door. And as you are cut off from the power of heaven here, I doubt you would find escape a viable option.”
 
   “I cannot allow this,” Gewey protested. “Nehrutu has done nothing to you. These crimes you speak of were committed long before he was born. And by people of whom he has no knowledge.”
 
   “That is not true,” Nehrutu cut in. “Though I had no knowledge of their origins, to this day my people still hunt the yetulu. And though I have never hunted them myself, I have never objected to it either. But I swear we thought them to be mindless animals who raided our villages simply for the sake of killing. Had we known, we would have done our best to make things right. I swear to you that we are not the same people we once were.”
 
   Yasir sniffed. “Your words are meaningless. And you will not escape your punishment.”
 
   “That is not my intent,” Nehrutu told him. “It is clear that you will not be dissuaded. And my reason for our being here far outweighs the value of my own life. I would not jeopardize the fate of the world in a futile attempt to flee. Do as you will. But do so knowing that I am truly sorry.”
 
   “Would you have your vengeance, even at the cost of your people?” Felsafell suddenly asked. 
 
   Grunyal fixed his gaze. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your people are still being hunted in Nehrutu’s land. Without the well-spring, those left behind are likely long dead. But they obviously had offspring. And those offspring are your people too. Would you leave them to continue being hunted and killed?”
 
   “And how can I stop it?” he challenged. 
 
   “Allow Nehrutu to return to his home,” Felsafell suggested. “Let him tell his kin the truth about your people. He need not reveal anything other than the fact that they are not beasts. He could try to return them to you.”
 
   Yasir let out a sarcastic laugh. “You expect me to trust an elf?” He shook his head and sneered. “No. I have this one in my grasp, and I will not let him go.”
 
   “If you will not accept the word of an elf,” Gewey cut in, “then accept the word of Darshan, son of Gerath. Once my task is complete, I will personally see that your people are returned to you. But only if you do not harm Nehrutu. And you must allow Felsafell to leave unhindered.”
 
   Grunyal sat back and rubbed his furry chin. “An interesting proposal. That is, if you prove yourself to truly be Darshan.”
 
   “You cannot be considering this!” Yasir shouted furiously. “You cannot let them go! I demand justice! It is my right!”
 
    “You can have your justice,” Felsafell pointed out. “Or you can have your people home and safe. You cannot have both. You must decide which is more important.”
 
   Yasir continued to fume as he met Felsafell's eyes. “He will betray us, Grunyal. Even if our people return, he will lead the humans and elves here.”
 
   “He has a point,” Grunyal said, turning again to Gewey. “What prevents you from telling people of our home?”
 
   “Nothing...nothing but my word. But I will promise you this: once heaven is opened and your people are safe, I will erase the knowledge from the minds of both Felsafell and Nehrutu. They will never know they were even here. And the protection you have enjoyed from my father will endure through me.” 
 
   After a long pause, Grunyal pushed back his chair and stood. “We need time to consider your offer.”
 
   Cloya rose as well, but Yasir remained seated, his eyes burning with rage and hands still balled into massive fists.
 
   “Come, Yasir,” said Grunyal. “We must speak alone.”
 
   With a hiss of hatred, Yasir got abruptly to his feet, sending his chair slamming against the wall. With a final hard look, he spun around to storm past Grunyal and out of the door. 
 
   “We will return, though I cannot say when,” Grunyal told Gewey. “I will have food and drink sent in shortly.”
 
   That said, he and Cloya left the chamber. 
 
   “Do you think they will agree?” Gewey asked.
 
   Felsafell shrugged. “I hope so. I could think of nothing else to offer them.”
 
   Nehrutu was staring down at the tabletop, his hands still folded in front of him. “I understand Yasir’s anger. I would feel the same if someone had hunted and killed my people.”
 
   “What happened to the yetulu was a long time ago,” Gewey told him. “And the poor creatures you know as Morzhash are totally unlike the yetulu here.”
 
   “I am not so sure.” He looked up at Gewey. “We discovered that they possess a crude language. And we should have guessed that their attacks had a purpose. But we could not see beyond their appearance. To us they were animals. And we hunted them as such.”
 
   “There is no use in dwelling on that,” Felsafell said. “If they agree, you can only do what you can to help them now.”
 
   A few minutes later the door opened and a yetulu entered carrying a large bottle and a bowl of fruits – none of which were familiar to Gewey. Without a word, he or she unceremoniously tossed both onto the table and departed.
 
   Gewey picked up a round purple fruit and took a small bite. Thick juice squirted to the back of his throat, filling his mouth with a tart flavor that reminded him of a lemon, though with a slightly sweeter taste. The bottle was filled with cool water, but with no cups, they were soon passing it from hand to hand like wine around a campfire.
 
   After they had eaten, Felsafell carried his chair back to its original position against the wall. Once settled there, he reached into his pack and retrieved a pipe. Soon the room was filled with an earthy smell that completely overwhelmed the pungent aroma from the leftover juices of their meal that, in spite of their efforts to be neat, had utterly soaked the tabletop.
 
   Gewey searched through his own pack and found a rag. While attempting to clean the mess, he began to laugh inwardly. Lessons of my father, he thought. Never leave a mess when you’re a guest in someone's home.
 
   More than two hours passed before the door opened once again. Cloya entered alone and took a seat at the table, frowning when her eyes fell on the stains left behind from the meal. Gewey gave her a crooked, embarrassed smile. But this quickly vanished when Grunyal came in a moment later and sat down.
 
   “Yasir will not be joining us,” he said. “But he has agreed to your terms and will forgo justice.”
 
   “That is, assuming you can prove yourself to be the son of Gerath,” added Cloya.
 
   Nehrutu's relief was clearly visible. “Thank you.”
 
   “Do not thank me,” said Grunyal. “It was Cloya who swayed Yasir, not I.”
 
   Nehrutu bowed his head to Cloya.
 
   “You say I must prove myself,” Gewey remarked. “How do you propose I do that?”
 
   “Easily.” Grunyal's lips crept up into a vicious smile. “You must tame the Ajagara.”
 
   “The Ajagara? What is that?” Gewey frowned, sensing a trap. Whatever they had in mind, it would almost certainly be deadly.
 
   Grunyal chuckled. “I believe you encountered its children inside the mountain.” 
 
   “Its children? You mean those lizards we fought were just…”  
 
   “They are but adolescents,” Cloya said, mirroring Grunyal’s malicious grin. “The parent is much larger.”
 
   “How large exactly?” 
 
   “What does it matter?” she replied. “If you are indeed the son of Gerath, its size should not be a problem for you. And if you intend to attain the god stones, you will need to pass through the Ajagara’s feeding grounds anyway. So now you can save your friends, and complete your task at the same time.”
 
   Grunyal and Cloya rose, both still smiling. Just before they reached the door, Grunyal glanced over his shoulder. “You have until morning to prepare. And you will go alone.”
 
   Before anyone could protest, they were gone.
 
   Nehrutu was the first to speak. “This is madness. You cannot undertake this alone.”
 
   “What choice is there?” Gewey countered. 
 
   “None,” stated Felsafell. “And you will prevail.”
 
   “How can you know this?” Nehrutu demanded. “It took both me and Gewey together to hold off the last Ajagara we faced. And still you had to help us. You heard what Cloya said. That was just one of its young. Without the flow, what chance does he have on his own?”
 
   “I know this because I have faith,” Felsafell replied. “Gewey has not come this far to fail now. He will conquer all that is set before him. This he has proven time and time again. I will not begin to doubt him now.” He turned to the young godling and smiled. “But that is not to say I think you should be reckless. If you find yourself over-matched, you must run.”
 
   A nervous laugh slipped from Gewey's mouth. He steepled his hands under his chin. “If the adult is anything like the offspring, I don’t think I’ll have any other choice but to run.”
 
   “There is one other thing you should remember,” Felsafell told him. “Grunyal said that you are to tame this creature, not kill it. This may be important, or maybe not, but do keep it in mind all the same.”
 
   “I will,” he promised.
 
   He did his best to calm his nerves and clear his mind. I will not fail, he thought repeatedly while setting out a bedroll from his pack. Even after laying down, these same four words still continued to echo in his head. Eventually, he could feel his body relaxing. Soon sleep would come as a welcome respite from his worries. 
 
   At least in the world of dreams he would be able to find peace, if only for a short time.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been many years since King Lousis had traveled so far east. The demands of ruling had kept him a virtual prisoner in his own city. Often he had desired to take time out to revisit the people of distant lands – to taste their food, sing their songs, and to drink their wine. But never had he imagined that his visit would take the form of a siege.
 
   The walls of Kaltinor loomed high in the distance: the ramparts heavily manned, the gates shut, and the portcullis down. A thousand soldiers all bearing the crest of Angrääl were standing at the base of the curtain wall looking as lambs to the slaughter. Whoever defended the city was a fool. The elves could massacre every man outside the gates without even drawing a sword. Mohanisi alone could scatter them like leaves in a storm with balls of fire. 
 
   Still, caution must rule the day, Lousis warned himself. In the past, the enemy had proved to be both cunning and ruthless. Sacrificing a thousand men might easily be a ploy to gain a later advantage. Or perhaps they simply wanted to test the power of Darshan. They would certainly have heard the rumors deliberately sent ahead that it was the son of Gerath, not King Lousis of Althetas, who was leading the approaching army. 
 
   “What are your orders, Your Highness?” asked a young lieutenant that Lousis had assigned as his personal messenger. 
 
   “Send word to Kaltinor that I wish a parlay with the enemy commander,” he replied. 
 
   The man bowed and sped away. Lousis drew a deep breath. With luck, the sight of well over a hundred-thousand men and elves would be enough to convince them to surrender immediately.  
 
   The pounding of approaching hoofs had him looking over his shoulder. He spotted Lord Chiron, his face beaming with confidence. The king raised a hand in greeting.
 
   Chiron returned the gesture, together with a bow. “Do you think they’ll see reason, Your Highness?”
 
   “I think we’re in for a fight,” he replied darkly. “Have you seen Mohanisi?”
 
   “He is with Lady Bellisia. She and the other healers are preparing tents and beds.”
 
   “Let us hope they will not be needed.”
 
    Mohanisi arrived a short time later on horseback, causing Lousis to raise an eyebrow. Normally, the elf much preferred to walk or ride in the supply wagons. More than once the king had teased him, saying that he feared horses. This invariably produced a look of irritation.
 
   “As you can see, Your Highness,” Mohanisi said after halting his mount, “I am quite comfortable atop this animal. I trust this will end your remarks.”
 
   “I am impressed,” Lousis responded, smiling broadly. “It is not easy to conquer one’s fears.”
 
   Mohanisi frowned at the light-hearted jab. “Do you have orders for the elves?”
 
   “What do you suggest?”
 
   “Their greatest power is in controlling the winds,” he replied. “Should the city choose to resist, they can ensure that enemy missiles are deflected. Even the heavy explosive bolts will not be able to fall through once they combine their strength.”
 
   “And you?” asked the king.
 
   Mohanisi surveyed the enemy lines. “I should be able to deal with the majority of those outside the wall. Archers can take care of any who flee.”
 
   “No,” said Lousis. “Any who flee will be left alone. Darshan allowed those who surrendered in Baltria to live. We will learn from his example.”
 
   “As you wish. I will gather my people.” Turning his horse with surprising ease, Mohanisi trotted away.
 
   “Do you intend to surround the city?” asked Chiron.
 
   “No,” Lousis replied. “I will allow an avenue of escape. If the enemy sees a way out they may well break ranks and shorten the battle. If we trap them, they have no choice but to fight on.”
 
   Chiron nodded. “A wise strategy. And one in keeping with Darshan’s own actions.” 
 
   “I’m not sure I would have done the same in Baltria,” Lousis admitted. “I have watched those who serve the Reborn King ravage my home and slaughter my people. Mercy is a lesson I am forced to constantly teach myself.”
 
   “And yet you spared so many when we fought in Skalhalis. And I have seen you give many pardons since then.”
 
   “Yes. I have been merciful. But what I do as king, and what the ire in my heart wishes me to do, are often very different.”
 
   “I understand that all too well,” said Chiron. His smile had vanished. 
 
   “Tell me,” asked Lousis. “When the war ends, do you think peace between elf and human will last? Or will we return to our baser instincts and fall prey once again to hatred and vengeance?”
 
   Chiron thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know. But lately I have often thought it might be best if the fears that I and the other elders once held do actually come to pass.”
 
   “And what would that be?”
 
   “We feared a mixing of the races. That should we live alongside humans, in time our race would simply be absorbed until the elves were no more.”
 
   Lousis tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. “And now you think this should happen?”
 
   A tiny sigh slipped from Chiron's mouth. “I look at Celandine. She is proud and strong, with all of our grace and none of our flaws. She personifies what is best in both elf and human. She is not burdened by hatred and prejudice. If that is the future, then maybe we should embrace it. Perhaps you and I are destined to fade.”
 
   “Perhaps.” 
 
   With a brisk movement of his hand, Lousis then shook off the sudden melancholy that Chiron’s tone had created. “But for now, it is our task to ensure that such a future has an opportunity to happen.”
 
   The messenger returned a short time later. “The enemy commander has agreed to meet and hear your terms,” he announced.
 
   A few minutes later the city gate and portcullis opened. Three men on horseback emerged and proceeded to a point about a hundred yards beyond their own lines. 
 
   Lousis’ guard was gathered in seconds.
 
   “You will still be within the range of their bows,” warned the guard captain. “You should not go to meet them.”
 
   “Then we will wait for Mohanisi,” Lousis said. “He will be able to protect us should there be treachery.”
 
   Mohanisi was quickly with them. With him riding alongside, Lousis and Chiron spurred their horses forward to meet the enemy. As they drew nearer, they could see more details of the three men waiting to talk. They were clad in fine polished armor and carried well-made swords, their hilts set with gold and precious stones. This finery was in stark contrast to the soldiers standing in front of the city walls. Most of these looked ragged and terrified, though it was difficult to see beyond the first row of men.
 
   When they were only a few yards away, the man in the middle raised his hand in salute. Lousis returned the gesture.
 
   “I am General Kylio Merwood,” he announced. “These are my captains.” He looked across to Mohanisi and Chiron and frowned. “But where is Darshan? I was greatly looking forward to meeting with him.”
 
   “I am King Lousis of Althetas,” the king replied. “And if you know what is good for you, you do not want to meet Darshan. More importantly, he has no desire to meet with you.”
 
   “I see,” said the general. “Well, little matter. Speak your terms.”
 
   “Lower your flags, throw down your arms and surrender the city at once. In return, we will spare your lives and allow you to return to your master unharmed.”
 
   Merwood rubbed his chin and nodded. “A generous offer, Your Highness. Only a great fool would turn down such kindness. But then again, my mother always said that I was a fool.” The two other men chuckled at his levity. “So now, allow me to counter your offer. Turn your army around and march back to where you came from as fast as you can. Once there, await the judgment of the Reborn King.”
 
   Lousis’ anger began to boil. “Do you not see the forces arrayed against you? Do the lives of your people mean so little that you would see them slaughtered?”
 
   “I would see you and the rest of your rabble be gone from my sight,” Merwood responded brusquely. “Soon the mighty Darshan will be no more, and you will come to understand the price for defying the true ruler of this world.”
 
   Lousis glared at Merwood, who only smirked back at him. “You will pay for your stupidity,” the king said. “And your people will pay with you.” Sharply turning his horse, he galloped back to their lines with his companions hurrying to catch up.
 
   “Ready your elves,” Lousis instructed Mohanisi. “We attack at once.”
 
   The elf gave a quick nod and rode away.
 
   “This man Merwood is a fool,” remarked Chiron.
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Lousis said. “But such arrogance generally derives from advantage. Have you or the other elves sensed any Vrykol about?”
 
   “No. Not in two weeks. And even then, they fled when we confronted them.”
 
   Lousis frowned. “Yes. Mohanisi also told me that. Most curious.”
 
   The lines quickly formed with the elves just behind the vanguard. Mohanisi then stepped forward and raised both arms. Almost instantly, the air above him burst into a massive ball of flames. The enemy positioned outside the walls began shifting about fearfully. 
 
   The air crackled and spat with furious power as Mohanisi sent the flames hurtling directly into the enemy’s center. Instantly, those to the fore scattered, the agonized screams of the burning men behind them tearing the air to shreds. There was no need for another bolt. Not one soldier had remained at his position and the way to the city gate was already clear.
 
   The human infantry surged forward bearing ladders, with the elves immediately behind them preparing to repel an avalanche of enemy arrows. But no arrows came. Almost unbelievably, the ramparts now appeared to be completely empty.
 
   “Forward!” bellowed Lousis, his sword raised high. “The cowards flee the walls!”
 
   The lines moved faster, their cheers increasing in volume with every yard they drew closer. Still, not a single man could be seen atop the wall. A trick, thought Lousis. 
 
   He continued to watch, awaiting whatever scheme the enemy had devised. “Onward my brave men,” he called out. But just as the line arrived at the point where Mohanisi had delivered the fireball, it suddenly came to a halt. All sounds of cheering also ceased. Lousis frowned. A full minute passed, and still there was no further sign of them advancing further.
 
   A short time later a soldier arrived. His face was pale and his hands were trembling.
 
   “What is it?” Lousis demanded.
 
   The soldier saluted. “Your Highness. They were children...women...old men.” His voice wavered badly. “They are all dead.”
 
   “What in the name of heaven are you talking about?”
 
   “The people that Mohanisi's fire consumed. Only the front line were men of fighting age. The others were lined up behind so we couldn’t see them.”
 
   The king could hardly believe what he was hearing. A vicious knot of anguish gripped the pit of his stomach as he looked around for Mohanisi and then beckoned for him to come over. On being told of what had happened, the elf's ear-splitting cry of rage and remorse severed through the entire clamor of the field.
 
   “Scale the walls,” Lousis commanded. “And bring me the head of the enemy commander.”
 
   The soldier bowed and sped off.
 
   Mohanisi was still clenching and unclenching his jaw and fists, utter fury on his face. 
 
   “It was not your fault,” the king said, before Mohanisi could speak.
 
   “No, you are wrong,” he retorted. “I should have been more aware. I could feel the unusually intense fear rising from them, but I chose to ignore it.”
 
   “Even had they been real soldiers, they believed Darshan was coming. Their fear would have been the same.”
 
   Lousis’ words went unheard. Eyes blazing, Mohanisi said: “Do not kill Merwood. Bring him to me.” With that, he spurred his horse and urged it into a gallop toward the rear. 
 
   In less than half an hour the men were over the wall, and very soon after that the city gates creaked open. That was too fast, thought Lousis. 
 
   The king approached at a slow trot, his guard completely surrounding him as they went. One of the captains saw his advance and moved up to meet him. 
 
   “The monsters killed everyone, then fled through the east gate,” the officer announced. “So far we have not found a living soul in Kaltinor.” His eyes bore unmistakable rage and revulsion. 
 
   This fresh burst of terrible news hit Lousis hard, forcing him to squeeze his eyes tightly shut. It took him several moments to gather his wits enough to speak. “Send men to round up those who fled the fire. Give food and medical treatment to any who need it.” 
 
   He opened his eyes and fixed them on the captain. “And see that none of them are harmed.”
 
   The captain saluted and hurried off. Moments later, Chiron arrived. 
 
   “Beasts,” he said in a half-whisper. “What will you do now?”
 
   The king stared at the open gate. “Bury the dead and move on.”
 
   “I’ll send seekers to scout the way ahead.”
 
   Lousis nodded, then turned his horse around and made his way to his tent. After dismounting, he spotted Bellisia and Mohanisi talking quietly nearby. Bellisia was gripping her staff like a club, her knuckles white around its shaft. On seeing the king, the pair walked over at once.
 
   “Come,” said Lousis. He handed his reins to a guard. “Drink with me.”
 
   Normally, neither Mohanisi nor Lady Bellisia would partake of alcoholic drink, but on this occasion they did not balk at the suggestion. 
 
   After escorting them into the tent, Lousis tossed his sword aside and produced three bottles. By nightfall, all of them were more than a little intoxicated, though they drank in utter silence. 
 
   A report came through stating that the majority of the people who had fled the fireball had been caught and tended to. Most of them were from Kaltinor. They had been warned that, if they ran, the archers on the wall would fill them with arrows. None had known anything of the slaughter within the city. 
 
   “Do not allow the children to re-enter until all of the dead are removed and buried,” Lousis ordered the messenger. “And then only long enough to collect some belongings.”
 
   “So what shall we do with them, Your Highness?” he asked.
 
   “I’ll send a small group of soldiers to escort them back to Althetas.”
 
   “You cannot shelter the world,” said Bellisia.
 
   “Perhaps not,” Lousis retorted. “But I will help these children if I can.”
 
   “And those that wish it, may make a new beginning across the sea,” added Mohanisi.
 
   “Would your people allow that?” Bellisia asked.
 
   “I will not give them a choice,” he replied sullenly. “The rest of the world is coming to our shores. This is a fact we will be forced to accept, be it now, or in a hundred years' time.”
 
   As midnight approached, Chiron joined them, along with Lord Brasley Amnadon and Eftichis. Though Lousis was grateful for the company of his new friends, he dearly wished Victis was with him as well. 
 
   It took three days for the bodies to be attended. Less than fifty people were found still alive in Kaltinor, and most of these had decided to go west with the other survivors. 
 
   When the seekers returned they reported that the army holding Kaltinor had in fact been only five-hundred men strong, and that it was now hastening with all speed toward the Goodbranch. Lousis considered pursuit, but eventually dismissed the idea. It would be difficult for even the elves to catch them, and he would not risk the possibility of a trap being laid for a small force separated from his main army. As much as he longed to capture Merwood, he knew that it was time to keep moving.
 
   As they passed by more towns, Lousis was relieved to see that these had not suffered the same fate as Kaltinor. Likely the fleeing dogs were in too great a hurry to get back to their master. By now, Angrääl would certainly be preparing for an assault. The only question remaining was, would they retreat north, or choose to meet his army head-on before it could cross the borders.
 
   Three days before they were due to arrive at the banks of the Goodbranch, scouts reported that the army from Baltria was already awaiting them. Thousands of desert elves, together with a large contingent of humans – some recruited from riverside cities and from the Eastlands – were encamped on the west bank about thirty miles north of Sharpstone.
 
   The hometown of Darshan, Lousis reflected. He'd been informed that Sharpstone remained completely untouched. A good thing too. He shuddered at the thought of Darshan’s rage should he discover that the town in which he'd grown up had been ravaged. Only harm to his wife and child would be capable of eliciting a greater anger.
 
   They had only just made camp when a courier brought him a letter from the Baltrian army. As he read it, a smile slowly appeared. He called at once for Mohanisi. When he appeared, Lousis asked him to sit.
 
   “The Baltrians have engaged and defeated the Angrääl force that was fleeing Kaltinor,” he announced.
 
   The elf instantly leaned forward. “And Merwood?” 
 
   “Captured!” 
 
   Lousis' cheerful smile turned into a wicked grin. “And he knows that we are coming. The letter says he is begging to be released, and has offered valuable information in exchange for freedom.”
 
   “And what was their response to that?”
 
   “That the decision rests with me.”
 
   Mohanisi’s normally stoic demeanor was now dark and dangerous. “And will you allow me to see him first?”
 
   “I will, my friend,” replied the king. “You have my word on that.”
 
   Mohanisi rose and bowed low. “Thank you.” Without another word, he turned and left.
 
   Once alone, Lousis wondered if he would truly be capable of watching while Mohanisi did whatever it was he had in store for the General. But the thought of the man’s smug expression inflamed his anger; even more so when picturing in his mind yet again the countless devastated bodies of the innocent.  
 
   Yes, he told himself. I think I will be able to bear it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Mohanisi approached the tent with steady, deliberate strides. To him, the celebration going on all around was non-existent. A few of the desert elves had come to offer greetings, but after one brief look at his face they understood that this was not the time and quickly backed away.
 
   The king had wanted to be with him, but his presence was required elsewhere. For this, Mohanisi was thankful. In just a few moments he would be face-to-face with the object of his fury. This was a time reserved for vengeance, and it would be a brand of vengeance that was best kept away from those close to him.
 
   The two guards stepped aside and allowed him to pass without a word. His keen vision meant that adjustment from the brightness of the noon sun to the dim light of the solitary lamp took only a second. He saw him at once – General Merwood. 
 
   The man was sat on the ground and tied to the tent's stout center post, his clothes ripped and ragged from capture. He squinted as the sun struck his eyes. But they widened the moment the entrance flap closed and he could clearly see the tall figure of the elf standing over him.
 
   “They told me you were coming,” Merwood said, clearly trying to mask his fear. “Are you here to torture me?”
 
   Mohanisi knelt down to be at eye level. His face was expressionless, though his eyes burned with the fire of justice. 
 
   “Answer me, elf!” the general demanded. But his bluster quickly disintegrated as the threatening silence continued. Before long, a tear began to fall from the corner of his right eye. 
 
   In a blur of speed, Mohanisi’s hand shot out and caught the drop on the end of his index finger before it reached the man's cheek. With exaggerated fastidiousness, he then wiped it away on the front of Merwood’s shirt.
 
   “Did you know that I would burn the people you placed in front of the gate?” he asked. “Or did you think they would flee so your men could fill them with arrows?”
 
   “I only did what I was ordered to do,” he whimpered. “My master....”
 
   “Your master is far from here,” snapped Mohanisi. The steel in his voice caused the man to flinch. “I want to know how you intended for them to die.”
 
   Merwood’s lips quivered. “Darshan. Darshan was meant to kill them. We hoped his anger would drive him to leave the army and travel to Kratis alone.”
 
   “So you did want them to burn. And what else?”
 
   Merwood looked confused. “I…I don’t…”
 
   Mohanisi reached out and lightly touched the general's forehead. There was a hiss of burning flesh, quickly followed by an agonized scream from Merwood. Mohanisi removed his finger, revealing a black spot. 
 
   “I will burn you one inch at a time on every single part of your body, which will prove to be infinitely more painful than the relatively quick death many of those poor innocent souls that you condemned suffered.” His voice was calm and his countenance detached. “Then I will remove your manhood. And when you beg for death, I will heal you and begin all over again. Know that I can repeat this indefinitely. You can only avoid this fate should you choose to speak. Do you understand?”
 
   By the time the elf had finished speaking, Merwood’s features had already turned a ghastly shade of dirty white. The stench of urine was also filling the tent.
 
   Mohanisi smiled. “That is good. I think we are now ready to begin.”
 
   He interrogated General Merwood for the next three hours without pause. The sounds of merriment going on outside the tent were an ironic backdrop to the severity of the grilling as he demanded answers about the plans and strategy of the Reborn King. When Lousis finally arrived, he looked at the two of them in surprise.
 
   “I was just about to go out and find you,” Mohanisi told him. He stood up and rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   “I thought he would be…well…in far worse condition.”
 
   “I have questioned him about the enemy. He lied, naturally.”
 
   “I did not!” Merwood protested. “I swear it!”
 
   “Silence!” Mohanisi snapped back. “Of course you did. You think I know nothing? You are no mere foot soldier. One such as you will have been in the presence of your master many times. This much I learned from my conversations with Jacob Nal’Thain.” He turned to Lousis. “The general is incapable of betrayal. Should he attempt such a thing, it would kill him.”
 
   “So how did you learn anything?” the king asked.
 
   Mohanisi smiled. “You would be amazed what can be discovered from lies. When you know what is not true, then the real truth often is revealed.”
 
   “So what did you find out?”
 
   “A large force awaits us one hundred miles to the north,” he said. “They are meant to test our strength and give us a sense of confidence before we reach the Angrääl border. They want us to think that the battles in the west have diminished their ability to fight. Naturally, this is not the case. From there, the way is clear until we reach Kratis. That is where the real war will be fought. And I am sad to say, it does not appear to be a battle we can win.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “No. They are led by a new commander. Someone in whom the Reborn King has complete faith. And whoever he is, his soldiers have great faith in him too. Also, the Vrykol are noticeably absent from their plans. No one seems to know where they are. This may serve us in battle.”
 
   Merwood stared at him, wide-eyed and mouth agape. “How could you have divined all this from what I told you?”
 
   “Because you are a fool,” Mohanisi said, waving his hand dismissively. “And had I the skills of Theopolou, I would have learned much more. But as is stands, we know as much as we need in order to proceed.”
 
   “And what of Merwood?” asked the king. “I thought you intended to…well...you know.”
 
   “I did,” he admitted. “But fortunately, I came to realize that it is not my justice he must face.” He paused before asking: “Are there still people remaining in Kaltinor?”
 
   The king nodded. “Around a dozen of them. They refused to go west with the others, and I had no cause to force them.”
 
   Mohanisi looked down at the general. “Then I ask that Merwood be escorted back to Kaltinor. There he will face the people he has truly wronged.”
 
   Spasms of fear began to shake the man's body. “Please. You promised that I would be released.”
 
   “I promised nothing other than I would not torture you if you answered my questions,” Mohanisi countered. “I never said that you would not be brought to justice.” He looked up at Lousis. “Is this agreeable with you, Your Highness?”
 
   The king thought for a long moment. “My commanders would wish to interrogate him themselves first. But after they are done, I have no objections.”
 
   “They can do as they like, they will not learn any more than I have,” Mohanisi stated. He gave Lousis an unnerving grin. “But I suppose there no harm in being thorough.”
 
   Lousis chuckled. “Indeed. No harm at all.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Prince Lanmore gazed out over the ramparts. The chill air felt good on his skin, though for most of the men along the wall it was far too cold for their taste. It probably would have been so for me as well, he thought. When I was just a man. But now, thanks to his master, he was much more than that.
 
   “Any news from the south?” 
 
   The high-pitched whining voice of General Jasish had always irritated him. And hearing it now, while enjoying a rare respite from the burdens of command, made him want to throw the man from the wall. He was another noble born fool who rankled at the thought that someone from the lower classes could rise so high. But unlike many of the others, he was a capable leader. A fact that, at this very moment, had saved his life.
 
   “Kaltinor has fallen to the west,” Lanmore replied. “The enemy will be upon us soon.”
 
   “I advised that you leave a larger force there…my prince.” The words 'my prince' were spat out as if a bitter seed. 
 
   “Your advice was stupid,” he shot back. “Kaltinor means nothing. I only left that idiot Merwood there in order to establish the location of Darshan.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “He is not with them.”
 
   The short, stocky man’s shoulders sagged with relief. “That is good to hear.”
 
   Lanmore sneered. “Is that so? Is it a good thing to not know the location of our deadliest enemy? Have you any idea of just how powerful Darshan is?”
 
   “I think so.” In defiance of the cold weather, beads of sweat were forming on his brow. “At least, I know what I’ve heard.”
 
   “You think so?” Lanmore mocked. “You know nothing. Darshan could wipe out an entire army with just a thought. He could descend from the heavens and burn every living creature to cinders with no more effort than it takes to draw a sword. Only the power of the Reborn King can stop him.” 
 
   Jasish pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead. “Then it is good we have our master’s protection.”
 
   “That is the first intelligent thing you’ve said so far. Now go tell the other commanders to muster their soldiers. We march south in three days.”
 
   “South, my prince?”
 
   Lanmore gave him an irritated look. “That is what I said. Now that Merwood has served his purpose and led them to believe that we cower behind our walls, we will go forth and slaughter our foes like the dogs they are. King Lousis and his army will never gaze upon the spires of Kratis – that I swear.”
 
   Jasish hesitated. “Is it true that you are from Kaltinor, my prince?”  Lanmore gave no reply. “I see. Forgive me for asking,” the general quickly added. After a brisk salute, he hurried away with quick nervous steps.
 
   Kaltinor, thought Lanmore. Yes, that was my home. 
 
   And because of Merwood’s blood lust, it was now all but gone. Its people killed needlessly to satisfy one man’s insanity. Through the power bestowed upon him by his master, Lanmore had peered through Merwood’s eyes and heard his thoughts. He'd seen the bodies of his brother and mother sprawled out in the streets like heaps of abandoned rubbish.
 
   He did his best to feel outrage and anger, but could muster only mild displeasure. Had the power bestowed on him stifled his human emotions? No, that could not be. He felt rage toward the army that now sought to destroy him; he felt hatred for Darshan; and he felt a love for those who were loyal to his king. He laughed softly. Even that fool Jasish. But the murder of his family was bringing forth no urgent desire for justice or revenge.
 
   Still…no matter...Merwood had earned his reward. He closed his eyes and reached out across the vast distance separating them.
 
   He quickly found the man. “Merwood,” he whispered. “You have failed me. You have failed Angrääl. And you have failed your king.”
 
   “Please,” he responded weakly. “I did as you commanded. I told them nothing. I swear it.”
 
   “You are a wretched fool.” Lanmore pressed deeper into his mind. “Little better than a wild animal. No one ordered you to slaughter the people of Kaltinor. Your only task was to find out if Darshan marched with the west's army. Nothing more.”
 
   “But my prince. I could not escape. I only did it to give myself time to....”
 
   “Time to what?” His thoughts were like a claw wrapping itself around Merwood’s spirit. “Time to save your miserable skin? Better for you to have died.”
 
   Merwood was weeping now. “I beg you, my prince. “Spare me.”
 
   Lanmore laughed viciously. “I’m not going to kill you, fool. But you will wish that I had.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Mohanisi and King Lousis sat together talking by a small fire just beyond the king’s tent. Only light conversation was permitted. It had been decided between them that dire subjects had no welcome until the sun rose. Meanwhile, Chiron and Bellisia were acquainting themselves with their desert kin, and the commanders were organizing their ranks with a man from Baltria called Bevaris. He was a knight of Amon Dähl, and, from what Lousis could make of him, an extremely capable leader and tactician. 
 
   As dusk turned into night, the merriment rose to a fever pitch. Lousis had never seen such joyous abandon as that being exhibited by the desert elves. Stories of their prowess in battle were already spreading quickly about the camp. It was enough to give hope to a doomed cause. 
 
   A distraction, he thought. A mere distraction from all this death. He wondered if he would ever be able to look at Darshan again without feeling anger. In his mind he knew this was not the young god's doing. It was the only path to victory. But his heart was telling him something different. If only Darshan would engage and defeat the Reborn King before they faced the enemy in battle…
 
   He shook off these dark thoughts and returned to his wine. A short time later, Mohanisi produced a small silver flute – something Lousis had never seen him do before – and began to play an unfamiliar yet delightful tune. Clearly the elf was being influenced by the high spirits of his kin.
 
   “Is that a melody of your homeland?” Lousis asked when the music was over.
 
   “No,” he replied. “It is something new.”
 
   “A new song for a new age,” mused the king. 
 
   Mohanisi smiled, then began to play again. This time the tune was slow and sweet. It reminded Lousis of his time with Selena just after their wedding. He pictured her face and imagined himself lying beside her, his arms wrapped around her soft shoulders, her warm breath gently ruffling the hairs on his chest. He closed his eyes and allowed the fantasy to take him.
 
   “Your Highness.”
 
   The voice of the messenger broke the spell. Lousis sighed and forced a smile. A lad of no more than eighteen years was standing beside him.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “You are needed, Your Highness,” said the young boy. “There is something amiss with the prisoner.”
 
   Reluctantly, the king rose to his feet. After exchanging curious glances, he and Mohanisi followed the boy back to the tent where Merwood was being held. They could hear his screams sounding out when still fifty yards away. But these were not the screams of a man being tortured for information. These were screams of sheer madness and terror.
 
   On entering the tent they saw Merwood, still tied to the post, thrashing his head wildly from side to side and screaming incoherently. Standing close by were one of the desert elves and a young Baltrian captain. Both of them appeared confused and unsure what to do. 
 
   “What happened?” Lousis demanded. “What did you do to him?”
 
   “We did nothing,” the elf stated. “We have not even begun to question him yet.”
 
   Kneeling down, the king looked hard at Merwood. His eyes were in a faraway place and his face contorted. Blood was dripping from his mouth where he had bitten his tongue.
 
   Lousis grabbed the man’s head and held it fast, forcing their eyes to meet. But there was no look of recognition or reason there. “What could have done this?” he asked.
 
   Mohanisi touched the king’s shoulder. “Allow me.”
 
   Lousis moved aside, watching closely as the elf bent down and placed his hands on Merwood’s face. Almost at once, the general's thrashing ceased and his eyes grew even wider. But the contact only lasted for a few seconds. With a surprised gasp, Mohanisi suddenly withdrew his hands and stumbled backwards as though receiving a violent shock.
 
   Lousis caught his shoulders and held him steady. “What is it? What did you see?”
 
   Mohanisi rubbed his temples and shook his head. “I…I cannot describe it.” He looked at Lousis with a horrified expression. “And yet, it was something I will never forget.” Politely shaking off Lousis’ hold, he knelt in front of Merwood. “Another's mind has broken his will. It has left him in a place where nothing but dread and pain exists. Pain beyond reckoning, and fear the like of which makes the darkest nightmares seem a pleasant and kind place to dwell.”
 
   “Is there anything you can do?” asked Lousis.
 
   “Nothing,” he whispered. The vision of what he had witnessed was still fresh in his mind. His hands trembled and his chest felt heavy. “No one should be forced to endure this, whatever their crimes.”
 
   In one single fluid motion, Mohanisi drew his dagger and plunged it hard into the middle of Merwood’s heart. The man gave a single gasp and shudder, then the light in his eyes was gone.
 
   “Burn his body,” ordered Lousis. 
 
   He and Mohanisi returned to the fire, but Mohanisi was no longer in a mood for merrymaking. Very soon, he retreated on his own to a quiet spot at the south end of the camp.
 
   Shortly after that, Lousis retired to his bed. Seeing the elf so troubled had brought the reality of the coming battle back to the fore. 
 
   Even so, as he had done every night since leaving Althetas, he made sure that his dear love, Selena, was his final thought before allowing sleep to take him.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun was setting as Aaliyah entered the gates of Althetas. The light from the street lamps that once gave the city a friendly glow and brought a feeling of security to its inhabitants, now illuminated the faces of a troubled and despondent people. With the king away and only sparse news coming regarding how the war was faring in the east, there was little to be happy about. 
 
   Construction and repairs had all but ceased as most skilled humans and elves were now away serving with the army. In fact, the city's population was currently reduced to less than a quarter of its former number. 
 
   Aaliyah had felt the presence of her people the previous day, and could not help but wonder about their feelings on discovering such conflict. War was virtually unknown to them. Aside from the Morzhash raids, there were no real threats to their society. Indeed, her own initial reaction to the turmoil had not been favorable. She recalled her revulsion on learning that elves had been attacking their own kind. Back then, she'd had grave doubts that her people and those of this land could ever be truly reunited. But now, bitter experience had helped her to understand the foolishness of that attitude. It was the world that had molded the people here. The weakness of both races could not be blamed. Or at least, they should be given understanding. 
 
   On reaching the king’s manor, she noticed at once how relieved the guards appeared to be at the sight of her.
 
   “Lady Aaliyah,” called one of the men. “Your return is most welcome. The queen will want to see you right away. I will take you to her.”
 
   “Thank you,” she replied, bowing her head. “Are my people residing within the city walls?”
 
   “No, My Lady. They have chosen to remain aboard their vessels.”
 
   Aaliyah frowned while following the guard to the queen's parlor. This did not bode well. To refuse hospitality was not normally the custom. She needed to find out what had transpired as soon as possible.
 
   Queen Selena was sitting in a plush chair near a crackling fire, reading a book. Her face lit up on seeing Aaliyah. Tossing the book aside, she sprang to her feet and hugged her in a tight embrace.
 
   “I am so happy you are here,” she enthused. “Life here is dull beyond imagining. Perhaps you can bring some light into these dismal halls.”
 
   Aaliyah returned the embrace, but her expression remained one of confusion. “I would have thought that with my kin docked in your harbor, there would be plenty of excitement.”
 
   Selena huffed. “They’ve been here for days, and still refuse to leave their ships. Jacob met with an envoy when they first arrived, but they would say nothing other than they wished to speak with you as soon as possible. I must say, I am disappointed by their lack of courtesy.”
 
   “As am I,” she agreed. “Such behavior is not typical. Did they give their names?”
 
   “Only one, who called herself Estrella. From what Jacob said, she is in charge of the fleet.”
 
   “Yes, she would be. Of that there is no question.”
 
   “So you know her?”
 
   Aaliyah nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing with concern. “I do. And the fact that she has come here may not be what I was hoping for when I sent for my people.”
 
   “So what does it mean?”
 
   Aaliyah forced a smile. “Perhaps nothing. Dark thoughts enter my mind so easily now that I am separated from Nehrutu. I will send for Estrella in the morning. She will not refuse my summons.”
 
   Selena offered Aaliyah the chair across from where she had been seated. “I understand. I never imagined that I would love again after the death of Lee’s father, but I was wrong. Lousis makes me feel young and alive.” Tears welled in her eyes. “And now I fear that I shall lose yet another love…I don’t think my heart will be able to endure it.”
 
   Aaliyah leaned forward to gently touch the back of her hand. “I will not tell you that I know for certain your husband will return. But then, I cannot tell that to myself either. However, I do believe he will. And that belief keeps me from despairing.” She leaned back again and smiled. “I will say this: of all the humans I have met, King Lousis is by far the most blessed by fortune. If anyone can evade death, it is him.”
 
   Selena began to laugh softly and wiped away her tears. “You are not wrong. Lousis is most certainly blessed with good luck. King Victis told me the very same thing before he went south. He said that, even if the enemy were to completely blot out the sun with arrows, Lousis would still be standing in the one spot where none landed.” She sighed. “I suppose I will have to follow your example and believe that he will return safely.”
 
   Both women reflected in silence for a moment. Aaliyah then said: “When I arrived, I noticed that your guards seemed to be on edge.”
 
   “Yes. Since your people appeared, rumors of both hope and disaster have been rampant. No one knows for certain if they are here to help us or not. Poor Jacob has done his best to reassure the people, but they have not known him long enough yet for him to earn their trust. They constantly cry out for Lousis. Thankfully, Jacob was called away to Skalhalis for a few days and is currently removed from the constant needs of the city.”
 
   “I have only known him for a short time,” said Aaliyah. “But he is a strong young man. I'm sure he will win them over eventually. And after tomorrow, all rumors will be laid to rest.”
 
   The two women talked for a while longer. Aaliyah then excused herself and retired to her room. Before going to sleep, she had a messenger take a letter of invitation to the lead elf vessel. 
 
   Why have you come, Estrella? The question continued to plague her as she drifted off to sleep.
 
   She woke just before dawn. After quickly dressing, she sought out Selena and found her in the same parlor as the previous night. The queen was sitting at a small table beside the window, a steaming plate of eggs and ham in front of her. Another plate had been set opposite in anticipation of Aaliyah's arrival.
 
   “I miss the food in Valshara,” remarked Selena. “But this is not too bad.”
 
   The two women ate quietly, both of them glancing at the door each time the sound of footfalls drifted in from the hall.  
 
   “When do you think your kin will arrive?” asked Selena.
 
   “It depends,” she replied. “If this were a casual affair, I would say early. But as this is not, I would guess that we shall see them after midday.”
 
   Just then, a young servant girl arrived. She curtsied formally. “Your Highness. The elves from the harbor have arrived and are awaiting an audience.”
 
   Selena looked at Aaliyah. “It would seem either they think this a casual visit, or they are unwilling to wait.”
 
   Aaliyah thought for a moment and then stood. “After introductions, I would ask that you allow me to speak first, Your Highness.”
 
   “I think that would be best,” Selena agreed. She turned back to the servant. “How many are there?”
 
   “Three, Your Highness.”
 
   “Then have them brought to the king’s library. I will receive them there.”
 
   The servant curtsied again and hurried away.
 
   “I think it will be a better place than the throne room. A bit more…personal.”
 
   Aaliyah nodded her approval.
 
   The king’s library was nearly as large as the council chambers, with every wall completely filled with shelf after shelf of leather bound tomes. Rows of lamps were positioned in the middle of the room between two long mahogany tables, and there was a large desk to the far right. 
 
   “Lousis loves this room,” mused Selena. “His passion for books rivals even that of my son.”
 
   They took their places behind the desk, with Aaliyah choosing to stand to the right of the queen. When the door opened, two guards escorted the three elves inside. 
 
   The middle elf was a tall female with long, sleek black hair similar to Aaliyah’s. Her features were similar too, though a little less angular and delicate. Her eyes were azure and sparkled in the lamplight. She wore a flowing green dress tied at the waist by a white sash. Her two male companions, one with honey blond hair and ice blue eyes, the other with auburn hair and eyes of deep violet, both wore white satin tunics with intricate, black threaded embroidery. Each carried a small dagger and a leather pouch on his belt. 
 
   Selena got to her feet as the trio approached. “You are most welcome to my city. I am Selena, Queen of Althetas. I regret that my husband, King Lousis, is not here to greet you as well. But sadly, he still fights in the east.”
 
   All three elves bowed in unison. 
 
   “I am Estrella, but this I am sure you already know.” She gestured to the blond elf. “This is Bruhintu, brother of Nehrutu, and on my other side, Lhasari, who is a cousin of Mohanisi. I thought it appropriate that they should join us.”
 
   Selena bowed and smiled warmly. “You are indeed most welcome.” She turned her attention to Lhasari. “I wish your cousin was here, but he is with my husband.”
 
   This drew a look of displeasure from the elf.
 
   “And my brother?” asked Bruhintu.
 
   “He is with Darshan,” Aaliyah answered, quickly adding: “Or as you know him – Shivis Mol.”
 
   “And where is Shivis Mol now?” asked Estrella, her eyes fixed firmly on Aaliyah.
 
   “The answer to that will take much explanation,” she replied coldly. “If you would sit, I will tell you everything that has transpired.”
 
   The three elves sat on the chairs offered. 
 
   “First of all, it would be best if you know the story from its very beginning,” Aaliyah continued. “And that would be best told by Queen Selena.”
 
   Selena nodded and began the tale, first of all telling them everything she knew about the Dark Knight. For more than two hours she explained all the events leading up to the war, including a background of the first Great War. Mention of this brought uncomfortable glances from the elves, but she ignored them and pressed on. 
 
   “And that is what has brought us to this present state of affairs,” she finally concluded. 
 
   “Interesting,” remarked Estrella impassively. “And what can you add to this story, Aaliyah?”
 
   “Much,” she replied. “But that will take at least as long to tell as did the queen’s part. Perhaps you should take repast first.”
 
   “No,” insisted Estrella. “I would hear what you have to say now.”
 
   Aaliyah bowed and folded her hands in front of her. “As you wish.”
 
   She spoke in detail of her time with Darshan, and of the part they had played in the war. When she mentioned her bonding with Nehrutu, both Estrella and Bruhintu’s eyes widened. 
 
   “It seems you have been through much,” Estrella said, once Aaliyah’s tale had ended. She turned to Selena. “I would speak to Aaliyah alone.”
 
    A heavy frown formed on Selena's face. She leaned forward in a forceful posture. “I realize that you are Aaliyah’s kin. But I was unaware you are not accustomed to displaying civility. You have docked in my harbor for days and we have not harassed you. You have been welcomed into my city, and my home. And now you have been entrusted with knowledge reserved for only the trusted few among us. Yet you presume to order me about as if I were a simple servant.” She rose to her feet, her eyes unblinking. “You will address me as Your Highness. I am the Queen of Althetas and deserve courtesy. Do you understand?”
 
   Estrella bowed her head, though her expression remained unreadable. “I apologize if I have been discourteous. It was not my intent. But the events that have led us here, combined with hearing what you and Aaliyah have told us, has robbed me of all else but my purpose.” She stood and bowed again. “Please, Your Highness. I would like to speak to my sister privately.”
 
   Selena’s eyes shot to Aaliyah.
 
   “Yes,” she affirmed. “Estrella is my sister.”
 
   “I should have guessed,” said Selena. “Very well. If you wish to talk alone, I could show Bruhintu and Lhasari around the manor. Your kin have taken much pleasure in the art my house boasts. Perhaps you will too.”
 
   Both elves stood and bowed respectfully in acceptance of her offer. Once Selena had led them from the room, the two women sat, Aaliyah behind the desk and Estrella opposite. 
 
   “What have you done, sister,” scolded Estrella.
 
   “Only what I knew to be right.”
 
   “You were sent here to bond with Shivis Mol. Not to get involved in the wars and politics of this savage world.”
 
   “I have already told you what has happened since we arrived,” she retorted. “I was unable to bond with Darshan. He loved another. As did I.”
 
   Estrella’s face darkened. “Yes. Nehrutu. I should have never allowed him to go with you. His feelings for you have clearly influenced your objectivity.”
 
   “You are wrong. My feelings for him had only been set aside out of a sense of duty. They were always as strong as his were for me. All we have done is complete a bond that should never have been ignored in the first place.”
 
   Estrella shook her head. “You have shamed yourself. And you have endangered our people.”
 
   Aaliyah sniffed. “Our people were already in danger. We were just unaware of it. I involved myself because there was a need. This world will not suffer isolation now that the barrier is down. We fight not only to save this land, but our own as well.”
 
   “Nonsense. What power could conquer us? Only the gods themselves possess such strength. You have allowed the fear that pervades the people here to infect you.” Estrella clicked her tongue. “I pity you, dear sister.”
 
   Her smug, arrogant manner caused Aaliyah's anger to rise. “And you, dear sister, speak from ignorance.”
 
   “You see?” she chided. “Your rage comes out so easily now. Your passions govern your actions. No longer can you control yourself…and no longer can you be trusted it seems.”
 
   “That is not for you to say,” she countered. “My loyalty has never been in question. And though you are my sister, do not presume to know my heart…or my motives.”
 
   “Are you not bonded to Nehrutu? Are you not engaged in a war that is not your own? Have you accomplished even a single task assigned you?” A hint of suppressed anger burned in Estrella's eyes. “And where are your ships?” She held out her hand before Aaliyah could reply. “Do not even bother to try and justify the death of so many of our kin. Or that you allowed those who survived to march off to certain death with the husband of this human queen. I am sorry, sister, but you are not worthy of the position you have been given.” 
 
   She rose gracefully to her feet and turned her back before speaking again. “You may have wondered why I bothered to come here.”
 
   “I have,” Aaliyah admitted. “Your work with the builders was only just beginning when I left. I am greatly surprised that you would abandon it.”
 
   “I came because I love you,” she replied. Her tone was suddenly tender and kind. “You are my family. And now that mother is gone, my only family. When I was told of your encounter with Shivis Mol and the conflict ravaging this land, I knew I had to come to your aid.”
 
   “Then aid me,” Aaliyah said. “Why berate and insult me?”
 
   “I am aiding you.” Her voice dropped to a mere whisper. “You are to board my ship immediately and return home.”
 
   Aaliyah sprang up from her chair. “I will not! You have no authority over me.”
 
   Estrella turned to face her sister again. There was both sadness and pity in her expression. “I am afraid that I do. I was sent by the elders to ascertain the situation and deal with it as I see fit. And given your current condition, I have no other choice. You will return home, and I will ensure that the bond between the elf Kaylia and Shivis Mol is broken.”
 
   Aaliyah let out a scornful laugh. “So that you may bond to him yourself?”
 
   “If I can.”
 
   “Then you are a fool. You do not wield the power to sever their bond. And even if you did, Darshan would never join himself to you.”
 
   “Perhaps not,” she said. “But I will try, nonetheless. And if that means the death of his current mate…” The idea of killing one of her own kind was clearly upsetting to her, and the final few words stuck in her throat for a moment. “Then so be it.”
 
   “None of this matters,” Aaliyah told her. “You will never be able to get close to her. And I will not leave.”
 
   “I am truly sorry, but there will be no more debate. As we speak, a team of elves await my command to force your compliance, though I do hope you will come willingly. And, as far as the elf Kaylia is concerned, the human named Jacob gave us all the information we required. Believe me when I say that I did not enjoy playing on his trust, but it was necessary. And though the people here imagined we have been idle aboard our ships, we have not. I sent scouts out to gather the rest of what I needed to know. Long before you arrived, I knew that you had failed and that another had bonded with Darshan.” She reached out and touched Aaliyah’s hand. “No matter. That has already been attended to. By now she is either dead - the bond broken - or both.”
 
   Aaliyah recoiled at her touch. “You have no idea what you have done. Darshan will....” 
 
   The door to the library suddenly burst open, causing the two women to spin around. Approaching them with long, confident strides was Kaylia, her eyes ablaze with unyielding intent.
 
   “Darshan will not need to know of your stupidity,” she said, her voice booming off the walls and startling Estrella. “And before you ask...yes, I am Kaylia, unorem of Darshan and mother to his child. And you are an arrogant fool who is lucky I am not the untempered youth I once was. Otherwise, I would burn you to ashes for what you tried to do.”
 
   Aaliyah's face lit up. “How did you know? How did you escape?”
 
   Kaylia’s furious gaze never left Estrella. “It was not I who needed to escape.”
 
   Estrella's look of surprise quickly faded, to be replaced by an imperious smirk. “So, you evaded my people, only to deliver yourself to me. And you think to call me a fool?”
 
   “I did not evade your people,” Kaylia corrected. “I allowed them to live. That they were my kin and thought they were doing right was the only thing that saved them.” She took hold of Aaliyah’s hand. “And what saves you now is that you are Aaliyah's sister. She is as a sister to me as well, so I will confine my wrath.”
 
   Kaylia looked deep into Aaliyah's eyes. “Are you all right?”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “Though for a moment, I feared that you had been killed.”
 
   “Those she sent did not possess the power to harm me.”
 
   “But how did you know they were coming?” Aaliyah asked.
 
   The corners of Kaylia's mouth turned up into a tiny smile. Pride washed over her entire aspect. “Jayden told me.”
 
   Aaliyah gasped, then laughed loudly for several seconds. After calming herself, she looked at her sister. “Forgive me, Estrella. But you really should do as Kaylia says.” 
 
   Estrella closed her eyes, but they quickly shot open again, filled with frustration.
 
   “You will not summon your people to come here,” cautioned Kaylia. “I will not allow it. It would only result in needless deaths.”
 
   Estrella’s face turned red with fury. “Just because you are able to block my connection to my kin, that does not mean you have the strength to prevent me from doing what I came here to do.”
 
   “I can do more than that,” Kaylia warned. “I can trap your spirit, and the spirits of all your people, should you threaten me or those whom I love again.”
 
   Estrella snickered. “You lie. No elf possesses the power of the spirit.”
 
   “You think not? Aaliyah does. Nehrutu and Mohanisi as well. All of them have learned to use the flow of the spirit.”
 
   Estrella looked to Aaliyah. “Is this true? Have you achieved such power?”
 
   Aaliyah nodded. 
 
   “How is this possible?”
 
   Kaylia’s face softened. “Through the same love that you would seek to destroy. You are so like Aaliyah was when she arrived on these shores. And had I not been so immature, I would have known what to do when we first met.” Suddenly, the room lit up with a million tiny lights, and the tinkling of bells and laughter filled their hearts with unrestrained bliss. 
 
   “Behold – the spirit of this world,” Kaylia continued. “It has been denied to you for far too long. Its beauty and majesty has been just out of reach. But no longer.”
 
   She paused to smile at Estrella. “You did not come here because you need the power of Darshan. Nor have you come to enlighten your kin. Though your powers are great and your spirit a match, you are really no different to the elves…or even the humans....of this land. And soon you will see that. And when you do, you will know the joy that both your sister and I feel when we imagine the future.”
 
   For a while, Estrella was unable to speak. She reached out to touch the lights with her fingertips, a tiny laugh escaping her lips each time. “How is this done?” she asked finally. 
 
   Kaylia took both of her hands. “Through love. Nothing else can bring you to this place. And you have it within you. We all do. It is the one thing all people, be they human or elf, have in common. But unlike humans, we are fortunate enough to be able to see it manifested.”
 
   Kaylia drew Estrella’s spirit into her own. “Can you feel it now?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
   Kaylia let the flow slowly subside and helped Estrella into her chair. She and Aaliyah then sat close beside her.
 
   After a few minutes, Estrella looked up at Kaylia, her face awash with regret. “Can you ever forgive my ignorance?”
 
   “Of course,” she replied. “Think no more about it. We are all guilty of ignorance at some point. And as I said. Aaliyah is as a sister to me. So I will think of you in the same way.”
 
   “And you, Aaliyah. Can you...?”
 
   “There is nothing to forgive. I love you, and I know that you acted because of your love for me – and for our people.”
 
   “So what should I do now?” Estrella asked. “If the battle is already joined, we can be of no help to Darshan, or to King Lousis. What use can we serve?”
 
   “War has ravaged this land,” answered Kaylia. “Your people have skills that are desperately needed and would be most welcome.”
 
   “You shall have all that I can provide,” Estrella assured her. 
 
   “The queen and Jacob will know where you are most needed,” Aaliyah said.
 
   “Then I will see to it at once.”
 
    “Not yet.” Aaliyah gently squeezed her sister's arm. “We have some time, and I have missed you dearly. Will you sit with me and talk for a while?”
 
   Estrella gave her a loving smile. “Yes. I would like that.” She looked to Kaylia, who was about to rise. “And you should stay too.”
 
   “You must forgive me,” she said. “But I left my son in Valshara and am anxious to return to him.”
 
   Estrella nodded understandingly. “Of course.”
 
   After exchanging embraces with the two of them, Kaylia left the room.
 
   “I did not want to ask her,” said Estrella, once they were alone. “But are you certain that Darshan will prevail?”
 
   Aaliyah smiled. “Certain? No. But I do have faith.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   King Lousis wiped away the blood dribbling down his face and steeled himself to face a fresh wave of attackers. Never before had he seen the armies of Angrääl moving with such alacrity and precision. The enemy’s constantly repeated battle cry of “Never to Kratis” rolled across the field like ominous claps of thunder. 
 
   Their first battle had gone well. Mohanisi had been absolutely correct about the enemy's location, also their relatively few numbers. In less than a day they'd had them on their heels and in full retreat. This new and unexpected engagement however, was something completely different. 
 
   Whereas before they had easily outnumbered the enemy, this time it appeared as if the Reborn King had sent every soldier he had out to fight. Even so, with the elves easily able to navigate such obstacles, the rocky terrain should have given an advantage to Lousis' men. Only it wasn't working out that way. The positioning and adjustments of the enemy was uncanny.
 
   “Fall back, Your Highness,” shouted one of his guards. “They’re coming again.”
 
   But Lousis knew there could be no retreat. He could hear the clashing of steel close behind him. Their right side had collapsed and they had been flanked. To go back would only put him in greater danger.
 
   “Then let them come!” he yelled. 
 
   It was almost with a feeling of relief when he saw that the soldiers bearing down on them were clad in the typical armor of Angrääl. The native barbarians also fighting for the Reborn King wore animal skins and carried giant axes or swords as long as a man. Their savagery had already gained them a fearsome reputation. 
 
   His guard took the brunt of the assault. The sound of steel clashing on steel, together with the crazed shouting of the combatants, combined to create a deafening demonic symphony. Hard as Lousis' guard fought, it wasn't long before two enemy soldiers slipped through the line and ran straight for the king. 
 
   He gripped his sword and broadened his stance. The first attacker to reach him swung his blade in a high arc, threatening to split him in twain. But it was a clumsy movement. Lousis had time to step aside and ram his shoulder into the man, sending him stumbling to the ground. Without hesitation, the king then crouched low and was just in time to thrust his sword straight into the second onrushing attacker’s gullet.  
 
   He spun to finish off the first soldier, but one of his own men had already stepped back and plunged a knife into his neck. The king gave the guard a quick nod of thanks, but there was no time for him to return the gesture. Inch by inch they were losing ground. Three more Angrääl soldiers forced their way through and came after Lousis. 
 
   Furiously, the king fought to keep them at bay. The flashing of blades and loud grunting of men straining every sinew to gain an advantage was growing ever more intense. Again and again the enemy pressed Lousis back, several times finding his flesh and opening shallow wounds. 
 
   Using his superior experience and sheer adrenaline to outmaneuver his foes, he did his best to ensure that only one soldier at a time could get through to him on the rock strewn ground, and then only with the opportunity to attack directly from the front. This tactic was working for now, though he knew they would find a way of getting behind him soon enough. Either that, or more of them would break through and simply overwhelm him. Continuing like this was merely delaying the inevitable.
 
   Well, I’ll take at least some of them with me, he told himself.
 
   Abandoning all further attempts at mere defense, Lousis lunged forward, slashing down hard. There was a moment of grim satisfaction when his blade cut deep into an enemy thigh, but almost immediately after that, a loud hiss of pain escaped his mouth as cruel steel pierced his armor and cut into his ribs. This had been expected though. Fighting through the pain, he pushed himself further forward. The soldier who had struck him was now too close to use his sword again and was scrambling back. In his haste, he stumbled on a small rock. This was all the invitation Lousis needed. His blade swiftly took the man's head. 
 
   In a flash, the third enemy moved in, stabbing hard at Lousis' chest. But fortune was with the king. He twisted sideways, and the point of the blade merely glanced off his breastplate. His armored elbow then shot out and smashed into his attacker's mouth, sending blood and teeth flying.  Roaring with battle lust, he drew his dagger and sank it into the soldier's sword arm. 
 
   He glanced over his shoulder to see where the first man he had wounded was, only to find that he had now backed away, to be replaced by five more Angrääl troops racing into the attack.
 
    Snarling, Lousis removed the head of the third soldier while he was still staggering about and clutching at his profusely bleeding sword arm. He then glared at the five new aggressors closing in on him. So ends King Lousis, he thought. He began to laugh. I should have never made it this far anyway. Raising his sword high, he charged forward to meet his fate, the name of his queen springing forth loud and clear.
 
   “Selena!”
 
   He had taken only a few paces when searing heat suddenly hit Lousis dead in the face, bringing him to an abrupt halt. Just ahead, flames exploded from the earth, engulfing all five of the advancing Angrääl soldiers and yet more of the enemy behind them. Their screams of agony overcame even the desperate clamor of battle. Some victims began running wildly around in circles, while others were rolling on the ground in futile attempts to extinguish the flames.
 
   Gasping from his exertions, Lousis scanned the area. It took him a moment, but eventually he spotted Mohanisi walking toward him.
 
   “Thank you,” he said. 
 
   “Do not thank me yet,” Mohanisi replied. “The enemy is still at our back. The left flank is holding, and the desert elves are reinforcing the right. But the day is far from over. Luckily, they have not yet unleashed their explosive bolts, but I suspect they do not want to risk killing too many of their own men. Once we re-establish the lines, that may change.”
 
   Lousis could see several deep gashes in the elf’s armor, but thankfully no blood. “Suggestions?” he asked.
 
   “First of all, I need to get you clear of the battle.” He looked to where the king’s guard were still fighting. Some had been killed, but the ball of fire had taken a deal of the spirit from the Angrääl soldiers. They were now giving ground.
 
   “Help them,” ordered the king. “They risk their lives to protect me.”
 
   Mohanisi thought to object, but could see that Lousis was determined. Holding out his hand, he caused a threatening wall of flames to hover immediately above the battling men. This terrified the enemy still more, driving them back at an even faster rate. In a flash, Mohanisi made the fire descend, so creating a barrier between the guard and the Dark Knight's soldiers. 
 
   “Protect your king!” he shouted. 
 
   The guard responded immediately and ran toward their monarch. Once they reached Lousis, Mohanisi led them to the rear. As they moved along, Lousis could see desert elves pouring in from the left and center. 
 
   “If they can clear out the enemy and reform the lines, we will last the day,” Mohanisi remarked. “But we cannot sustain many more assaults.”
 
   The healing tents and the area surrounding them had not been breached. For this mercy at least, the king was grateful. “They surprised us,” he said. “But that will not happen again.”
 
   The only people within this relatively calm area were the wounded and the healers. All others were battling in the fray. Guilt gripped Lousis. He should be fighting with his people.
 
   “You must stay alive,” insisted Mohanisi, as if hearing his thoughts. “Your soldiers need you.” He gave the king a sideways grin. “And I promised your wife that you would return safely.”
 
   Very little news came from the lines, but as dusk approached, the stream of wounded began to significantly lessen. Once Mohanisi was confident that the enemy would not again threaten the rear, he left to join the healers. He tried to persuade Lousis to go with him, but the king flat out refused. “I am not so hurt that I need healing,” he stated emphatically. “If I cannot fight, I will at least be here in open view so that my people know I am still with them.”
 
   The explosions Lousis was dreading to hear, never came. They had some of their own explosive bolts that had been captured in both the west and in Baltria, but the supply was fairly limited. It had been decided that they would only be used as a means to cover their retreat, should it come to that.
 
   As the sun sank below the horizon, the sounds of battle faded away to virtually nothing. Only the cries of the injured and laments of those mourning the fallen could be heard above the howling of the stiff north wind.
 
   Lousis was greatly relieved when he at first spotted Lord Chiron riding in from the front. But his relief quickly turned to concern on realizing that the elf had been badly hurt. His left leg was soaked with blood that still seeping from a heavy wound to his lower body. Also, his arm on the opposite side was hanging limply down.
 
   “A hard day,” called Chiron. His forced smile turned into a grimace when he pulled on the reins with one hand to halt his horse. “Perhaps tomorrow will be better.”
 
   “Go to the healers,” commanded Lousis. “Or you may not see tomorrow.”
 
   Chiron looked down at his bloody trousers. “Oh, it’s not as bad as it looks. A misstep on my part. I should look after my people.”
 
   Lousis’ face hardened. “You will do as I say. If you don’t, I will send for Lady Bellisia. I’m certain she will have a way of convincing you.”
 
   Chiron sighed. “As you wish, Your Highness.” He pointed to Lousis' own injuries. “But you will accompany me. You have neglected yourself long enough.”
 
   “Very well.” 
 
   Lousis grabbed the halter of Chiron’s horse and led it toward the healers. On approaching, they saw Bellisia standing squarely in front of the biggest tent, one hand planted on her hip, the other wrapped firmly around her staff. 
 
   “It looks as though she’s been waiting for us,” remarked Chiron with a boyish smile. “I think I will tell her that you would not allow me to come earlier.”
 
   Lousis laughed. “So you would have me suffer her wrath alone? And I thought you were my friend.”
 
   “Even friendship has its limits.”
 
   Both men burst into laughter.
 
   “And what is there to be so cheerful about?” Bellisia scolded. She motioned for two attendants to help Chiron down from his saddle.
 
   “We live to fight again,” Lousis replied, though with less humor. “For now, that is enough.”
 
   Ignoring his words, she quickly examined them both. “Take Lord Chiron inside. I can treat King Lousis here.”
 
   “I will join you when I can,” said Chiron as the attendants led him away.
 
   Knowing that she needed to conserve her strength as much as possible, Bellisia did not attempt to heal Lousis completely. However, she did do enough to close up his wounds and stop any further bleeding. Lousis thanked her and retired to his tent.
 
   Once there, he stripped off his armor and put on a fresh shirt and pants. Shortly after that, just as he sat down at a small table, his commanders began to report in. The enemy had pulled back the moment the sun started to set. It was assumed they didn’t want to engage elf fighters in the dark and lose their advantage. The right flank, once reinforced, had held fast and even gained ground, but the losses were terrible. 
 
   It was fully dark when Chiron returned from the healers. He looked remarkably restored, and had fully recovered the use of his right arm. As soon as he sat down, he produced a flask of brandy and pushed it across the table.
 
   “A final drink for a doomed man?” joked Lousis.  
 
   “Maybe,” he replied. “But then again, we might live one more day.”
 
   Lousis took a long drink. The sweet taste of the elf brandy soothed his parched throat and relaxed his tense muscles. “If the only thing we learn from your people is how to make this, I would be happy.” He handed the flask back. “And as you think we might live to see another day, I hope you have more of it.” 
 
   Chiron took a drink and sighed. “Only enough for one more night, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Then survive we must.”
 
   After they had finished the brandy, Chiron could see that his friend was weary and in need of rest. He rose to excuse himself, but just as he was about to leave, a messenger entered and handed the king a folded parchment. As Lousis read, his face became dour. 
 
   “The enemy commander wishes to speak with me,” he said.
 
   “Where?” asked Chiron. 
 
   “Here. He asks if I will grant him safe conduct to and from our camp.”
 
   “He cannot be serious.”
 
   “It would appear that he is.” He handed Chiron the note.
 
   After reading it carefully, the elf elder tossed it onto the table. “It must be a ploy. More than likely he will send an assassin in his stead.”
 
   Lousis' eyes narrowed “I doubt it. He would know that I am well protected, and will take extra precautions. Besides, killing me under a flag of truce could possibly galvanize the soldiers and make the fight that much harder for him.” 
 
   “Then why?”
 
   “I think he just wants to see my face before he destroys me.”
 
   Chiron huffed a laugh. “You think it is so simple?”
 
   “I do,” he affirmed. “And that tells me much about who we fight.”
 
   “What does it tell you?”
 
   “That our enemy is certain he will win tomorrow’s battle.”
 
   “Arrogance!” spat Chiron.
 
   Lousis shook his head. “No. Confidence.”
 
   He wrote a reply and then ordered a small pavilion to be erected at the front line. Quickly, he cleaned up and donned his armor and sword once more. His guards were waiting outside when he left to meet the enemy commander.
 
   He didn’t need to wait long. While sitting at a table under the pavilion, he spotted the silhouette of a lone horseman approaching across the moonlit field. The man rode tall and proud in the saddle with the skillful ease of a seasoned soldier. 
 
   “What can you see?” Lousis asked. Chiron was standing behind him, together with Bevaris and Lord Brasley Amnadon. His guard completely surrounded them.
 
   “He definitely rides alone,” Chiron responded. “And he looks to be unarmed.”
 
   Lousis rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Brave,” he muttered. “Very brave.”
 
   When the rider dismounted, Lousis could see that he wore a gold circlet on his brow that matched his flaxen hair. This, combined with resplendent black armor and his exceptionally broad shoulders, gave him a truly regal appearance. Though noticeably weaponless, the king's guard still stood in his path and motioned for him to raise his arms. The man politely complied while the guards searched him thoroughly. 
 
   “He is unarmed, Your Highness,” announced the guard.
 
   The man bowed low. “I am Prince Lanmore, heir to the throne of Angrääl and general of all the armies of the Reborn King.”
 
   Lousis bowed in return. “I am King Lousis of Althetas. Beside me is Lord Chiron, Lord Amnadon, who is Commander of the Western Armies, and Bevaris, Knight of Amon Dähl. I bid you welcome.” He gestured to the chair that had been placed for their visitor. “Please sit.”
 
   Lanmore did as bidden and folded his hands on the table. 
 
   “So what is it you wish to discuss?” Lousis asked.
 
   “Your surrender of course,” he replied, as though Lousis should have been well aware of this already.
 
   Lousis laughed. “Then you have wasted your time coming here. I see no need for surrender. Just because you gained a temporary advantage through surprise does not mean you have won the war.”
 
   Lanmore heaved a sigh. “I implore you to reconsider. You are vastly outnumbered, far from home, and with no hope of reinforcements. Must more die for this foolish campaign? And even if you were to win the day, you could never take Kratis. Please stop this madness and go home.”
 
   “Did your king stop when he invaded my lands?” snapped Lousis. “Did he stop when he murdered my people and burned our cities?”
 
   “That was an unfortunate misunderstanding,” he replied. “And one for which the Reborn King would like to make amends.”
 
   Lousis could barely suppress his rage. “A misunderstanding you say? Thousands of men, women and children are dead, and you call it a misunderstanding?”
 
   “Of course,” Lanmore replied. His tone was not smug: rather it was sincere and self-assured. “Most war comes from misunderstanding. Surely a wise ruler such as yourself knows this. My king sought only to liberate the west from the tyranny of Darshan. Nothing more.”
 
   “Darshan is not our enemy,” said Lousis. “Your master is. Darshan did not invade the kingdoms of the west. That was the work of the Reborn King. No one else!”
 
   “And now he sees that he was mistaken and only wishes to make peace with you.” Lanmore's face suddenly darkened. “But should you continue on your present path, peace will become impossible.”
 
   Lousis scrutinized the man for a long moment. He was confident…yes...but also somehow uncomfortable. Why? Why would a man of such stature and position seem so uneasy with himself? Then it came to him. A sly smile upturned the corners of the king's mouth. He leveled his gaze. “Let us not continue with empty conversation. The deceptive words of a noble are ill-suited to a man such as you. I do not know you personally, but I do know a real prince when I see one.” 
 
   He leaned back and cocked his head. “You are no prince. A general and talented leader, I have no doubt. But you lack the nuance of true nobility.” He could see that this was angering Lanmore. Good. He held up his hand. “Please do not misunderstand me. I congratulate you on your elevation. But if you would permit me to pass on some friendly advice?”
 
   Lanmore regained his composure and nodded. “Of course. I am always in need of wisdom. Particularly from a king of your experience and…reputation.”
 
   Lousis smiled. “Do not mince words and try to illicit anger from me. Such banter is not becoming of a fighting man. You came here to face your enemy before battle, and that is all. A brave act, granted. But it is the act of a warrior, not a prince.” He allowed his words to sink in for a moment. “A noble would never put himself in direct peril unless there was no other choice. And if I were to accept your terms, you would allow us to withdraw to your borders, but no further than that. Once there, you would move swiftly to crush us.”
 
   “You are very perceptive,” Lanmore said. “And you are correct in saying that I am ill-suited to my station. I am not a noble…like you. But the Reborn King has seen fit to grant me status and power, and I will see that his confidence is well-placed.” He chuckled softly. “And I did not expect you to accept surrender. As you said, I only wished to meet with you so that I would know the face of my enemy.”
 
   “And for that I am grateful,” said Lousis. 
 
   The two men locked eyes for several seconds. 
 
   “Then I believe we have concluded our business,” Lanmore said at last. He stood and bowed. Lousis did the same. “When the dawn comes, I will slaughter your army. But know that as I do so, I hold you in high regard. Truly, I wish circumstances would allow your survival. The world will be diminished once you are gone.”
 
   “I thank you,” said Lousis. “But I am not ready to depart this life just yet.”
 
   Without another word, Lanmore turned and mounted his horse. Lousis watched as he disappeared into the night. 
 
   “Should we have allowed him to leave?” asked Bevaris.
 
   “I think there is nothing we could have done to stop him,” Chiron remarked. “He possesses power that, as a human, you may not sense. But I can. The Reborn King has touched his spirit.”
 
   “It makes no difference,” said Lousis. “I would not dishonor myself by breaking my word. And if the man wields the power that you say, then he probably could have killed me right then had he wanted to. But he didn’t.”
 
   “So you think it really was just about facing his enemy?” asked Bevaris. 
 
   “I do. He is a man of valor. And that is what a man such as he does.”
 
   “So what happens now?” asked Amnadon.
 
   Lousis continued to stare into the darkness. “Now? Nothing. But when the sun rises, Prince Lanmore will likely make good on his promise.”
 
   “Is there nothing to be done?” asked Bevaris. 
 
   Lousis turned to Chiron and gave a thin smile. “You told me that you have only one flask of brandy remaining. I think perhaps we should drink it now.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   When Gewey awoke he could see that a bowl of fruits and berries had been placed on the table, along with a clay pitcher and three cups. Nehrutu and Felsafell were both seated and talking in soft whispers.
 
   “I was about to wake you,” Nehrutu told him. “It’s almost time.”
 
    After stretching and groaning the lingering effects of sleep away, Gewey took a seat beside the elf. His stomach immediately began to growl, but he knew it was not a good idea to eat. He’d likely be running for his life very soon, and that would be a whole lot more difficult to do with a full belly. 
 
   As they talked, the door opened and Cloya entered. For a moment she just stood in the doorway, staring at Gewey. Then, with two massive strides, she was at the table just opposite of where he was seated.
 
   “Will you really bring my people home?” she asked.
 
   “I will,” he assured her. “If I have to carry them here one by one, your people will see their home again.”
 
   After a long and thoughtful pause, she placed a phial on the table. “I don’t know why, but I believe that you are who you claim to be. Even so, if your powers are diminished, you cannot hope to defeat the Ajagara alone. This might help.”
 
   Gewey picked up the phial to examine it. It was filled with a thick red liquid. “What is it?”
 
   “If you are trapped, throw it as far as you can,” she answered. “Be sure that it hits something hard enough for the glass to break. It will give you the time you need to escape.”
 
   Before Gewey could ask more, she had spun around and left the chamber. 
 
   He took a long look at the phial before tucking it into his belt. 
 
   “You see?” said Felsafell. “Fortune is in your favor.”
 
   A short time later, three yetulu arrived to escort Gewey from the room. As they wound their way through the halls, Gewey continued to marvel at their construction. Everything here appeared to be crafted from the earth, with absolutely no other materials used. Did they simply will this place into being, he wondered? The pulsing veins of blue light were everywhere. Had he not been cut off from the flow, he was sure that he would have felt it intensely in this place.
 
   Occasionally they passed a room containing more yetulu. Mostly they were relaxing, just sitting, talking, and laughing. But some were busy crafting elaborately weaved baskets or sewing colorful beads to leather bags and satchels. Such a simple life, he thought. It was becoming clear why they were afraid of discovery. And why Gerath had given them his protection. They could never adapt to the outside world. The fact that their kin who dwelled in Nehrutu’s homeland had become feral was proof of that. These people were connected to this place, and to one another, in a fundamental way. It was deeper than anyone could fathom. They belonged here.  
 
   After walking for about three miles, they finally came to an ascending stairwell. His escort halted and gestured for him to continue up alone. After thanking them, he began to climb.
 
   On emerging at ground level, the scent of flowers and jungle foliage was potent – almost intoxicating. He was in a small clearing carpeted by dense moss and surrounded by a half-circle of tall trees and thick vines that blotted out the bright morning sun. Within this shaded area the air was cool and pleasant. Almost before realizing it, he found himself smiling. 
 
   Grunyal was standing at the far end. “Are you prepared?” he asked. 
 
   After checking his sword and feeling into his belt for the phial that Cloya had given him, Gewey nodded and confirmed that he was.
 
   As he drew closer to Grunyal, the jungle behind the yetulu parted, revealing a walkway with dense undergrowth running along both sides. It was as wide as a city street, but unlike the rest of what he had seen, this was crafted from polished blue marble with onyx veins inlaid throughout. 
 
   Grunyal pointed down the path. “This will lead you to the hunting grounds of the Ajagara. Return from there alive, and you and your friends will be free to go. I wish you luck, Darshan.”
 
   Gewey gave a brief nod and moved forward. The moment his feet made contact with the marble surface, the jungle closed in behind him.  
 
   Glancing back, he gave a hollow laugh. “I guess there’s only one way to go now.”  
 
   The walkway stretched for more than two hundred yards. At the end stood a white stone archway with the symbol of Gerath carved into its apex. Beyond that, Gewey's vision was obscured by a heavy mist. 
 
   He took a moment to steady his nerves before stepping through the arch. Instantly, tiny beads of moisture began forming on his face and hair. In next to no time his clothes felt as if they had been soaked in a rainstorm. The ground was now rocky and uneven, and the scent of the jungle had been replaced by the foul stench of rotting flesh and sulfur. 
 
   Ignoring his ever increasing fear, he pressed on. After fifty yards the mist thinned a little to reveal tall, thin rock formations and a few low bushes and brambles that had forced their way up through the craggy ground. His eyes darted left and right, but he was only able to see for a short distance. If the Ajagara hunts in this, he thought, it probably sees me just fine. 
 
   The regular escaping of his own breath sounded like gale force winds against the dead quiet. Twice the clatter of a falling stone had his heart racing and his hand flying to his sword. But nothing came. 
 
   For half an hour he stumbled on through the fog with no idea of where he was heading or what he was going to do. For all he knew, the Ajagara could be watching his every move. If the creature's young were any indication, his sword would be useless against it. Aside from the phial of liquid given to him by Cloya - which he was clueless as best how to use - he had no way of fighting. I’m a bloody rabbit, he thought, recalling his father's words after snaring one of these behind the barn. He had held up its lifeless body and said: 'Be happy you’re not rabbit. Everything eats rabbits. This sobering thought threatened to rob him of his courage and was quickly pushed aside.
 
   After a few more minutes, Gewey found himself almost wishing for the beast to reveal itself. Let this be over and done with. As if in response, he heard a familiar hiss over to his right. This was followed by the scraping and clacking of talons on stone. 
 
   Drawing his sword, he prepared to flee. He strained his eyes in an attempt to catch a glimpse of the Ajagara, but it was useless. The creature was clearly an experienced hunter and knew exactly how far away it needed to be. The threatening sounds shifted from Gewey's right to his rear - then back to his right again. The dank air was muffling the noises a bit, but he knew that the rock formations and hard ground could deceive the ear. The beast was trying to confuse him. 
 
   He glanced to his left and spotted a pillar of rock less than twenty feet away. He cautiously took a step toward it. But the Ajagara had no intention of allowing him to reach it. 
 
   It charged at Gewey from slightly behind and to his right. In appearance it was identical to the creatures he had encountered in the tunnel, but this adult was as big as a fully grown bull. And despite its size, it was moving with unbelievable velocity, its dagger-like talons churning up large chunks of rock and earth as it rushed forward.
 
   Gewey ran with all the speed he could muster. Even without the flow, his naturally inherited power was considerable…and that was the only thing that saved him. He reached the pillar just in time. Even as he rounded it, he could feel the hot blast from the beast’s foul smelling breath.   Faced with this obstruction between itself and its prey, the creature ground to a halt, at the same time letting out a high pitched screech.
 
   “You’ll not get me that easily,” Gewey shouted, with a surge of defiance.
 
   He spun around. The Ajagara was hissing and moving slowly around the rock, saliva dripping from it colossal maw. It was a keen reminder that one bite would be fatal. 
 
   Each time the Ajagara tried to advance around the pillar, Gewey backed away. The creature's yellow, reptilian eyes were unblinking, intent on its potential meal. 
 
   It swiped at him with a massive claw, and Gewey was only just far enough away to avoid being sliced to ribbons. But he knew he couldn’t stay in this same spot forever going around in circles. Sooner or later he had to do something. But what, he didn’t know. 
 
   When the Ajagara struck out again, he brought his sword down hard on its foreleg. But it was as he had feared. The blade bounced off as if striking solid granite. And while the counter attack hadn't injured the beast, it had certainly angered it considerably. Hissing with rage, it retreated a short distance and then charged at the pillar. Its massive shoulders crashed into the rock, sending pieces of loose stone raining down on Gewey’s head.
 
   Again the Ajagara charged, its impact this time causing large cracks to form in the pillar. One more assault like that, and Gewey knew it would collapse and his protection would be gone. He looked urgently around for alternative cover, but with the mist still shrouding his surroundings, there was nothing in sight. 
 
   As the beast backed away for a third assault, Gewey crouched low, his leg muscles tensed and ready to spring into action. Halfway through the Ajagara's charge, Gewey took off and raced past it in the opposite direction. It was to his left, so he veered right, hoping to give himself an extra second or two of advantage. 
 
   Unable to stop its forward momentum in time, the creature whipped its tail, attempting to take out Gewey’s legs. But he'd already seen what damage the tail could do and was ready for this. He leapt high and clear of the lethal swipe, taking off again the moment his boots struck earth. The crash of the crumbling pillar, together with the savage hissing of the Ajagara, followed his flight. 
 
   Within moments he could hear the scrape of talons rapidly closing in. The Ajagara was faster than him, so outrunning it was not an option. His only hope was to outmaneuver the beast. Small boulders and bushes whizzed by, and his legs were already burning from the strain. His eyes searched desperately for another pillar, or at least a rock big enough to hide behind. But there was nothing.
 
   He knew that in only a matter of seconds it would be all over…the beast would have him. Not daring to waste time by looking back, he tried to hear precisely where it was. The hissing was even louder now. And then came a gurgling sound.
 
    It must be opening its mouth ready to strike!
 
   Gewey planted his left foot hard down, then swung his body as sharply to the right as he could, hoping that this would throw the Ajagara off-balance.
 
   There was a loud snap of closing jaws. It had missed. But he only managed to run a few more paces before an outstretched claw caught his right heel, taking away his balance. While falling, in a final attempt to save himself, he twisted his body around in mid-air and stabbed upwards with his sword. Tiny rocks ripped open his shirt and tore at the flesh of his back as he crashed onto the ground. 
 
   The first thing he saw after the jarring impact was wide open jaws filled with jagged teeth directly above him. The tip of his sword had stabbed into the soft flesh at the roof of the Ajagara's mouth, with the forward momentum and sheer weight of the creature sinking the blade in even deeper. Gewey felt a flash of elation. But this was short-lived. The Ajagara thrashed its head wildly, jerking the sword clean out of his hand. He had missed the creature’s brain, and was now completely unarmed. 
 
   He scrambled to his feet while the Ajagara was still clawing at the sword in an attempt to pull it free. Again he spurred his burning legs into a fast run, praying that the creature would remain occupied with this for a while longer. But after less than twenty yards he heard the clang of steel on stone as the weapon was thrown aside.  Another piercing hiss of rage tore through the air. 
 
   Still looking urgently for anything he could use for shelter, Gewey ran on. But rather than finding another stone pillar, looming before him from out of the mist he saw a tall cliff face materialize. He was trapped.  
 
   For a wild moment, he cast his eyes around for a loose rock or a stick with which to defend himself, but quickly realized how ridiculous an idea that was. The Ajagara would be on him in moments. It was then that he remembered the phial. Caught up in all the stress of the situation, he had temporarily forgotten about it. Hastily, he fumbled at his belt to remove the small glass tube. 
 
   Looking up, he saw the Ajagara stampeding straight at him. Blood from the wound he had inflicted covered its lower jaw and was being splattered in all directions as it ran. Gewey threw the phial with all his strength. But the throw was too hard. The beast would be on him before it landed. He dived to his left, but found himself being slammed against the cliff face by a massive claw, the impact forcing every bit of air from his lungs. Pain shot through him as two of the talons dug spitefully into his chest. 
 
   He barely heard the tinkling of breaking glass over the feral hisses and snarls that were heralding his end. Unable to do anything more to protect himself, he held his breath and prepared to be torn apart. But incredibly, instead of that happening, the Ajagara suddenly ceased snarling and turned its head in the direction of the shattered phial. After licking the air with its long, forked tongue several times, it released its hold on Gewey. Gasping with relief, he slid heavily to the ground. Ignoring all else, the beast slowly turned away from him and walked off into the mist. Whatever was inside the phial, it was obviously far more important than its intended meal. 
 
   Gewey remained absolutely still for a moment, his heart pounding and adrenaline coursing like fire through his veins. 
 
   “Thank you, Cloya,” he panted while getting to his feet. He promised himself that, should he make it out of this place alive, he would find some way to repay her.
 
   He wanted to look for his sword, but not knowing how long the Ajagara would remain distracted, decided to leave it behind. He gazed up at the sheer wall of rock towering in front of him. It was far too high and smooth to climb. So which way? His thoughts raced. The sound of the Ajagara crying out in the mist forced him to choose quickly. I'll go right, he decided. If not, I’m dead. So this has to be the way. 
 
   He ran for a short distance, but the loss of blood that flowed from his wounds began to make him light-headed. Tearing off his shirt, he did his best to bind himself and continued at walking pace. Another series of feral screams sent chills down his spine, though thankfully they did not sound as if they were getting any closer. 
 
   He pushed on for more than an hour, still not finding any way either over or around the cliff face. Grunyal had said that what he sought was beyond the Ajagara's hunting grounds. Not that this helped much right now. After fleeing from the creature through the impenetrable mist, he had completely lost his bearings. 
 
   Just as frustration was setting in, he noticed that the ground was beginning to change from rocks and hard earth to thin grass. Soon, this gave way to lush moss peppered with delicate white flowers. The foul odor of the hunting grounds was also gone, replaced by the smell of clean soil and damp turf. 
 
   He drew in a deep cleansing breath. His wounds ached, but the bleeding had stopped. Even so, he was weak. Should anything else attack, it was unlikely he could put up much of a fight. 
 
   After another hour of walking, he came upon an opening in the cliff's rock face. It was just about tall and broad enough to allow him to enter. Its smooth sides and sharp corners made it obvious that this was not a natural cave.
 
   “This has to be it,” he whispered to himself. 
 
   As he stepped inside, the walls lit up with veins of blue light. With a rush of relief he saw an iron door only ten yards further down etched with the symbol of Gerath.
 
   He touched the thin blue veins with the tip of his finger. Almost instantly he felt the injuries on his chest tingle and grow cold. It was the familiar sensation of a healer using the flow. Though he still could not sense the flow around him, it lifted his spirits to see evidence that it did in fact exist in this place. 
 
   He stood still until his wounds were completely closed. Satisfied, he walked to the door, pausing to run his hands over Gerath’s symbol before turning the knob. It swung open easily, as if well-oiled and often used. Beyond was a twenty-foot square room with red granite floor tiles and marble walls veined with the same blue light. 
 
   At the far side of the room, his eyes fell upon what he had fought so hard to acquire. Two masterfully crafted golden pedestals had been placed on either side of a small round table. On top of the table was an unadorned silver box. But his heart sank as he looked more closely at the pedestals. Both of them were empty.
 
   As he drew nearer, he could see piles of dust on the ground. They had been destroyed! He let out a frustrated cry and fell to his knees in defeat. Hope was lost. He knew he could not be a match for the Dark Knight without the power of the god stones. 
 
   He had no idea of how long he knelt there. His mind was a storm of confusion and sorrow. Kaylia and Jayden would fall under the power of his enemy. His friends and allies would all be hunted. The elves would be slaughtered. And the world would burn. 
 
   “Why, father?” he shouted. “Why let me come so far, only to take away my one chance for victory?” Spitting out a curse, he got to his feet. 
 
   He turned his attention to the box on the table. It was far too small to contain the god stones. No - the dust on the floor was definitely what remained of them. He tried to raise the lid, but it was locked. He then attempted to pick the box up, but it would not budge. 
 
   Gewey frowned and rubbed his chin. He searched his belt for something to pick the lock, but had nothing that would work. Then he remembered something else…it was in his coin purse. 
 
   Suppressing a laugh, he reached inside and felt the tiny silver key that Felsafell had given to him at the Chamber of the Maker. He took it out and smiled. 
 
   “Let’s see if you fit,” he murmured. 
 
   The key slid in effortlessly. Gewey held his breath while turning it to the right. 
 
   Click! The lock opened and he was able to raise the lid. Sitting inside was a crimson jewel about the size of a hen's egg. He stared down at it, uncertain what to do next. Finally, he shrugged and picked it up. 
 
   “I am so happy you are here, my son,” came a voice from behind him.
 
   Gewey spun around and gasped. There stood Gerath. Dressed in white robes, his entire body was surrounded by a silver aura. His face was just as Gewey remembered – dark hair and chiseled features. Handsome was not the word for him. Beautiful was more accurate. Beautiful in a way reserved only for the gods. 
 
   Gewey could feel the power emanating from his father and knew at once that, unlike the essence he had seen in the Black Oasis, this was not a shadow. He could feel a wave of strength and power that he'd only ever experienced once before - when battling Melek. But how could this be? How was this possible?
 
   “You...” he managed to say. “You’re real.”
 
   Gerath gave his son a loving smile. “Yes. I am real. And I am here.” 
 
   “But you’re trapped in heaven? How can you be here?”
 
   “I am here because I love you,” he replied softly. “And I am here to help.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   At first Gewey thought it must be some kind of trick or hallucination. Gerath - here the entire time. But there was no denying the power he felt. His confusion gradually turned into rage as a succession of realizations began to occur.
 
   “How could you do this?” he demanded. “To me? To the people of this world? Why wait until now? Why allow so much death and suffering when you could have prevented it all?”
 
   “I was powerless, my son,” he replied. “As I am still powerless.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Gewey countered. “I can feel your power.”
 
   Gerath shook his head. “What you feel comes from within yourself, not from me. I am now a part of you.” He sighed sadly. “There is so much I would like to show you. So much I would like to explain. But now it is far too late. Your time is at hand, and mine is done.” He gestured to his right. Two chairs appeared from nowhere. “But I would at least like to sit and talk with you one time…as father to son.”
 
   Gewey stared at him with barely contained anger. But there was something in his father's expression that he was unable to resist. Eventually, he threw up his hands in exasperation and dropped heavily into the offered chair. 
 
   When Gerath was also seated, he gazed at his son with tear-filled eyes. “You have become everything I had hoped you would be. Strong, pure, and true. All the qualities my brothers and sisters feared you would lack. But I knew. I knew you were better than the rest of us from the moment I first saw you.” 
 
   “That is not how you looked to me,” Gewey snapped back. “Melek showed me my time in heaven when I was with him in Shagharath.” He was well aware that his father had been trying to deceive the other gods through his mistreatment of him. But he was angry, and it was the only thing he could think of to say in order to lash out at him.
 
   Gerath raised an eyebrow. “You met Melek? And in Shagharath no less. You are even stronger than I imagined if you survived that encounter.”
 
   “I almost didn’t,” he explained. He began telling him about his time with Melek, and how he had eventually sent him back to Shagharath. But the moment he mentioned Jayden, Gerath seemed to hear nothing else.
 
   “You have a son?” he whispered.
 
   “Yes,” Gewey replied. “It is for Jayden and Kaylia that I fight. And why I came here.”
 
   “Tell me about him,” Gerath pleaded. He leaned back and closed his eyes. “Tell me about my grandson.”
 
   Gewey did as his father asked. He described Jayden's features and his smile. The color of his eyes and the tone of his skin. Every last detail. “He gives me courage beyond measure, father,” he concluded. 
 
   Gerath was smiling when Gewey stopped talking. He remained motionless for more than a minute. Slowly, he opened his eyes and nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   Gewey nodded in return. “Perhaps when this is all over you can see him for yourself.”
 
   A look of pain passed briefly across Gerath's face. “If only that were possible.” He straightened his back. “Forgive my melancholy. Pleased continue with your story about Melek.”
 
   At the end of the telling, Gerath was smiling again. “It is good you have such friends. And fortunate. Melek would have never have guessed that a mortal could lay him so low.”
 
   Gewey grinned involuntarily. “I did enjoy seeing the look on his face when Weila sank the dart into his back.”
 
   Gerath let out a hearty chuckle. “A well-deserved fate. I pray he is never able to plague the world again.”
 
   “He won’t,” Gewey assured him. “Not if Maybell has anything to say about it.”
 
   The two gods both burst into cheerful laughter. For a brief spell they were just a father and son sharing a pleasant moment together. But the moment soon passed and Gerath’s countenance hardened.
 
   “If Melek showed you your time in heaven, then you will have seen that I did not wish to abandon you, Darshan. You must know that I wanted to stay and watch over you.”
 
   “I know,” he replied. “And I understand that the other gods would never have allowed it. I know all of this. Even so, I can’t help but feel…”
 
   “Betrayed?” he said, finishing off Gewey’s thought.
 
   “Yes. Betrayed.” His anger began to rise again. “Why didn’t the gods intervene? Why send me to earth? Why did I have to witness so much destruction and pain?”
 
   “You have been in the moral realm for too long to understand one simple truth.”
 
   “And what truth is that?”
 
    “That the gods are not wise. True, we are powerful. But without the Creator to guide us we are like lost children. Humans and elves see us as beings with wisdom that surpasses their own. But that is simply not true. Strip away our power and we would not last a day in your world.”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Son, know that I did not send you here willingly. I was commanded to do so. When the Creator took me into herself, she passed her wishes on to me.” His face grew dark and his tone sorrowful. “And for the very first time, I hated her. For the first time I actually considered defying her. But I knew defiance would come at a terrible price.”
 
   “And so you obeyed and sent me here,” said Gewey. 
 
   “Yes. I obeyed.”
 
   “And now what? The god stones are gone. You say you are powerless. Without help, I will not be able to defeat my enemy. Did you send me here to die?”
 
   “I pray not,” Gerath told him. 
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do?”
 
   “You are supposed to do what you know you must,” he answered. “You must face the Dark Knight and defeat him. You must put an end to his insanity.”
 
   “But who is he?” Gewey asked. “All this time, and I have learned almost nothing about him. Who he is? Where did he come from? And why is he doing this?”
 
   Gerath sighed. “He is a mortal man. One with due cause for hatred and revenge, but still nothing more than a mortal. He feels betrayed by the gods, and by those he once held dear to him. Most of the details I do not know. I arrived here just before he seized the Sword of Truth and have only been able to discover a little. He was once a great knight who served Amon Dähl. However, he turned his back on them and sought the sword for himself.”
 
   “This much I have already heard,” Gewey said.
 
   “Then you know as much as I.”
 
   Gewey frowned, disappointed that he would not learn more of his enemy’s past. “So why did you come here?” he asked. “Why choose this place?”
 
   “It was the only place I knew where you were sure to eventually find me. When I told you that I had obeyed the Creator, it was only partly true. I knew you would need my help.” Gerath paused to give a small chuckle. “Here I am at the end of my life, and I lie to myself as would a dying mortal. The truth is, I knew I could not abandon you. At least, not entirely. Whatever the cost, I would not allow you to face your fate alone. So Ayliazarah and I came up with a plan. Though, had she fully understood the consequences, she would never have agreed to carry it out. But I understood all too well, and hid them from her. 
 
   “We both knew that the others would not allow me to intervene. And if I remained in the mortal world, they would force me to return to heaven. So I came here, where they could not follow. I created this place to protect the yetulu. Here, my siblings' powers are useless. Even if they discovered where I was, they would never dare to go where they are powerless. They would be like fawns without the protection of their mother.”
 
   Gerath took a deep breath. “First, I tried to destroy the god stones, but was unable to find them all.”
 
   “Why did you do that?” Gewey asked. “I need their power.”
 
   “You could not have used them,” he explained. “And if you had tried, it would have driven you mad. Only Melek might have been able to do so because he is not of our blood – we are of his. But you…I could not risk you trying.”
 
   “So how did the Dark Knight manage to do it? You said yourself that he is only a human.”
 
   “Only a human?” Gerath laughed. “My son, humans have far more power than you can imagine – though it may not be as obvious as it is with our kind, or even the elves. Their spirits have unlimited potential, and one day they will finally realize it. At least, that is my hope. The very fact that the Dark Knight is human and possesses The Sword of Truth – that is what has allowed him to steal the god stones' power and make himself stronger.”
 
   “Then how can I defeat him?”
 
   “I will help you.” 
 
   Gerath rose to his feet and turned his back. “Once you leave this room, my power will reside in you, just as my essence already does. But this time, everything I am and everything I was…it will all be yours.”
 
   Gewey could remember the same words being spoken to him through his father’s essence. He looked at Gerath with suspicion. “And what will become of you after that?”
 
   He bowed his head. “I think you know.”
 
   Gewey leapt from his chair. “No! I won’t do it!”
 
   Gerath turned to face his son again. “It is too late. I am already inside you, and my power is yours. Only my spirit remains. And once you leave, that will fade as well.”
 
   “Then I will not leave,” he declared. Tears began to fall. 
 
   Gerath’s face was awash with a father’s love, but his voice was firm and unyielding. “Do you think I desire death? Do you think I would not know my son, or watch my grandson become a man? If I could, I would show you all the wonders of heaven, and reveal the mysteries of the mortal world.” He swallowed hard. “But that cannot be. I love you, Darshan. And I only do what I must. Would you not do the same for Jayden?”
 
   By now, Gewey was weeping openly and unable to respond. Gerath stepped forward and placed his hands on his shoulders.
 
   “Do not weep for me, my son” he said. “I will never leave you. Not really. You are all that is best in me, and that will continue long after my name is forgotten. I have lived long enough to see what you have become, and no father could wish for more. Or be filled with greater pride. I am sorry I was not there for you as a child. But I am truly thankful that Basanti kept her word and saw to it that you were loved and protected.”
 
   “I was,” Gewey said, choking back his tears. “I was very well loved. My father…my human father, was a good and decent man. Everything I am, I owe to him.”
 
   Gerath nodded in approval. “Then my heart is less heavy by knowing this.” He cleared his throat and wiped his eyes. “Now, it is time for you to go and fulfill your destiny.”
 
   The pair of them embraced. For a time, neither wished the moment to end. But then, reluctantly, Gerath pulled away.
 
   “I will always remember you, father,” Gewey told him. “And your name will never be forgotten.” His tears were gone. It was time. The end of his long journey was nearly upon him.
 
   “Thank you, Darshan,” he replied. 
 
   After a final look at his father's face, Gewey turned and headed to the door.
 
   “One last thing,” Gerath called out. “Tell Ayliazarah thank you…and that I love her.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I will. I promise.”
 
   After passing through the door, Gewey suddenly became aware that he was still holding the jewel. But it was no longer red. It had now become clear and colorless. 
 
   He could feel the power of Gerath circulating inside him. At first it was separate from his own, then, gradually, it began to bind itself to him until they had become as one. All of a sudden, every bit of Gerath’s knowledge and strength had penetrated his spirit, filling him completely. 
 
   It was done! Gerath was no more.
 
   “Goodbye, father,” he whispered.
 
   He left the passage and returned to the open air. The mist was still all around him, but now he could easily see through it. The flow in this place was tremendous and his ability to feel it had been fully restored. He could have used it to carry him through the air, but he wasn’t ready to use the flow enhanced by his father’s power just yet. 
 
   Without the mist hindering his perception, he could see that the landscape beyond the grassy area he was standing in was barren and colorless. But that was only on the surface. The power of the Creator was stronger here than anywhere he had been. He thought of the desert, and of the wonders that lay hidden beneath its sands. And now he possessed Gerath’s memories, he knew there were many more that even the elves had not yet discovered in all their long years of dwelling there. 
 
   After retrieving his sword, he sought out the wounded Ajagara. It was lying next to a large boulder, hissing and drooling blood. The moment it spotted him, it bared its teeth and charged. But Gewey was unconcerned. He held out his palm and sent waves of reassurance to the beast. At once, it slid to a halt and lowered its head.
 
   He approached and placed his hands on its snout. “I’m sorry for hurting you, my friend. But I had no other choice. I couldn’t very well have you eating me, now could I?”
 
   Gewey closed his eyes. To heal the Ajagara, he would need to use the flow…and a part of that was his father’s. He pictured Gerath’s face. It’s all right son, came a distant voice. But Gewey knew it was just a shadow – a specter. He understood Gerath’s mind, and knew what he would say about the guilt his son was feeling.
 
   Reassured, Gewey drew in the flow and quickly healed the Ajagara. Then, in a single motion, he leapt upon its back. With a thought, he urged it to carry him back to the yetulu and his friends.
 
   Grunyal was waiting for him just beside the archway. His eyes shot wide on seeing Gewey atop the mighty beast. He lowered his head and bowed low.
 
   “You are truly the son of Gerath,” he said with humility. “Please forgive my doubts.”
 
   Gewey jumped down and rubbed the Ajagara’s neck. “There is nothing to forgive. When I arrived, I was not as I am now. You had good reason to doubt. You have my gratitude for keeping the secrets of the god stones safe - my father's too. And I will keep my word. Your people will be returned to you.”
 
   Grunyal bowed again. “Then know that we are always at your service should the need arise.”
 
   Gewey smiled. “Thank you. I’ll remember that.”
 
   “Come. Your friends will want to know you are safe.”
 
   Grunyal led him back to the room where Nehrutu and Felsafell were waiting. All the yetulu they passed by along the way gazed at Gewey in wonder. He guessed they were astonished to see him returning from the hunting grounds alive. 
 
   On his return, Nehrutu beamed a smile and leapt over the table. Felsafell simply nodded his approval.
 
   “I was beginning to worry,” Nehrutu said. “You have been gone a long time.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Gewey. “It was…a difficult trial.”
 
   “So you tamed the Ajagara?” the elf asked.
 
   Gewey nodded. “I did. And I saw Gerath.”
 
   “So your father left more than one part of himself here,” remarked Felsafell.
 
   “No,” he replied. He went on to recount all that had happened. 
 
   After he was done there was a dead silence. A single tear fell down Felsafell’s cheek. Only the opening of the door a short time later broke the solemn mood. Cloya came in and walked straight up to Gewey. She stared down at him for a moment before bowing low.
 
   “Forgive me, Darshan.” Her small, meek voice was ill-fitting to her massive frame. 
 
   Gewey laughed. “Forgive you? You saved my life. If not for the male Ajagara essence you gave me, I would have never made it through.”
 
   He could see the confusion on his friends' faces. Taking Cloya’s hands, he led her to a seat.
 
   “The phial Cloya gave me contained the essence of the male Ajagara,” he explained. “You see, the young ones we encountered are all male. When the mother that lives in the hunting grounds reaches the end of her life, one of her children will automatically become female. The rest of them will then fight for the right to mate with her until only one is left alive. After the two remaining Ajagara mate, their young live within the mountain while the mother finds her way to the hunting grounds.”
 
   “And what becomes of the father?” asked Nehrutu.
 
   “He dies.”  
 
   “It is said that Gerath created the Ajagara to protect us,” Cloya added.
 
   “He didn’t create them,” Gewey said. “But he did alter their size and make them more aggressive so that they could prevent anyone from finding you.”
 
   He chuckled softly, seeing in his mind exactly how it was done. He had clear images of the quite small creatures Gerath had found wandering through the bowels of the mountain, and he could hear the words of his father saying: “Yes. These will do nicely.” 
 
   “What will you do now?” asked Cloya.
 
   “Nothing that you should be concerned about,” he replied. His tone was kind and his expression yielding. “You and your people are safe. You can remain in this place for as long as you wish. No one will ever come here again.”
 
   “You will return, won’t you?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, trying to keep any hint of foreboding or melancholy from his voice. “Perhaps. In the meantime, I would ask that you give my friends some provisions and escort them back through the mountain after I leave. And don’t worry; the Ajagara won’t bother you. I’ve taken care of that.”
 
   Cloya stood and bowed. “I will see to it immediately.”
 
   Once she was gone, Nehrutu fixed his gaze on Gewey. “You are not coming with us?” he asked.
 
   “No. I have things I need to do before I face the Dark Knight. And I must do them alone.”
 
   “Tell me,” said Felsafell, a hint of suspicion in his tone, “Am I speaking to the same man who left this room? Or am I now speaking to Gerath?”
 
   “I'm still me,” Gewey replied. “I have gained my father’s knowledge and experience, along with his power, but I’m not Gerath.”
 
   “Are you certain?” asked Nehrutu, suddenly suspicious as well.
 
   “Yes,” he quickly reassured the elf. “I am no more Gerath than I would be any man just because I knew everything about him.” He paused for a moment. “Think of it like reading a book. If that book tells you every detail about someone's life, that doesn’t mean you've actually become that person. What Gerath did with me is something like that. I know things. I can imagine his experiences – I even see them as clearly in my mind as I do my own memories. But what I do not experience is the flavor of the moment or the subtle nuances. I am unable to feel it in my heart.”
 
   Nehrutu nodded in understanding.
 
   “When will you go?” Felsafell asked.
 
   “Straight away. People are dying in the north. And as I said, I have something I must do before I fulfill my destiny.”
 
   “Then go with our love and prayers,” said Felsafell. “And I hope this is not our final goodbye.”
 
   “Is there nothing we can do to help?” asked Nehrutu. 
 
   Gewey smiled warmly. “You have already done more than anyone has the right to expect. And no matter what happens next, I love you both.” He rose calmly to his feet. “All I ask is for you to return to Aaliyah and Basanti…and live well.”
 
   He embraced them both in emotional farewell. Only with great effort were they all able to choke back their tears. After striding purposefully over to the door, Gewey hesitated for an instant longer to take a final look back at his two friends. Then he was gone.
 
   The silence that followed was heavy with a sense of loss.
 
   “Will we see him again?” Nehrutu asked.
 
   Felsafell sighed and gazed thoughtfully at the empty space that Gewey had occupied only seconds ago. “I think we may have seen Darshan for the last time. In this life, anyway.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaylia woke, unsure at first what had disturbed her. Instinctively, she looked at the crib where Jayden lay sleeping. And there beside it, silhouetted in the pale moonlight, was a familiar form.
 
   “Gewey!” she cried out. 
 
   In a single motion she was out of bed, and an instant later her arms were around him. Gewey held her close, bathing in the warmth of her body and the softness of her skin. 
 
   Eagerly, Kaylia tried to reach him through their bond, but found she was unable. 
 
   “Why are you keeping me from you?” she asked. “Surely the enemy knows you are here if you used the flow to travel.”
 
   He looked into her eyes and brushed the curls away from her face. “He knows.”
 
   “Then why?” Her tone had become nervous. 
 
   Gewey looked tenderly at his son and smiled. “He really does look more like you than me, don’t you think?”
 
   “Answer me, damn you!” she demanded. “Why have you not freed our bond?”
 
   Gewey lowered his head and took a step back. “Because there is no bond to be freed. I have severed it completely.”
 
   For several seconds, Kaylia could only stare at him in utter disbelief. She reached out again, but there was still nothing. Her face contorted in fury.
 
   “Why would you do this?” 
 
    It was breaking Gewey’s heart to see her in such pain. “There is no other way,” he told her. “When I am gone, the fate of the world will be decided. And the battle I am about to fight would destroy you if you were still bonded to me.” 
 
   “None of this makes sense,” she shot back. “I would have felt it. I would have known.”
 
   “I broke our bond in a way that would be painless to you,” he explained. “I could not bear to see you suffer.”
 
   Her hand swung across in a blur to slap his cheek. The sound of the blow landing was like the crack of a whip. Jayden stirred, but to the relief of them both, he did not wake.
 
   “You had no right to do this.” Her voice was now an anguished whisper. 
 
   “I am so sorry, my love. I wish there was another way.”
 
   “Don’t call me that,” she hissed. “If you loved me you would have never…” Her words faded away into soft sobs. 
 
   Reaching out, Gewey tried to wrap his arms around her. Kaylia struggled at first and began pounding her fists against his chest. But he refused to move back.
 
   “I do love you,” he insisted. “That is why I had to release you. And why I came here.”
 
   Kaylia gradually stopped fighting and allowed him to pull her close, her body shuddering as she continued to weep. Gewey kissed the top of her head repeatedly while the two of them simply held each other for a short while.  
 
   “Tell me what happened,” she finally said. After wiping her eyes, she led Gewey to the edge of the bed.
 
   “I can’t,” he replied. “There is no time. I was selfish to come here while so many others are dying. But I had to see you and Jayden once more before…”
 
   “Before what? Before you die? Is that what you think is going to happen?” Her voice was hard and accusing.
 
   “I have the strength to defeat the Dark Knight,” he answered. “But doing so may still destroy me as well.”
 
   “It may?” she scoffed. “Then you aren’t sure.”
 
   “No,” he admitted. “I’m not sure. But even Melek feared him. And the knowledge I now possess tells me that he had good reason to.”
 
   “Then if you are not sure, I will not lose hope,” she stated with stubborn resolve. “And even though we are no longer bonded, you are still my unorem. Do you understand me?”
 
   Gewey smiled. “I understand. I really do.”
 
   He started to get up, but Kaylia pulled him back down.
 
   She cupped his face in her hands. “You say that you have no time to tell me what happened. So be it. But you will not deny me my rights as your wife.”
 
   Even with her face racked with sorrow and anger, she was so beautiful to him. And though the end was looming near, she still made him burn with desire. His heart began to race as she touched his lips with the tips of her fingers.
 
   “Please,” he said. “King Lousis fights...” 
 
   “I don’t care who lives and dies anymore,” she declared sharply, yet somehow still not losing her seductive air.  “I will have you with me before you go.”
 
   Gewey could no longer resist. He kissed her deep and long. Their love was absolute, and their passion so great that, even without the bond, he could feel her spirit within him. This was a love that the gods could never know or understand: one that only the Creator herself could fathom. 
 
   In that moment, he knew that this was the true strength of the mortal world. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Kaylia could hear the buzzing of hummingbirds coming from just outside her window. Jayden was cooing and fussing quietly in his crib. Even so, she knew that he would soon be in a more demanding mood if not fed. 
 
   Still she did not want to open her eyes. Gewey was gone, and she was dreading the sight of the empty space beside her. He had been there only hours before, and though she desperately wanted to cling to hope, she could not escape the fear that last night had been a final goodbye. 
 
   Reluctantly, she opened her eyes. She wanted to weep, but her tears would not come. She wanted to cry out, but her voice was gone. All she could do was lay there and stare at the last place that she had been able to touch her unorem. 
 
   There was a soft knock at the door. Kaylia wanted to scream at whoever it was to go away, but wasn't able to. 
 
   “Kaylia?” 
 
   It was Aaliyah. Sensing that something was wrong, she immediately checked on Jayden, then sat down at the bedside. She only needed to glance at Kaylia's face to know what had happened. “How long ago did he leave?” she asked.
 
   “Before dawn.” Her voice was inaudible to all but elf ears.
 
   Aaliyah continued to scrutinize her. “He will return. Whatever he may have told you, and whatever he might believe, I know he will return.”
 
   “I keep telling myself that same thing. And before he came to me I had no doubts. But the look in his eyes and the sorrow in his voice....”
 
   “It was nothing but his own fears,” Aaliyah said, cutting her short. “He is not immune from fear any more than we are.”
 
   Kaylia grasped hold of Aaliyah’s hands. “You don’t understand. He has severed our bond. He told me I would not survive otherwise.” She pulled herself up into a sitting position. “He said that his battle with the Dark Knight would kill me.”
 
   Aaliyah thought for a long moment. Slowly, from the corners of her mouth, a tiny smile began to appear. “Then he did the right thing. Bonds can always be reformed. Besides, your connection to Gewey is far deeper than any bond he could break. Your love for him - and his for you - that is your true bond. And when he is victorious you will see him again.” She glanced over to the crib. “But until then, there are more pressing matters needing attention.”
 
   Kaylia squeezed her eyes tightly shut in an effort to chase away her despair. Aaliyah was right. Gewey would return. She would not lose hope.
 
   Her friend saw the change in her and gave a sharp nod. “That's better.” 
 
   She stood and headed for the door. “Oh, by the way, I think there is something you should know.” Her tiny smile grew until her entire face was shining with delight. “Just now, when I was holding your hand, I felt something. You are with child.”
 
   As Kaylia’s eyes shot wide, Aaliyah burst into cheerful laughter and danced from the room. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Gewey gazed down at the vast expanse of the desert. With the power gifted to him by Gerath, he could look upon it with new understanding. He knew why the exiled elves were drawn here, and why they began to reject the flow. He knew so much more now. And yet, for all his strength, he was unable to alter the path set before him. 
 
   Gerath had spoken of his anger toward the Creator. I feel it too, father. He could see where he needed to go. And he knew that he was waiting for him. But first he must repay the man who had saved him. What he must do now would break his heart. Only leaving Kaylia and Jayden would hurt him more.
 
   It took just a few minutes to find the one he sought. He was wandering aimlessly a short distance from the Black Oasis. As Gewey reached out and touched the man's mind, his heart sank. He could feel nothing but rage and confusion. His will had been enslaved and his spirit broken. The gathering of the Vrykol was far away to the north, yet still they controlled him – or at least, what was left of him.
 
   He descended about fifty yards from where Lee Starfinder was standing. His friend's skin was pale and riddled with pulsating veins that were filled with corrupted blood. The clothes hanging off him were tattered and covered in dirt and grime. Though he wore no boots, the bare skin on his feet was unaffected by the scorching sands, and his black eyes were utterly devoid of life or intelligence. 
 
   The moment he spotted Gewey he charged toward him, screaming maniacally. His speed was beyond belief, and he covered more than half the distance between them in a mere instant. But Gewey was not there to fight. 
 
   Using the flow of the earth, he enveloped his mentor in a pillar of sand all the way up to his neck. Lee struggled furiously, but the sand hardened into unyielding stone.
 
   “I am so sorry,” Gewey said. “But there is nothing I can do for you.” He moved closer and touched his face. Lee grunted just once, then became unconscious. “You will join your wife in heaven soon, I promise you.”
 
   So many promises, he thought. How many of them will I be able to keep?
 
   The bells and laughter of the flow of the spirit surrounded him. “Farewell, my good friend,” Gewey said quietly. With that, he ripped Lee’s spirit from his corrupted body. 
 
   The foulness of what the Vrykol had done to him wrapped around the light of his soul, strangling and biting into its purity. Before now, Gewey would have simply destroyed it and sent Lee into oblivion. But thanks to his freshly acquired knowledge, he knew a better way. With great care, he reached inside and pulled out the remains of his friend's soul. It was not enough to sustain a living body. But once heaven had been reopened and Lee was taken beyond its gates, he would be whole again.
 
   “Until then, rest and be at peace.” 
 
   Gewey willed Lee’s spirit within the borders of the Black Oasis and asked the others waiting there to watch over him. That done, he rose skyward and looked out over the sands.
 
   “I am coming,” he roared. His voice shook the earth and echoed across the desert.
 
   “I am waiting,” came a soft reply.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   The First Temple of Valshara -53 years earlier
 
    
 
   Aremiel tugged at the collar of his ill-fitting robes, almost dropping his books in the process. They had been made for a much older boy, and his mother had insisted that she hem them herself. Unfortunately, she was an appalling seamstress with no eye for aesthetic detail. Not that she was poorly dressed. But in her exalted position, she had others who attended to such mundane matters. 
 
   Since leaving his room that morning he'd been constantly looking down at his feet, praying that the stitching would not come loose and send him tripping face first onto the hard stone floor. He longed to ask for a new robe, but thought it might hurt his mother’s feelings. She seemed to take great pride in the fact that she had attended to his needs herself. Besides, he was by far the smallest boy in Valshara…and the youngest. There probably wasn’t anything that would fit him anyway.
 
   So far his lessons had been easy enough, and his instructors were not as harsh as he'd feared. Even so, he had hoped to have made at least one friend by now. He'd been there a week, and still no one had so much as looked at him. 
 
   He turned left down one of the hundreds of hallways, hoping it led to the next lesson. Valshara was so vast and complex that he spent most of his time feeling lost and confused. 
 
   Another reason to make a friend as soon as possible, he considered. 
 
   From the opposite direction, three boys were walking straight toward him. All of them were several years older and much bigger. They were talking and laughing – something about the ancient languages instructor smelling like rotten cheese. 
 
   On catching sight of Aremiel, their laughter stopped and they all went quiet. 
 
   Now’s your chance. 
 
   He did his best to make room for them, then put on his friendliest smile. “Hello. My name is....”
 
   “We know your name,” the boy closest to him said. He was taller than the other two, and obviously the leader of the group. “And we know why you’re here.”
 
   “What do you mean?” he said. “I’m just here to learn…the same as you.” He tried to remember the boy’s name. Come on. You’re missing your chance. Then it came to him. “You’re Laraad, right?” He held out his hand.
 
   Laraad sneered and folded his arms. “Look here…Aremiel…I had to earn my place in the temple, just like everyone else did. I spent two years in Baltria scrubbing floors and cleaning greasy pots for some stupid historian before they’d let me come. What did you do to get here?”
 
   “I...I” he stammered. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Laraad gave a mocking laugh and glanced at his friends. “You hear that? He’s sorry.” He took a quick step forward. The considerable size difference made it easy for him to loom over the younger boy. “What are you sorry for? Being the son of the High Lady? Is that it? I bet she wouldn’t want to hear that. You’re not ashamed of your mother, are you?”
 
   This made him angry. But there was nothing he could do. If he fought, not only would he likely take a severe beating, he would also have to face his mother afterward. 
 
   “Look boys,” Laraad laughed. “I think the little piglet wants to hit me.”
 
   “Watch what you say,” warned the boy to his right. “He might tell his mother you’re calling him names.”
 
   “Yeah. I bet he would too.” He pressed his face into Aremiel’s. “Look you little runt. You may be the son of the High Lady, but that won’t matter when it’s time for combat training.” He straightened his back, grinning viciously. “And I think today is the first day. Maybe I’ll ask the instructor to match us up. Would you like that?”
 
   “I think you’ll be too busy with me, Laraad,” came a voice from behind them.
 
   “Stay out of this, Orias,” he growled, turning and eying the newcomer. 
 
   “Why should I? So you can keep taunting a weaker boy? I don’t remember that lesson when we were being taught about the knight’s code of morality.”
 
   “What are you going to do? You going to tell his mom too?” 
 
   “No,” Orias replied, still grinning. “I’m going to wait until combat training this afternoon. Then I’m going to beat you until you can’t move.” He gestured to Aremiel. “Come on. I’ll walk you to your lesson.” 
 
   At first Laraad refused to move aside. Orias shrugged. “Or I could say that you attacked me here in the hall, and that’s why I sent you to the healing chamber with a broken nose. Like you said, his mother is the High Lady. I’m sure he will tell her exactly how it happened.”
 
   Laraad glared at Orias for a long moment, then sniffed. “Come on, let’s go,” he muttered, pushing roughly past Aremiel and stalking away, his friends following close behind.
 
   “Thank you,” Aremiel said, once they were out of sight.
 
   Orias nodded. His grin had vanished. “Listen to me. If you want to make it here, you need to be more than the son of the High Lady. You have to learn how to stand up for yourself.”
 
   “But I…” He hesitated and lowered his eyes. “I don’t know how to fight.”
 
   “Hey! You see? This is what I’m talking about. You should be telling me to mind my own business and shut up.” Orias tussled Aremiel’s hair and lightened his tone. “Don’t worry. You’ll learn to fight soon enough, I promise. How old are you anyway? I heard you were only five and some sort of child genius.”
 
   “I’m seven,” he corrected. “And I’m not a genius. I’m a normal child, just like everyone else.”
 
   Orias threw his head back in laughter. “You keep telling yourself that if it helps. But I’ve heard the instructors talking. They say you’re the brightest kid to come here since…well…since me I suppose.”
 
   This time is was Aremiel who laughed. 
 
   “Come on,” Orias said. “I’ll take you to your lesson. What do you have next?”
 
   His face turned sour. “Healing Arts.” 
 
   “Ah. Mistress Malicia. She’s a mean one all right. I used to call her Mistress Malice. Not to her face of course. But if you’re going to be a knight of Amon Dähl, then you'll need to know healing.”
 
   Aremiel didn’t bother to tell him that he had no intention of being a knight. His mother wouldn’t allow it.
 
   The two boys wound their way through the halls until they reached the healing chamber. Aremiel was beaming the entire way. And to make things even better, he discovered that he had arrived before the other children in his group. Usually, by the time he'd figured out where he was going, the lesson had already begun.
 
   He had heard Orias’ name mentioned by the other children. He was said to be the most gifted boy ever to set foot in Valshara. 
 
   And he’s my friend, he thought while taking his seat at the long table of herbs and strange liquids. If he hadn't been afraid of embarrassment, he would have jumped up and down with sheer happiness. Mistress Malicia gave him a displeased look and a funny kind of snort. Mistress Malice, he said with a grin…but not aloud, of course.
 
   Despite Aremiel's raised spirits, as the day progressed a sinking realization inevitably crept in. Today was to be his first day of combat training. He had never so much as threatened another child before, let alone fought one.
 
   By the time he arrived at the door of the training room, his palms were sweating and his heart felt as if it would burst from his chest. The walls of the fifty-foot square room were lined with small round shields and various wooden swords. Most of the other pupils were already there and gathered in groups of four. Aremiel's eyes searched desperately around for Orias, but he was nowhere to be seen. Laraad, however, was all too easy to spot. He was standing with the same two boys who'd been with him in the hall earlier. 
 
   He strolled over, a taunting sneer on his face. “Well, well, you actually showed up. What a shame your new friend Orias isn’t here. But don’t worry. You can partner up with us. We’re one short in our group.”
 
   Aremiel just stood still in the doorway.
 
   “Move it, boy,” came a gruff voice from behind. “You’re blocking the way in.”
 
   He felt a massive hand grip his shoulder and move him aside. Looking up, he saw a tall, broad shouldered man with a shaved head and thick powerful arms. His face was scarred and pitted, and his eyes burned bright blue. He looked back at Aremiel without expression for a moment, then strode to the center of the room.
 
   “I am Master Kioshi,” he bellowed. The room went instantly quiet. “I am a knight of Amon Dähl and your combat instructor. Should any of you so much as twitch without permission you will face me in hand-to-hand combat. And let me assure you, you do not want that.”
 
   His eyes swept around the room. “Many of you have been in my class before.” His gaze settled fleetingly on Aremiel. “Some of you have not. For those who are new here, listen, learn, and do what you are told. That way we will get along fine. Test my patience and I will send you to the healing chamber without a moment's thought.
 
   “I am hard. But I am fair. All will be treated equally. Some here want to become knights. Others will pursue different areas of expertise. But I don’t care if you aspire to be a knight or a cook, you will still learn to protect yourself. My job is to see that you can…and I am very good at my job.”
 
   He began rearranging some of the groups. “Aremiel. Team up with Laraad. He needs a partner.”
 
   Aremiel’s heart sank. He could see Laraad grinning from ear to ear. 
 
   “Now, boy!” shouted Kioshi.
 
   Aremiel snapped to attention and hastily obeyed.
 
   “I’m going to break your scrawny little neck,” Laraad whispered.
 
   Fear gripped him. He had heard that, from time to time, children were killed during combat training. Usually it was an accident. This won’t be one of those times, he thought.
 
   “Today we will work on basic punches and blocks,” Kioshi continued. “I know that you older students have been through this before. But you are to help the younger students learn. And I will be evaluating all of you. For the older children who want to join your friends at the end of the week in the advanced class, I had better see some fire. Those who want to stay here with the younger children…” He looked from group to group slowly. “That can also be arranged.”
 
   Kioshi reached into one of the groups and pulled a girl to the center of the room. Aremiel thought she looked to be about twelve years old. Her long red hair was tied into a tight ponytail, and her gangly limbs made her look quite tall – though when standing next to Kioshi she appeared meek and fragile.
 
   Kioshi allowed the girl to punch him several times. Aremiel was amazed at how fast and accurate she was. Though she couldn’t hurt the instructor, had she been fighting another student, the impact would have been devastating. I bet she’ll be going to the advanced class, he thought. Kioshi then showed everyone the blocks to counter these types of attack. 
 
   “Now square off,” he shouted. “Older students block. Younger students punch.”
 
   Aremiel faced Laraad and held up his hands as he had seen the girl do. Laraad was still grinning.
 
   “Go ahead,” he said mockingly. “Punch me.”
 
   Without thinking, Aremiel’s fist shot out and landed solidly on Laraad’s chin. The boy stumbled back, his eyes wide with surprise.
 
   “That's good, Aremiel,” Kioshi called from the other side of the room. “And, Laraad. If you plan to move on from this class, you had better show me something.”
 
   Laraad’s face turned red and his jaw clenched tight. “Try that again, runt.”
 
   It took all of Aremiel’s control to keep from trembling. What did I do? He’s going to kill me for sure now.
 
   They faced each other again. Aremiel shifted right and crouched low before throwing another punch. His fist made contact for a second time, on this occasion hard into Laraad’s ribcage. The boy let out a grunt and doubled over. 
 
   “Laraad!” yelled Kioshi. “What the hell is wrong with you? Let that happen again and you will stay here with the younger students.”
 
    The humiliated boy could see the other children snickering and whispering to each other about him. Aremiel groaned inwardly. This just keeps getting worse and worse. He could think of only one way to help ease the situation.
 
   They faced up yet again. But this time Aremiel made sure Laraad could see what he was intending well in advance. In a clumsy and exaggerated motion, he stepped left and threw a punch at the boy's right cheek. Laraad raised his arm and easily deflected the blow. After giving a snort of satisfaction, his cocky grin suddenly returned.
 
   Three more times Aremiel threw awkward punches, allowing Laraad to block each one. He spotted Kioshi looking on with interest. 
 
   “Now switch,” said the instructor. “But do not use full force.”
 
   This brought a sinister look to Laraad’s face. “Now you’re going to taste blood,” he warned. It was clear he had no intention of obeying Kioshi’s order.
 
   Aremiel readied himself. Laraad threw a straight right aimed for the bridge of his nose. But he tilted his head and raised his arm quickly to deflect the blow past his right ear. Though it was a miss, the contact with his forearm was hard and pain shot all the way up to his shoulder. Gritting his teeth, he did his best to ignore the injury. 
 
   Almost before he was ready, Laraad struck again – this time at his abdomen. Aremiel dropped his elbows just in time to successfully block once again, though the force was still hard enough to promise painful bruises later. 
 
   Laraad's frustration and anger was growing; his fists were clenched so tightly that his knuckles had turned white. He threw a wild punch at Aremiel’s jaw, but he ducked and spun away. The enraged youth snorted – he still wasn’t done. Letting out a wild growl, and in complete defiance of the rules, he unleashed a whole barrage of punches. Amazingly, Aremiel found that he was able to block most of these, but a few glancing blows did manage to make it through his defense.
 
   “Laraad, enough!” roared Kioshi. 
 
   Laraad instantly stood at attention, his chest heaving and his face bright red.
 
   “What did you think you were doing?” the instructor demanded. 
 
   Aremiel cut in quickly. “Sir, it’s my fault. I asked him to do that. I wanted to see if I could block more than one blow at a time.”
 
   Kioshi looked from Laraad to Aremiel, and then back again. “Is this true?”
 
   “Ye...Yes, Master Kioshi. He asked me to do it. I wasn’t really trying to hurt him.”
 
   Kioshi scrutinized the two boys for an uncomfortably long time. “Aremiel. What you did was dangerous. And you Laraad - you should know better.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the two boys said in unison.
 
   “Both of you are done here for today,” he said. “And you had better pray to the gods that I don’t decide to report this to the High Lady. Now get out of my sight.”
 
   The boys bowed and hurried from the room. They walked down the hall together in silence until stopping at a point where the passage split left and right. Here, Laraad grabbed Aremiel by the collar and thrust his face in close.
 
   “This isn’t over, runt,” he snarled. After shoving Aremiel to one side, he set off down the hallway leading left.
 
   Why did I even come here, Aremiel asked himself? But he already knew the answer. It was his mother. She wanted him close. And in truth, he had wanted it too.
 
   The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Laraad was nowhere to be seen, and no one else tried to bother him. However, he did notice that he was receiving more stares than usual from the other children. It was obvious that word of what had happened in the training room had spread. This only made him feel even more alienated and alone. He wished that he would see Orias. But there was still no sign of his new friend.
 
   For the first time since arriving in Valshara, he was glad he was staying in his mother’s chambers, and not the boys' barracks. Laraad would be there. And even if he wasn’t, the other children would only talk and whisper behind his back.
 
   After completing his final lesson of the day, he decided to skip supper and go for a walk in the gardens. They were usually empty at this time, and he found the solitude enjoyable. 
 
   It was spring and the roses were in bloom, filling the air with their distinctly sweet scent. He walked along the winding slate paths, scarcely noticing the exquisite beauty surrounding him. On reaching the far side of the grounds, he found a bench and sat down. For a time he went over the day’s events in his mind, wondering if there was anything he could have done to make a better outcome.
 
    His mother’s words echoed in his head. “Be kind and considerate.” That’s what she had told him just before they'd walked through the gates here together for the first time. “If you do that, people will do the same to you.” How wrong she was!
 
   Just then, he heard the sounds of approaching footfalls. “I thought I saw you come this way.” It was Laraad. He was standing just a few yards down the path. His usual two friends were with him.
 
   “What do you want?” Aremiel asked. But he already knew the answer to that.
 
   “I told you it wasn’t over.” The other two boys began cracking their knuckles. “I bet you thought that was funny – humiliating me in class. Didn’t you?”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to humiliate you, I swear.”
 
   “Save your breath, runt. Let’s see how tough you are without Master Kioshi to save you.”
 
   “Please. Don’t do this. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I’m sorry.”
 
   Laraad laughed. “Not yet you aren’t.”
 
   Aremiel glanced to his right. The path ended just beyond the bench. He was trapped; there was nowhere to run. Just as this thought was forming, the three boys charged in. 
 
   He leapt to his feet and tried to duck beneath them. But they were too many, and they were too strong. Laraad’s friends each grabbed one of his arms, hauling him up straight. With a sneer on his face, Laraad stepped forward, his hand balled into a tight fist. Instinctively, Aremiel flicked up his foot, planting it hard into Laraad's groin. The boy let out a sharp yelp of pain and then dropped to his knees.  
 
   Aremiel began to thrash about wildly in an effort to make the other two boys lose their grip on him. But his hopes were dashed. They held on tight until Laraad had recovered. He moved in close again. Thick knots of veins were now protruding from his brow, and his eyes were ablaze with hatred.
 
   “You’ll pay for that,” he growled.
 
   “Don’t hit him in the face,” one of his friends advised. “His mother will know.”
 
   Aremiel gasped for air as Laraad struck him hard in the stomach. But that was only the beginning. Again and again the same vicious punches sunk into his body. He began seriously fearing that he might die from being unable to breathe. His ribs were on fire, and he felt as if he would vomit at any second.
 
   “I think he’s had enough,” he heard the boy holding his right arm say. 
 
   Laraad spat on the ground. “I’ll say when he’s had enough.” He grabbed Aremiel’s chin and pushed up his head. “Ready for more, runt?”
 
   “Are you?” responded another voice.
 
   It was Orias. He was standing right behind Laraad, a dangerous looking smile on his face.
 
   Laraad barely had time to turn before Orias' fist crashed into his nose. Blood flew from his nostrils, splattering streaks of red all around his mouth. The other two bullies immediately released Aremiel and moved in, but Orias was prepared. The heel of his boot sank into the stomach of the first boy. The second managed to throw a punch, but Orias spun sideways to avoid it and then struck him on the temple with the tip of his elbow. After going down, neither boy attempted to get up again. 
 
   Laraad, on the other hand, was still standing, even though blood was still gushing from his broken nose and by now soaking almost the entire front of his shirt. All semblance of sanity appeared to have temporarily deserted him
 
   “I’ll kill you!” he screamed, throwing a cluster of wild, uncoordinated punches at his tormentor.
 
   But Orias merely stepped to one side and rammed his knee up into Laraad's midsection. One final punch to the jaw then sent the enraged youth into deep unconsciousness.
 
   Orias hurried over to Aremiel, who had collapsed to the ground immediately after being released. “Can you walk?” he asked.
 
   Aremiel merely nodded, for the moment still unable to speak.
 
   Bending down, Orias wrapped an arm around his shoulders and pulled him up. “We need to go before anyone sees you here,” he said.
 
   After a few yards, Aremiel insisted that he was able to move along under his own power, albeit while bent forward and gingerly clutching at his ribs. Luckily, it was getting dark and most of the temple was at supper. The few people they did encounter were preoccupied and took no notice of them. 
 
   Orias guided him to a door near the west guard tower and up a narrow stairwell leading to the ramparts. On reaching the top, they walked north until well behind most of the temple's structures.
 
   “No one can see us here unless they come up,” Orias told him.
 
   By now Aremiel could just about speak, though his body was still aching terribly. “But we’re not allowed to be up here,” he croaked.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Orias said confidently. “I bring the night sentinels wine from time to time. They won’t say anything.”
 
   Aremiel was about to protest, but the look of assurance and kindness on the other boy's face calmed his fears and reservations. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “If you hadn’t helped me....” 
 
   Orias held up a hand to silence him. “Forget it. Friends don’t need to thank one another. You would have done the same for me, I’m sure.”
 
   Friends. The very sound of the word brought Aremiel a sense of peace and belonging that he had not felt since arriving. “Why would you want me as a friend?” he asked.
 
   Orias laughed and slapped him on the back. “Because one day we’ll both be knights. That alone makes us friends.”
 
   “You really think I can be a knight?”
 
   “If what I heard about your first day of combat training is true, I’m sure of it.” He leaned his elbows on the edge of the wall and gazed out toward the distant forest. “You do want to be a knight, don’t you?”
 
   Aremiel shrugged. “My mother wants me to be a historian. She says that I’m smart enough, and that they lead a good life.” 
 
   “A historian? Really? Well, I suppose they have their place.” He locked eyes with Aremiel. “But what do you want?”
 
   “I don’t want to disappoint my mother. But I don’t want to just watch people and write things down either. I...I want to be a knight.”
 
   “Then you will be,” Orias said. “Then people can watch us and write about our deeds.”
 
   Aremiel was grinning from ear to ear. “Why do you want to be a knight?”
 
   “My father,” he replied, his head held high. “The first time I saw him fight, I knew what I wanted.”
 
   “So your father is a knight of Amon Dähl?”
 
   “My father is the greatest knight alive,” he boasted. “Ask anyone about Morzahn. They’ll tell you. Of course, my mother wants me to be an agent like her. She’s afraid that I’ll end up getting killed.”
 
   “Your mother is an agent and your father a knight.” Aremiel was greatly impressed. “No wonder you’re so good.”
 
   Orias raised an eyebrow. “Me? You’re the one who trounced a boy twice your size on your first day of combat training. They’ll be talking about that for weeks.”
 
   This dampened Aremiel’s mood. “I wish they wouldn’t. And I wish my mother wasn’t the High Lady. Everybody hates me. They think I’m only here because of her. They say I didn’t earn my place like they did.”  
 
   Orias laughed contemptuously. “Who says that? Laraad and his bunch of morons? Who cares what those toads think? People said the same thing about me. I was the youngest student ever to be accepted here.” He gave Aremiel a playful punch on the shoulder. “That is, until you arrived. And don’t worry about Laraad. I don’t think he’ll be bothering you again.”
 
   Though Aremiel was indeed relieved that Laraad would leaving him alone from now on, he couldn’t help but wish there had been another way of resolving the problem. 
 
   “Aremiel! Orias!” A deep, stern voice called to them from their left. It was Master Kioshi.
 
   The two boys snapped to attention.
 
   “The High Lady orders you to come to her chambers at once.”
 
   Without a word, they started off. 
 
   Kioshi caught Orias by the arm as he passed by. “And we’ll talk later about you walking the ramparts.”
 
   While they made their way to the High Lady’s chamber’s,  Aremiel felt himself dreading what was about to come. Someone must have told her what had happened in the garden.
 
   “Just let me do the talking,” Orias told him. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been in trouble. I know the best things to say.”
 
   Aremiel could only nod.
 
   Normally, he would simply enter his mother’s chambers. But this time he knocked.
 
   “Enter.” There was steel in her voice.  
 
   The two boys stepped inside. The High Lady was standing just beyond the door, her eyes narrowed and her face red with anger.
 
   “By the gods!” she shouted. “Just what were you thinking of? Laraad is in the healing chamber with a broken jaw and nose. And the other two aren’t in much better shape.”
 
   “But High Lady....” Orias began, but a fierce glare silenced him.
 
   “When I want to hear from you, Orias, I’ll speak to you directly.”
 
   “But, mother,” Aremiel cut in. “Orias didn’t do anything wrong. Those other three boys were beating me. If he hadn’t come to….well…” 
 
   Each word he spoke seemed to incite an even angrier look from her. He steadied his failing courage and stiffened his back. “He saved me. That is the truth.”
 
   “He saved you did he?” she scoffed. “From what I have seen, it was Laraad who needed to be saved?” Her eyes shifted to Orias. “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   His expression did not change. Aremiel dearly wished he was as fearless as his new friend.
 
    Orias' tone was steady and calm. “It was all my fault, High Lady. I saw Laraad and his friends follow Aremiel into the garden and suspected they were going to attack him. So I followed them in.”
 
   “And what should you have done?”
 
   “I should have reported it at once to the nearest sentinels and allowed them to handle the matter.”
 
   She folded her arms. “And why didn’t you?”
 
   “I wanted to teach Laraad a lesson.” 
 
   “You wanted to teach him a lesson,” she chided. “And are you an instructor?”
 
   “No, High Lady?”
 
   “So what qualifies you to teach Laraad a lesson?”
 
   “Nothing, High Lady.”
 
   She scrutinized him for a time before speaking further. “This is not the first time you have been brought before me, is it?”
 
   “No, High Lady.”
 
   “And what did I tell you would happen if you broke the rules again?”
 
   Aremiel saw Orias’ mouth twitch.
 
   “You told me I would be expelled, High Lady,” he replied.
 
   “No!” cried Aremiel. “You can’t!”
 
   “Silence,” she snapped.
 
   Orias placed a hand on Aremiel’s shoulder and shook his head as a warning to say no more. “I’ll pack at once, High Lady. If you would be so kind as to inform my father that I’ll be leaving for Baltria to join my mother.”
 
   Her eyes darted from Aremiel to Orias several times. “I will do no such thing. You will leave only when I order you to do so, and not a moment before. Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes, High Lady,” Orias answered. This time he could not disguise the emotion in his voice.
 
   Aremiel was positively beaming at his friend's unexpected reprieve. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re smiling about,” his mother said sternly. “The two of you will be working in the kitchens for the next month. And after tonight you will bunk in the boys' barracks.” She looked back at Orias. “And since you have set yourself up as my son’s guardian, you can move your things from the older boy’s quarters and bunk with him.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Now get out of my sight before I come to my senses.”
 
   Orias bowed. “Thank you, High Lady.” While hurrying from the room, he flashed Aremiel a wide grin. 
 
   In spite of pardoning Orias, the High Lady's features remained firm and unforgiving as she regarded her son.
 
   He gave her a formal bow. “Thank you, mother.” 
 
   Slowly her expression softened. She shook her head and sighed. “I only spared him from expulsion because I understand why he acted the way he did. Orias may be a bit of a troublemaker, but he has a kind heart. And If I discovered that someone had hurt you…well, let’s just say that a beating from Orias would be the least of their worries.”
 
   Aremiel embraced her tightly. “Thank you, mother. I’m so happy that you brought me here.”
 
   She kissed the top of his head. “How could I not bring you? I love you.”
 
   “I love you too. And don’t worry. I’ll make you proud of me.”
 
   She squeezed him even tighter. “I’m already proud, son.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The First Temple of Valshara – 49 years earlier
 
    
 
   Aremiel circled left, his sword gripped tightly in his right hand. Each step he made was well practiced and measured. The light armor he wore was the only thing hindering him. Just like his first robe when arriving at Valshara, it was ill-fitting and awkward. But it would have to do.
 
   Orias was stood before him. His sword was a far superior weapon, and his armor had been made to fit his dimensions exactly. The tiny smile on his face told of his confidence as he matched Aremiel’s movements.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” he taunted. “Let’s get this over with. I’m feeling hungry.”
 
   This time Aremiel refused to be goaded. He feigned right and then left, trying to lure Orias off-balance. But he was far too good to fall for such simple tricks. Better to wait and hope he makes a mistake, he thought.
 
   He didn’t have to wait long. With a grunt of irritation Orias lunged in, his sword thrusting low. Aremiel twisted away, at the same time bringing the hilt of his sword up toward Orias’ jaw. But his friend had anticipated such a move and leaned back. Aremiel felt a fist strike his temple and was sent stumbling back.
 
   “Is that what Kioshi taught you?” Orias scoffed. “No wonder the elves killed him.”
 
   The mention of Master Kioshi’s recent death sent torrents of rage coursing through him, and the grin on Orias’ face fueled the flame even more. He charged in, his blade swinging in a tight, controlled arc. Orias deflected the blow and countered with a series of his own. 
 
   Aremiel’s anger was giving him extra strength, but not nearly enough to overcome his older and stronger opponent. Soon, he found himself being forced to yield ground. Other than Master Kioshi, Orias was by far the best swordsman he had ever faced. There were even rumors that he had actually once disarmed Kioshi during a sparring lesson – though Aremiel couldn't really believe such a story.
 
   After another flurry, Orias stepped back and scowled. “Are you going to fight me or not?”
 
   Aremiel spat on the ground and spun left and attacked. Small sparks flew from their clashing steel blades. He couldn’t match Orias in strength – that much was certain – but he was not without his own strategies. He ducked and rolled forward, rapidly regaining his feet and drawing his dagger the moment he was behind him.
 
   Orias stepped back and left, then grabbed Aremiel’s wrist. “Not bad,” he smiled.
 
   Aremiel released the dagger before Orias could twist his wrist. Jerking his trapped arm free, he swung his sword wildly with the other to prevent his opponent from taking advantage of their close proximity. He was only just able to get away in time to reset his feet.
 
   “I think your mother is right,” mocked Orias. “You should be a historian.”
 
   Aremiel renewed his attack. After three more futile attempts at penetrating Orias’ defense, he was sure that he had at last spotted an opening. Orias was leaning his weight much too far back. Ducking low, he thrust high. But even while in the middle of delivering the strike, he realized his mistake…it was a trap. He would miss, and as a result was now badly over extended. Orias simply turned and brought his sword down onto Aremiel’s exposed neck. 
 
   The cold steel of the blade resting on his exposed flesh was a stark reminder that, had this been a real fight, he would now be dead.
 
   “Damn it!” Aremiel shouted in disgust. “I almost had you this time.” 
 
   Orias laughed while sheathing his sword. “Actually, you did. If you had drawn your dagger before you rolled, you would have won.”
 
   Aremiel sheathed his own weapon and glared at his friend. “How could you say that about Master Kioshi?”
 
   “Because of what the master taught me,” he replied flatly. “Elicit anger in your opponent if you can. It makes them careless. And never fight with rage as your ally. Passion gives you power and focus. Rage only blinds you.”
 
   Aremiel nodded. He remembered the same lesson well. But since hearing news of the master's killing by a band of elves near Tarvansia, he had been unable to focus on his combat training. Kioshi had become a mentor to him over the past four years. Aside from his mother, only Orias held a more treasured place in his heart. 
 
   “Why do the elves still hate us so much?” he asked. “The Great War has been over for hundreds of years.”
 
   Orias began to remove his armor. “They’re savages. Soulless savages. We should have wiped them out when we had the chance.”
 
   The part of Aremiel that was still mourning Kioshi agreed, but there was also something in his heart telling him that such thoughts were wrong.
 
   “But what do we really know about them? Maybe if we tried to...”
 
   “Tried to what?” Orias barked with a sudden flash of anger. “Reason with them? Make peace? We made peace, and yet still they plague us. Their hatred of the gods has turned them into nothing but brutish vermin.” He met his friend’s eyes. “Trust me. There can be no peace between human and elf.”
 
   Aremiel gazed back at Orias, and for the first time could see the pain behind his eyes. When the message had come about Kioshi’s death, he had seemed unaffected, continuing with his studies as if nothing had happened. In fact, when a new combat instructor arrived two days later, he seemed quite happy. He even remarked that he was learning more than he ever had from Master Kioshi. But Aremiel could now see the truth in his friend’s expression. The master's death had wounded him deeply. 
 
   Orias forced a smile, as if he knew that Aremiel could see through him. “Come on. They’re serving roasted pork today. And I hear the cook has made apple pie.”
 
   “I can’t,” said Aremiel. “I promised mother I’d have lunch with her.”
 
   Orias laughed as he hung his armor and sword on a peg fixed to the wall. “Very well then. But I can’t promise I’ll save you some pie.”
 
   Aremiel knew this to be a lie. He placed his equipment on the next peg and shrugged. “That’s fine. Then I can’t promise I’ll bring you some sweets from mother’s chambers.” This, naturally, was another lie.
 
   Orias slapped him on the back and hurried off to the dining hall. Aremiel hated it that his mother would never allow his friend to join them. But there was no convincing her otherwise. Each passing year as his studies progressed there were more demands put on his time. This meant less time with her. He could tell she was bothered by this, though she would never actually say so openly. 
 
   When he arrived at her room the door was already ajar. A young girl was placing their meal on a small table at the far side of the room, just beneath the window. His mother was seated and sipping a cup of honeyed wine. Her face lit up when she saw him.
 
   “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” she said.
 
   Aremiel smiled in return and took his seat. “I would never defy High Lady Velinia.” Something about using his mother’s given name always made him feel awkward.
 
   She looked at him with sad eyes. “You have matured so much since you arrived here. My little boy is nearly a man.”
 
   This was an exaggeration, of course. He still had many years to go before his studies and training were complete.
 
   “Are you still insisting on this knight nonsense?” she asked, her disapproval clear.
 
   “It’s not nonsense,” he shot back. “The Knights are what is best about Amon Dähl. They protect the people and ensure that we can continue to do the work the gods have set before us.”
 
   His mother shook her head and frowned. “You know Mistress Frasia says you are a quick learner. She thinks you would make a fine historian one day.”
 
   “I don’t want to be a historian,” he contended. “I want to be a part of history, not an observer of it.”
 
   “Those are Orias’ words, not yours,” she said. “I don’t like how much sway he has over you. He’s a good student and will make a fine knight, but some of his ideas are dangerous.”
 
   His mother had always been distant from Orias. She'd never objected to their friendship, but clearly believed that his wish to become a knight was a result Orias’ influence. And he had to admit that there was some truth in this. He often daydreamed of himself and his friend setting off together on an important mission and fighting side by side.
 
   “He’s not dangerous,” he said with a grin. “Just stubborn.”
 
   His mother blew out an exasperated breath. “Not as stubborn as you, it seems. And I did not say that he was dangerous, only some of his ideas. In some matters the boy is…obsessed. He thinks he must be the knight his father is. And I’m afraid that one day he’ll attempt something stupid to prove himself. And if he does...”
 
   “If he does,” Aremiel said, cutting her off. “I will be fighting by his side – where a true friend should be.”
 
   Velinia glared at her son. “You will be the death of me. You know that?”
 
   His mother’s stare could always make him feel guilty. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry.”
 
   She sighed and took her son’s hand. “I just don’t want you getting yourself into trouble over Orias’ foolishness. I know that he’s your friend and you think you understand him. But I see something within that boy. A single-mindedness of purpose that disturbs me.”
 
   “He just wants to be the best knight he can be,” Aremiel said. “That’s all. And I won’t let him get me in too much trouble.”
 
   “I hope you are right.” 
 
   The two ate their meal quietly. Afterward, Aremiel told her about his studies and the day-to-day goings on of his life. He knew how important it was to her to know these things. If a week went by without an update, it was well known throughout the temple that she would be in a foul mood. This prompted members of the Order to often remind him that, if he had not been to see his mother in the last few days, then to do so very soon.
 
   Aremiel was just about to leave when there was a soft knock at the door. A courier handed the High Lady a sealed parchment and then hurried away. As she read it, her expression grew dire.
 
   “Go find Orias,” she commanded. “Tell him that I need to see him at once.”
 
   “What’s wrong, mother?” he asked.
 
   “I said go!” The sudden increase in the volume of her voice startled him. 
 
   He raced out and ran at full speed to the dining hall. Orias was sitting at a table talking with some of the older boys. He smiled when he saw Aremiel approaching.
 
   “I see you didn’t bring me the sweets,” he said lightheartedly. “Well, it just goes to prove that I’m the better friend.” He gestured to a slice of pie sitting on the vacant chair beside him. 
 
   Aremiel did not waste time returning the banter. “The High Lady wishes to see you right away,” he said, breathing quite hard from his run.
 
   The urgency in his voice dispelled his friend's smile. “Did she say why?”
 
   Aremiel shook his head.
 
   “What did you do this time, Orias?” teased one of the boys.
 
   But Orias didn’t answer. He and Aremiel set off immediately toward the High Lady’s chambers. When they arrived, two knights and another man - who from the plain clothes he wore was likely an agent – were waiting.
 
   “Your lessons are canceled for today, son,” the High Lady said. “Go now. I must speak to Orias alone.”
 
   Aremiel reluctantly obeyed. Whatever had happened, he knew Orias would need him. He went to the courtyard and waited near the door that led up to the ramparts. If Orias was upset, that’s where he would go.
 
   Several hours passed without a sign. Then, just as the sun was going down, he saw his friend leaving the main temple door. The two knights were with him. They walked for a few yards before stopping and talking quietly for a while. Aremiel wished that he could hear them. He had learned to read a person’s lips, but the knights had their backs turned and Orias was saying nothing to them in reply. Finally, both knights touched him on the shoulder and left. Once left alone, he stood there absolutely still for more than a minute. 
 
   Aremiel was just about to join him when his friend looked across and walked over. 
 
   “What happened?” Aremiel asked.
 
   “It’s my father,” he replied. His expression was unreadable.
 
   “Is he...is he…?” Aremiel could not bring himself to say the word dead.
 
   “No. He is accused of murder and treason.”
 
   Aremiel had met Orias’ father only once. Morzahn was widely considered to be the finest knight in the order. Perhaps the best in its history. Tales of his deeds had already reached mythical proportions. “That can’t be true,” he said. 
 
   “It is,” Orias replied, still without a hint of what he was feeling. “Your mother says there is undeniable proof.”
 
   “I don’t believe it. There has to be some mistake.”
 
   “There’s no mistake. He killed four knights and was caught interrogating a fifth.”
 
   “Interrogating?  Why?”
 
   “He was looking for the sword.” 
 
   Now his friend's tone did reveal a trace of emotion – it was hate. But hate for who? 
 
   “You don’t believe that, do you?” Aremiel asked.
 
   “Like I said. The proof is undeniable. And he has already admitted his guilt.”
 
   “Where is he now?”
 
   Orias looked up. His eyes had become hot coals of fury. “The knights who captured him are arriving tomorrow. They are bringing him here for execution.”
 
   Aremiel wanted to give words of comfort, but could think of nothing suitable to say. Instead, he simply asked: “What will you do?” 
 
   “I will speak to him myself.” The stone conviction in Orias' voice had taken on an alarming quality. “And if he is guilty, then I will smile as he dangles from the gallows.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “Other than be my friend…no.”
 
   Aremiel reached up and grasped Orias firmly on the shoulder. “I’ll always be your friend. You know that.”
 
   The two boys climbed up to the ramparts and stayed there until well past the time they should have been in bed. Orias barely spoke throughout. Instead, he spent his time staring bleakly in the direction from which he knew his father would be coming. But unlike Morzahn’s previous visit, this time he would be a prisoner in chains. 
 
   Aremiel's heart ached for his friend. To look upon your own father and know him to be a traitor and a murderer must be simply unbearable. 
 
   When Orias was finally ready to go back down, it was nearly midnight. On arriving at the barracks, Aremiel found that a note had been placed on his bunk. It was from his mother.
 
   “She wants to see me before I go to bed,” he explained.
 
   “Then you should go,” Orias told him. “I’m sure she wants to know my condition. You can tell her I’m fine.”
 
   Aremiel set off straight away to his mother’s chambers and knocked on the door. It was opened by a tall man wearing typical villagers' clothing. He looked at Aremiel for a moment, then departed down the hallway. 
 
   His mother was sitting at her desk, a grave expression on her face. She gestured for him to take a seat and rubbed the bridge of her nose.
 
   “Orias said that he is fine,” Aremiel blurted out before she could speak.
 
   “I’m sure that’s what he said. But I doubt the poor boy is. How could he be?”
 
   “Is it true?”
 
   His mother took a moment before nodding. “I’m afraid there is little doubt regarding his father's guilt. He was captured while torturing another knight. The bodies of those he had killed were still lying close by.”
 
   “Orias said that he was looking for the sword.”
 
   “Yes,” she confirmed. “But what we don’t know is why he was looking for it.” The High Lady studied her son for a moment. “I have not always approved of how close you and Orias have become. You know that I think him to be unpredictable.”
 
   “He’s my friend, mother,” he protested. “He’s always been there for me. And I trust him.”
 
   “Do you trust me?”
 
   He cocked his head. “Why would you ask me that? Of course I do.”
 
   “Then trust that what I am about to ask of you is for Orias’ benefit. I need you to stay close to him.”
 
   “Stay close? Of course I will. He’s my best friend. And right now he needs me. Why would I leave him?”
 
   There was a long pause. “When Morzahn arrives, Orias will wish to speak to him. And when he does, I need you to be there.”
 
   The full meaning of his mother's intentions suddenly became clear. “You want me to spy on him?” he asked, appalled. 
 
   “I want you to observe and listen,” she corrected. “I will not allow Orias to be alone with his father. He may well be vulnerable to his influence. The boy has far too much potential for me to allow him to be corrupted.”
 
   “Then why let him speak to his father at all?” Then it occurred to him. “You want to know if Morzahn has actually discovered where the sword is kept.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You really think he’d say anything with me there?”
 
   “I doubt it,” she replied. “But Master Karlio tells me that you would make a gifted agent if you chose to pursue it. I spoke to him, and he says you may be able to read the meaning of Morzahn’s words.”
 
   Aremiel frowned. “You should just ask Orias. He’d tell you. And he’s much better at agent craft than I am.”
 
   “I simply can’t risk it,” she replied. “If Morzahn has found a way to reach the sword, he may have left clues for others to follow. I need to know. Everything depends on it.” She leaned in. Aremiel could see the wearied circles under her eyes. “Will you help me, son?”
 
   Aremiel stared at his mother. As much as he hated it, he knew she was right. If Morzahn had indeed discovered the sword's location, the Order must know.
 
   “I’ll help you,” he said. His voice was small and quiet. 
 
   His mother smiled weakly. “Thank you. Now get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a trying day.”
 
   Aremiel stood up and kissed her goodnight. When arriving back at the barracks, he found Orias still awake, a candle burning low on the little wooden nightstand beside his bed. 
 
   “Did she ask you to spy on me?” he asked.
 
   Aremiel opened his mouth, but no words came out.
 
   “It’s all right,” his friend said. “I would have asked you to do the same. If my father was searching for the Sword of Truth, then she needs to know how much he has discovered. And torturing a man like Morzahn would do no good at all. He’d never talk, so they’re hoping he’ll say something to me.” 
 
   He smiled at Aremiel. “Don’t feel you’re betraying me for agreeing to do it. You’re not. You’re my best friend. But you are a member of Amon Dähl first. The well-being of the order is the most important thing of all.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” It was all Aremiel could think to say.
 
   “Like I said. It’s all right.” He sat up and blew out the candle. “Now get some rest.”
 
   The next morning the temple was abuzz with activity. News of Morzahn’s betrayal had already spread, and as the two friends made their way to the main dining hall, countless whispers followed them. Words such as murder and treason could be heard echoing off the stone walls. Everyone avoided looking at Orias, but if this bothered him, he didn’t show it. 
 
   As they ate, the quiet of the normally noisy hall was painfully obvious. Morzahn would be arriving soon, and the tension was building. 
 
   Laraad slid into a seat beside Orias. “Well now. Can it be true? The mighty Morzahn - a traitor?” He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “How horrible that must be for you.”
 
   “Don’t you have a door to fix?” Aremiel snapped.
 
   Laraad had failed to make it into the advanced combat classes, completely dashing any hopes he held of becoming a knight. Instead, he'd been made a builder's apprentice. It wasn't a bad way to spend one's time. The builders of Amon Dähl were highly respected and their skills greatly prized. But nothing carried with it the same prestige as becoming a knight. 
 
   “Thanks to Orias’ father, all work and classes are suspended,” he replied with a sneer. “So tell me…how does it feel to be the son of a traitor?”
 
   Orias didn’t reply, or even look up.
 
   “Leave him alone,” Aremiel said. He slowly rose from his chair.  “Otherwise I’ll....” 
 
   Laraad burst into wicked laughter. “You’ll what? You'll give me a beating? Right here in front of everyone?”
 
   Aremiel sat back down. “No. A knight learns to show restraint when dealing with fools. But I wonder if Master Builder Drekol knows that you’ve been stealing wine from his quarters.”
 
   This shook Laraad for a moment. “You can’t prove that,” he blustered. Then his smirk returned. “Anyway, last I heard, you weren’t a knight. So quit pretending you are.”
 
   “He may not be a knight yet,” Orias chimed in, his head still lowered. “But he is the youngest student ever to make it to advanced combat training. The very same class you failed, as I recall. And to answer your question: being the son of a traitor makes me feel angry. Very angry. And though I would never lay a hand on someone who tried to hurt me with cruel words, there are many forms of revenge. You would know this if you paid attention in agent training – assuming that you haven’t been kicked out of that as well. I have never actually considered becoming an agent, but it’s still amazing what you can learn there. There are several ways of causing severe harm to someone that leaves no trace.” 
 
   He finally looked up and locked eyes with Laraad. “And I know them all.”
 
   The blood drained from Laraad’s face. “Well…I…”
 
   “If I were you,” said Aremiel. “I’d leave now.”
 
   Laraad growled angrily. “One day you’ll get what’s coming. Both of you.” Springing up from his seat, he stalked away.
 
   “I’m sure he’s right,” Orias muttered. “But I think we all get what’s coming to us in the end.”
 
   At that moment, the blare of a trumpet rang out. Morzahn had arrived. Everyone in the dining hall instantly jumped up and hurried to the nearest door. With just three narrow exits, it took several minutes for the crowded room to empty. 
 
   Only the two friends remained in their places. When the last person had finally departed, Orias let out a deep sigh. “I suppose it’s time,” he said. 
 
   They entered the main courtyard just as the gates were swinging open. Orias pushed through the crowd and made his way to the front. Aremiel followed him. Then a hush fell over the temple as a line of horses carrying the knights filed in. Aremiel held his breath until he spotted Morzahn. 
 
   Even when stripped of weapons and armor, and bound in chains, he was still an intimidating sight to behold. Tall, and possessing the mighty shoulders of a blacksmith, his medium length, black, curly hair and beard were unkempt and wild from the miles of travel. His skin had the texture of tough leather, while his face, together with heavily muscled limbs, bore a multitude of scars from past battles. But for all this, it was the man's penetrating green eyes that captured the most attention, issuing the clearest warning imaginable of the awesome power that could be unleashed whenever necessary. Aremiel shuddered at the thought of fighting him. How could anyone ever defeat such a warrior? 
 
   He rode with head held proudly high, looking straight ahead and only glancing briefly down as he passed his son. Orias glared back with seething hatred. But if this affected Morzahn, he gave no outward indication of it.
 
   The accompanying knights dismounted, then set about pulling Morzahn roughly down from his horse. It was obvious they would have liked nothing more than to kill the traitor there and then. But their code demanded justice…not vengeance.
 
   They led him through the temple's main entrance, and then down to the cells in the basement. Aremiel had been there once when he was younger. It was a morbid place, with dank air and mold-covered stone walls. He had heard stories of elves being kept imprisoned there for decades, being fed nothing but stale bread and fetid water until they eventually wasted away and died.
 
   Orias waited until the courtyard was cleared before entering the temple. Just inside the door, a knight was waiting. 
 
   He bowed to the two boys. “I am Dresher. The High Lady asked me to stay with you until Morzahn has been locked away. When they are ready, you will be sent for.” He led them to a small parlor in the west wing and offered them seats near the unlit hearth.
 
   “The High Lady tells me that both of you want to be knights,” he said. 
 
   The boys nodded.
 
   “Good. We can use more strong men. And I hear that both of you are exceptional fighters. Kioshi mentioned your names to me a few weeks before he died.” He looked at Orias. “You in particular. He said that your skill with a sword was uncanny for one so young.”
 
   “I am grateful that he thought so,” Orias responded. 
 
   “And as for you,” the knight continued, turning to Aremiel. “He said that you were second only to Orias. And that you even surpass him in some areas.”
 
   “I can’t think of anything in which I can surpass Orias.” he responded truthfully.
 
   Dresher scrutinized the two boys for a moment. “You have been friends for some time, yes?”
 
   “We have,” affirmed Aremiel. “Orias was the first friend I made here.”
 
   “Then you will be pleased to know that friends are kept together once they become knights, if it is possible.”
 
   “Assuming they will still allow me to become one,” said Orias. His tone wasn’t angry. He spoke as if simply weighing the balance of possibilities. 
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?” asked Dresher.
 
   “With all due respect. My father....”
 
   “He is not you,” the knight interrupted. “And though I cannot say how others in the temple may treat you after this, be assured that the knights judge a person on their merit, not their heritage. My father was a thief and a pirate. He was hanged from the Baltrian city walls when I was only four years old. Yet here I am. A knight of Amon Dähl. Your father’s crimes are only yours if you make them so. Never forget that.”
 
   Orias bowed his head in gratitude. “Thank you. I won’t.”
 
   Soon the door opened and a young man in plain clothes gestured for the boys to follow.
 
   Just as they were leaving, Dresher called out, “Be careful. Morzahn is a murderer, but not a fool. And his reputation was well earned.”
 
   His words struck home. Aremiel had been wondering how Orias would handle speaking to his father. Seeing him in chains would do nothing to lessen the impact of his presence. His legend alone would make even the bravest of men think twice before confronting the mighty Morzahn.
 
   As they descended into the basement, the air quickly became thick and putrid. Only a few dim torches lit the small room at the foot of the stairs. Here, a middle-aged man with a bald head, olive skin and narrow features was waiting for them, along with an older, silver-haired woman. 
 
   Agents, thought Aremiel.
 
   “Your father is through there,” said the woman, opening a door leading to the cells.  “Take as long as you need, but do not approach the bars for any reason.”
 
   Orias led the way. The room beyond was at least fifty feet long and twenty feet wide. To the right was a series of iron-barred cells, and at the far end another door that it was rumored had once been a torture chamber – though it was now empty.
 
   Morzahn was in the third cell along, still dressed in a simple shirt and trousers…and still shackled. He was sitting on a stool, back straight against the wall and eyes closed.
 
   “So they send my own son to question me, do they?” he muttered. His voice was as deep and powerful as his frame would suggest.
 
   “They didn’t send me,” said Orias. “I came of my own will.”
 
   “Did you?” He chuckled. “Did you really?”
 
   Orias stood in front of the cell, with Aremiel just behind and to his left.
 
   Morzahn opened his eyes. “You’ve grown. You’ll be as big as me one day, I’d wager.” 
 
   His gaze fell on Aremiel. “And this must be your friend Aremiel, son of the High Lady of Valshara, leader of the Order of Amon Dähl.” His words were filled with contempt. “Does my son know that you’re here to spy on him?” He paused, then nodded. “Of course he does. He’s no fool. And unless I’ve been told wrong, you’re too good a friend to have kept such information from him.”
 
   “I asked Aremiel to be here,” Orias said. “And yes, I know his mother asked him to report back to her. But that won’t be needed. I plan to do so myself anyway.”
 
   “I'm sure that you do.” Morzahn rested his huge forearms on his knees. “You’ll need to prove yourself many times over, now that I’ve been branded a traitor. No one will ever look at you the same way again. And for that, I am truly sorry.”
 
   “Is it true?” he asked. “Did you do what they say?”
 
   “I think you know the answer to that.”
 
   Anger flashed across Orias’ face. “Tell me!”
 
   Morzahn sighed heavily. “Yes, it’s true. I killed those men. And yes. I was looking for the sword.”
 
   Tears welled in Orias’ eyes. “Why?” His voice cracked.
 
   “Because I had to. Because things are not always as they seem. One day you’ll see that.”
 
   “And did you find it?” He forced his words out through stifled sobs. 
 
   “That’s what they really want to know, isn’t it?” Morzahn sneered. “They want to know if I discovered a clue that would lead to the sword. Well, they can all go to hell. I’m not saying anything else about it.”
 
   “But why did you want it?” Orias was doing his best to govern his emotions in the way he'd been taught, but each word his father spoke was bringing forth more rage and anguish. 
 
   “Because the madness must end.” This time his father's voice was soft and kind. “You must not ask me more.”
 
   “Why not? Surely I have the right to know why you have betrayed everything we were taught to believe in.”
 
   “You have the right to know, only what I decide you should know,” Morzahn countered calmly. “And son of mine or no, seeing as you are still a part of the temple, you cannot be entrusted with my reasons.”
 
   Orias glared furiously at his father for a full minute before speaking. “Then if you have nothing more to tell me, I will go.”
 
   “There is one thing,” said Morzahn. “Tell your mother that I am sorry we never got to walk the beaches of Skalhalis again. And that I love her.”
 
   “Is that all?” he asked. Though tears were streaming down his cheeks, his voice was steady. 
 
   “Yes.” Morzahn lowered his head. “That is all.”
 
   “Then we are done.” Orias gave a sharp nod and walked smartly to the door. Just before opening it, he paused to glance back. “I’ll smile when you hang. I wanted you to know that.”
 
   Morzahn said nothing, nor did he look up.
 
   The two agents looked highly displeased when the two boys returned. 
 
   “That didn’t take long,” said the man. “You should have pressed him harder. I knew it was a bad idea to send a child in with him.”
 
   “You would have done no better,” the woman scolded. “So stop being an ass.” She turned to Aremiel. “Did you glean anything from his words?”
 
   “He may not have,” Orias cut in quickly. “But I did.” He started toward the stairs.
 
   “And where do you think you’re going,” said the man.
 
   “To see the High Lady,” he replied.
 
    Orias sped from the room and up the stairs so rapidly that Aremiel found himself struggling to keep up. But instead of taking the left hall leading to his mother’s chambers, he took a right and then motioned for Aremiel to follow him into a rarely used storage closet.
 
   “I wanted to speak to you alone before we see your mother,” he whispered. He looked outside to check that they weren’t being followed. When satisfied, he closed the door. “My father mentioned Skalhalis. He said to tell my mother he wished they could walk again on its beaches.”
 
   “Yes. So?”
 
   “So they have never been there together,” he explained. “He’s trying to send her a message.”
 
   Aremiel thought for a moment. “Are you going to tell this to my mother?”
 
   “No. But the agents were certainly listening in. If they picked up on what he said and thought it worth noting, they would go straight to the High Lady. I don’t want my father involving my mother if I can prevent it.”
 
   Aremiel didn’t want to say what he was thinking, but knew that he must. “How do you know she’s not involved?”
 
   “I don’t,” he admitted. “But she will certainly come here after word of all this reaches Baltria. I will speak to her first.”
 
   “And if she is involved?”
 
   His face tightened. “Then I will lose two parents.” He grabbed his friend’s shoulders. “I need you to keep quiet about this until I can speak with her. Will you do that?”
 
   Aremiel nodded slowly. Even though he felt this was something that his mother should know, he could understand why Orias would want to wait.
 
   “Thank you,” Orias said. He cracked open the door. “Come on. Let's go see the High Lady.”
 
   When they arrived she was talking with Dresher at her desk.
 
   She motioned for them both to sit. “So, have you said all that you needed to say?” 
 
   “Yes, High Lady,” replied Orias. “And he doesn’t know where the sword is. He wants you to think that he might…but he doesn’t.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, High Lady. I’m sure.”
 
   She studied him for a moment. “As your father has confessed and there is no doubt of his guilt, his execution will not be delayed. If you would like, I can send you away with Dresher until it’s over.”
 
   “If my father is a traitor, I would see him hanged. There is no reason to send me away.”
 
   The High Lady frowned. “Naturally, it is your right to be here. But I urge you to reconsider. This is not something you want to see.”
 
   “Begging your pardon, but it is.” 
 
   She sighed and rose to her feet. “Very well. You have two days to change your mind. In the meantime, stay with Dresher. I’m sure there is much you can learn from him.”
 
   Both Orias and Aremiel stood as well.
 
   “Stay here, son,” she said.
 
   Orias gave his friend a nod and then left with the knight.
 
   His mother sat back down. “There is more. Isn’t there?” 
 
   Aremiel plopped heavily back into his seat and remained silent for a long moment. His mother could always see through him. He desperately wanted to tell her what Orias has said. But the thought of betraying his best friend repulsed him.
 
   “You can tell me, son,” she assured. “Orias is confused right now. He may not show it, but seeing his father has wounded him. He cannot possibly know what the right thing to do is.” Her smile was tender and compassionate. “I know you don’t want to betray his trust. But this is important. If he withholds information, it could end his chances of becoming a knight. So if you truly want to help him, you must tell me what you know.”
 
   “If I tell you,” he said. “You must swear to keep it to yourself.”
 
   His mother shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t make that promise. If there is a danger to the temple, I must act.”
 
   “There is no danger,” he promised. “You have to trust me on that.”
 
   “I do trust your intentions, son,” she said. “But you are still too young to understand certain things.”
 
   Steadying his resolve, he sat up straight. “Either you swear, or I won’t tell you.”
 
   The two locked eyes. Finally, it was the High Lady who relented. With an exasperated sigh, she lowered her head.
 
   “Very well,” she said. “I swear.”
 
   Satisfied, Aremiel conveyed what Orias had told him.
 
   “Then I see no harm done,” she remarked, speaking as much to herself as to her son. “Word has already been sent to his mother this morning. And as it will take a few weeks for her to arrive here, I suppose there is nothing to do but wait.”
 
   There was a knock at the door. A moment later the old woman from the cellar entered. 
 
   “I beg your pardon, High Lady,” she said. “But there are matters we should go over.”
 
   The High Lady nodded. “Of course.”
 
   Aremiel got up and embraced his mother firmly. “Thank you.”
 
   She kissed his cheek and watched him leave.
 
   Being that the execution was scheduled in two days, the builders began erecting the gallows at once. Laraad, who was helping in their construction, made a special point of smiling broadly at Orias every time they saw each another. 
 
   Orias, however, appeared unconcerned by his taunting. Most of his and Aremiel's time was spent with Dresher. The knight had ridden with Morzahn on many assignments and knew him well. At first, Aremiel thought it rude when he spoke of the man so casually in front of Orias.
 
   “Morzahn was not always as he is now,” Dresher explained. “His crimes will cost him his life. But he did many great deeds before his fall. There are hundreds, if not thousands of people who owe their lives to the courage of Morzahn. And I would have his only son know of that.”
 
   As it turned out, Orias seemed glad to hear Dresher's stories, and even asked questions about certain details.
 
   When the day arrived, Aremiel expected to see Orias’ demeanor change. But instead, he was as cheerful as he had ever been. They ate their morning meal and afterward made their way to the courtyard. By the time they got there it was filled nearly to capacity. 
 
   The High Lady was standing beside Dresher atop the gallows, with six knights guarding the pathway leading from the main building. Each one wore a black cloak with the hood pulled over his head.
 
   Aremiel scanned the crowd. Laraad and a few others were perched atop the ramparts, laughing and talking as if they were at a fair rather than an execution. He had never hated the boy more than at that moment. 
 
   They pushed their way through the throngs of people until arriving directly in front of the gallows. Murmurs and whispers could be heard as eyes fell on Orias. But he ignored them all and simply stood there, stone-faced and silent. 
 
   When the temple doors swung open, a hush fell over the crowd. Out walked Morzahn, closely escorted by a knight on either side. They slowly led him to the foot of the gallows and up the steps. Dresher looked him in the eye for a second, then turned away to position himself beside the trapdoor release lever. 
 
   “I’m glad it’s you, old friend,” Morzahn told him.
 
   Dresher simply nodded.
 
   The High Lady stepped forward. “You have been brought here to answer for the crimes of murder and treason. Through your own admission you have been found guilty. And as you have offered up no cause for leniency, you are hereby sentenced to death. Do you have any final words you wish to say?”
 
   Morzahn looked out on the crowd until he spotted Orias. His voice carried clearly. “I should have told you this when we spoke before…I love you son. No matter what I’ve done, always remember that.”
 
   Aremiel expected tears, but instead Orias reacted by quickly climbing atop the gallows and placing his hand just above Dresher’s on the release lever.
 
   Gasps of both wonder and revulsion reverberated through the crowd. The High Lady simply looked on in amazement.
 
   Morzahn nodded and huffed a quiet laugh. “I should have expected this. But it doesn’t matter. My heart is still with you son…even if yours has abandoned me.” He looked at the High Lady. “Let’s get on with it.”
 
   Tearing her eyes away from Orias, she stepped in front of the condemned man and secured the noose tightly around his neck. “Are you prepared to answer for your crimes?” she asked.
 
   “Prepared?” He let out a disdainful laugh. “I’m eager.”
 
   She turned to the crowd. “Then let justice be done.” After a brief sideways glance at Orias, she descended the stairs. 
 
   Time stood still as everyone waited. There was total silence. Orias then looked up at Dresher and nodded. 
 
   In unison, they pulled the lever.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Two weeks had passed since the execution of Morzahn. Though Aremiel was concerned about his friend, he seemed to be carrying on with his business as if nothing had happened. He'd tried talking to him about it on a few occasions, but Orias just laughed and slapped him on the back.
 
   “I’m fine, you old mother hen,” he would say. “Worry about your sword practice instead.”
 
   It was just after their evening meal when Orias was called to the High Lady’s office. When he returned to their sleeping quarters later, Aremiel could see that all the color had drained from his face and his eyes were distant, as if in a trance.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   For a moment Orias said nothing. Then he pulled a parchment from his pocket and handed it over. 
 
   Aremiel opened it apprehensively, dreading to see what was inside. After reading, he placed the parchment on the nightstand and touched Orias’ shoulder.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said. 
 
   “The High Lady said that they found her lying in her bed,” Orias whispered. “Her throat had been cut and her house ransacked. A robbery they said.” He looked up at Aremiel, tears flowing freely. “A bloody robbery.”
 
   A terrible thought occurred to Aremiel. Could his mother have ordered this done? He quickly dismissed the idea. She would never do such a thing. That much he knew for a fact.
 
   “Now I’m truly alone,” Orias sobbed.
 
   “You’ll never be alone,” said Aremiel. “Not as long as I live. I swear it.”
 
   Orias reached out and embraced his best friend, desperate for comfort. 
 
   As they stood there locked together, Aremiel once again swore his oath to always be there for Orias…though this time it was just as much a prayer as a promise.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   The road from the Northern Steppes – 40 years earlier
 
    
 
   After reining in their horses to a slow trot, Aremiel looked over his shoulder. His face was twisted in anger.
 
   Orias laughed boisterously. “Stop worrying. We lost them.”
 
   “We would never have needed to lose them if you would just obey orders,” Aremiel snapped.
 
   “Your mother warned you not to make me your lieutenant,” he replied, still laughing. “She said I would be nothing but trouble.”
 
   He glared at Orias. “And she was right.” 
 
   “Anyway, I don’t know why they’re so upset,” Orias said, feigning innocence. “It was only a pair of horses.”
 
   “We were there to negotiate with the men of the Steppes in order to buy horses. We were not there to steal them.”
 
   “I was intending to leave some gold.”
 
   Aremiel snorted. “That’s not the point, and you know it.”
 
   “Well, anyway…it’s a good thing they aren’t smart as their mounts.” He gave his friend a devilish grin. “Otherwise they’d have caught us, and I might have to save your skin again.”
 
   Just then, both men caught the sound of distant hoof beats. They halted their horses and continued listening, but the sound slowly faded away.
 
   Orias burst into another round of laughter. In spite of himself, Aremiel could not help but join in with him.
 
   “Next time, at least try to tell me before you do something stupid,” he said, shaking his head, though unable to wipe away a broad grin.
 
   “I’ll try,” Orias replied. “But sadly, I rarely know that it’s stupid until after the deed is done.”
 
   They rode on until reaching a small village on the borders of the Steppes. It was little more than a trading post, but Amon Dähl had agents there. And that meant decent food and a warm bed.
 
   They both felt a tingling in their medallions telling them that a member of the order was nearby, though identifying who that was, might prove to be difficult. If it was a knight, it would have been easy. Even without the charm, they would be able to recognize him simply by the way he moved. But agents were another matter. They were trained to blend in and pass unnoticed.
 
   Orias spotted the village's solitary inn and spurred his horse toward it. “At least we can have a drink while we wait. The gods only know how long we’ll have to sit there. Bloody agents.”
 
   Aremiel shared Orias’ dislike of agents. “I should have found out who was assigned here before we left. At least we would know who we’re looking for.”
 
   “Hey! Did I just hear Captain Aremiel admit that he did something wrong?” 
 
   Aremiel smirked. “Of course not. Just like I didn’t hear Lieutenant Orias making fun of his commander.”
 
   In truth, it should have been the other way around. Both of them knew that it was only Orias' propensity for making trouble that had prevented him from being made Aremiel's superior officer. His high spirits had got him into more than his fair share of scrapes. Even so, there was no denying that he was the finest swordsman in the Order. He also had a keen intellect and an uncanny sense for when danger was near. Several knights owed their lives to him…and Aremiel was one of them.
 
   But of all Orias' virtues, his kindness was by far his greatest. And the one that held him back the most. Knights of Amon Dähl were not expected to involve themselves in local disputes or politics. But if his friend saw an injustice, he was compelled to act. Though Aremiel admired him for this trait, it frequently caused their superiors to question Orias' ability to lead.
 
   When Aremiel was promoted to Captain, he'd insisted on having Orias as his Lieutenant. No one was pleased by this decision, least of all his mother. She feared Orias’ recklessness would eventually get him killed, and that their close friendship would have her only son lying dead beside him.
 
   He had often pleaded with Orias to behave less impulsively, but he would only smile and say it was the will of the gods that drove him to act in such a way. At first Aremiel thought this was just a joke. But over time he realized it wasn’t. Orias truly believed he could feel their will, and that they had a special purpose for him.
 
   After tying up their horses, they stepped inside the inn. The place was typical for a town such as this. Just a few tables surrounding an iron stove in the center of the common room, and a small bar to the right.
 
   “Order us a bottle of wine,” Orias said. “I’m going to check out the area.”
 
   Before Aremiel could object, Orias was gone. Check out the area, he thought. You’re going to find another shrine. It was the same in every town they visited. Orias would very soon locate a local shrine or temple to pray at, though he tried hard to hide this fact. His cavalier attitude and lighthearted ways were a surprising contrast to his deeply held faith. He was by no means a monk or priest, but he was equally as dedicated.
 
   Aremiel thought to join him from time to time, but knew it would likely embarrass his friend. In any case, though he loved the gods as much as anyone, he never could really see the point of prayer. Such beings were probably far more concerned with larger issues. The life of a single knight couldn’t possibly matter much to them.
 
   The inn door opened to reveal a swarthy man in dingy clothes. He came over and sat down.
 
   “I’m Vurin,” he said. “I’ve been expecting you. When you’re ready, my house is nearby.”
 
   “I’m Aremiel,” he replied, nodding politely. “My friend Orias will return very soon.”
 
   “I saw him in the street,” Vurin told him. “He’s already there.”
 
   There was a note of urgency in the man’s voice that disturbed him. They left the inn immediately and went to a small hovel at the end of the main avenue.
 
   The interior was far more accommodating than the dilapidated exterior suggested. Four comfortable beds were at the rear, and a hearth was burning brightly to the left. The floor was covered by a plain yet well-made rug, and the walls were lined with bookshelves filled to capacity with dozens of leather bound volumes. 
 
   Orias was sitting at a wooden dining table near the stove, a bottle of wine gripped firmly in one hand and a piece of parchment in the other.
 
   “I see you couldn’t wait for us to return,” scolded Vurin.
 
   Orias ignored the agent. Grinning boyishly, he tossed the parchment to Aremiel. 
 
   “Can you believe it?” he said. “We've made the list of prospects.”
 
   Aremiel read the message carefully. Both men then simultaneously burst into laughter.
 
   “Why are they bothering us with this nonsense?” Aremiel said. He sat down and handed the parchment to Vurin. 
 
   Orias took a drink. “I really don't know. It’s not like she would choose either one of us to guard the sword.”
 
   “This is not a matter to be taken lightly,” scolded Vurin. “It is a great honor, and you should treat it as such.”
 
   Aremiel took the bottle from Orias and turned it up. After wiping his mouth with his sleeve, he gestured for the agent to join them. “I know it is. I truly do. But I am the son of The High Lady of Valshara. My mother would cut off her arm before she would send me to a place where she could never see me again.”
 
   “And I am the son of Morzahn,” said Orias. This caused Vurin’s eyes to widen. “Can you imagine the turmoil choosing me would cause? No, my friend. This is just a ploy to get Aremiel to come home for a while. His mother misses him.”
 
   “That, and the fact she’s afraid if I stay away too long, you’ll get me killed,” he added.
 
   “That too,” agreed Orias.
 
   “Whatever the case,” said Vurin. “You should leave in the morning.”
 
   Orias sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Then I hope you have plenty of wine for us to drink tonight.”
 
   The next day, though they were up early. Vurin was already gone.
 
   “Off spying on people, I suppose,” Orias said.
 
   “So long as it’s not us, I don’t care.”
 
   Valshara was only a week away, and the journey passed uneventfully. The two of them spent most of it talking about past exploits, both their own, and those of other knights. Aremiel loved the fraternity between the Knights of Amon Dähl. He often thought back to the days when his mother was still insisting he become a historian. It always made him laugh. He could never have been happy with such a boring life.
 
   When they finally they arrived at the gates of Valshara, ten men stood upon the ramparts and announced their arrival with a call of golden trumpets.
 
   “Well that’s new,” remarked Orias. “If I didn’t know better, I would begin to think they are happy to see us.”
 
   “I wouldn’t get too used to it,” Aremiel said. “When the new guardian is chosen, they’ll go back to ignoring us again.”
 
   The courtyard was packed with cheering people. Aremiel could feel his face flushing with embarrassment, but Orias was clearly reveling in the attention. His waved and smiled as they rode in, making sure to give each young woman he saw a playful wink. When they reached the base of the stairs leading up to the main temple building, two grooms took their horses and gear.  
 
   Aremiel’s mother stepped out through the doors. On her left was Jylias, chief of the agents and a difficult woman at best. But the person standing to her right gave both men pause. It was Laraad. His head was held high, and he was smirking with thinly veiled contempt.
 
   The High Lady's face was expressionless. Aremiel knew at once that something was wrong. He could think of no circumstances that would prevent her customary smile every time he returned to Valshara.
 
   “I see her look too,” whispered Orias, sensing his friend's concern.
 
   “Welcome, brave knights,” she said when they reached the top of the steps. “Your presence has been eagerly anticipated. Only two candidates have yet to arrive. Your rooms have been prepared and your meals will be brought to you once you’ve cleaned and changed.”
 
   Even her speech was odd. She was never this formal with him. 
 
   Both Orias and Aremiel bowed low.
 
   “Thank you, High Lady,” Aremiel said, mirroring her reserve. “But Orias and I would prefer to stay in the barracks.”
 
   “That would be inappropriate under the circumstances,” Laraad told them.
 
   Aremiel raised an eyebrow. “I was unaware of your elevation. Or do you make a habit of speaking out of turn?”
 
   “Laraad is representing the builders,” the High Lady said. “His master is ill and chose him to come in his place.”
 
   Aremiel bowed. “Then I congratulate you, Master Laraad.”
 
   “And I you,” he replied, unable to hide his scorn. “Both of you. This is quite an honor. One well-earned if the tales I’ve heard of your exploits are true.”
 
   “I’m afraid they may have been exaggerated,” said Aremiel. “We are simply servants of the Order.”
 
   “Indeed,” Jylias interjected. “And yet you have been set apart by your fellow knights as the best they have to offer. Such respect coming from the bravest among us must be warranted.”
 
   “Where are the representatives from the other vocations?” asked Orias. 
 
   “They are in council,” Laraad replied. “We were given the honor of greeting you. But now we must return.”
 
   This confused Aremiel. In council?  Rarely did the different branches of the Order all meet at once. There was no need. Healers had little business with historians, or builders with agents. So why would they need to be in council now?
 
   His mother’s eyes told him that the answer was not going to be to his liking. They were then shown to their rooms and provided with bath water and fresh clothing.
 
   Once changed, Aremiel went immediately to his mother’s chambers. She was awaiting him at her desk. Her expression was grave and her eyes bore the lines of age and fatigue. 
 
   “What’s going on, mother?” he demanded. “Why are they in council?”
 
   “They are discussing who is to be the next guardian,” she replied. 
 
   Aremiel nearly leapt from his chair. “What? How can this be? That choice belongs to you.”
 
   “I’m afraid that as my son is a candidate, I was forced to defer to their judgment,” she explained.
 
   Aremiel felt ill. He had been certain that his inclusion was incidental. Now, there was a real possibility that he might be spending the rest of his days alone.
 
   “Don’t worry, son.” She was doing her best to force the anxiety from her voice. “There are twelve candidates. And all of them have been a knight far longer than you. Most outrank you as well. It’s likely one of these will be chosen.”
 
   “I need to tell this to Orias.”
 
   “Orias can wait,” she said. “I haven’t seen you in almost a year. You will spend time with your mother. I’ve already sent for our meal.” She got up and stepped around the desk. “For now, push everything else from your mind. There is nothing to be done.”
 
   Aremiel smiled at her. “Of course. You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry.”
 
   They spent the next few hours together talking quietly. He then excused himself, promising to return early the next day. 
 
   Later that evening he told Orias what he had learned. But his friend only shrugged and dismissed any possibility that either of them would be chosen. 
 
   “The fact remains that you are the son of High Lady Velinia, and I am the son of Morzahn. I for one would most certainly not want to face your mother if they chose you.”
 
   Aremiel tried using this logic to calm his nerves. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very wrong.
 
   It only took two days for the final candidates to arrive, but by then rumors were circulating that the new guardian had already been chosen. Even so, a feast was held to honor all who had been considered. Orias and Aremiel stayed at this only as long as courtesy required, after which they spent the rest of the evening in the training room. Sword practice always took Aremiel’s mind off things, and he was eager for the distraction.
 
   The night before the announcement was to be made, he was unable to sleep. He wandered the halls for a time, then made his way to the ramparts. Orias was already there, waiting for him.
 
   “At least we don’t have to bribe the wall sentinels anymore,” he joked. 
 
   Aremiel thought about the first time they had been up here together. 
 
   “You were so scared,” Orias said, reading his thoughts.
 
   Aremiel chuckled. “So were you. I just didn’t know it.”
 
   “I still am.”
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “If I am chosen, I don’t think I can go through with it,” Aremiel eventually said. “I can’t imagine my life without you at my side.”
 
   Orias placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a fond squeeze. “If you are chosen, you will take a piece of my heart with you, my friend. But you can do it. And as much as I hate the thought of you leaving, I can think of no one better to guard the sword than you.”
 
   “I can,” he replied. 
 
   The two men stared out into the night in quiet contemplation. They had been together for most of their lives. That Orias was older and had become a knight first was the only reason they had been separated at all. For both of them, it had been a long three years. And as soon as Aremiel took the oath, he insisted that he be partnered with Orias. Now…it could all end.
 
   The next morning Valshara was a beehive of activity and excitement. The High Lady would be given the council's choice, and she would then read it aloud in the courtyard at midday. Every member of the Order who could attend would be there.
 
   Orias and Aremiel spent their time in the training room instructing the students. For them, it was an honor to have two candidates there. But for the two knights, it was a thrill to see the new talent that would one day be riding into honor and glory.
 
   When the time finally came, they were escorted to the courtyard. A platform had been erected, on which all the candidates were lined up at the rear. 
 
   Trumpets sounded as the High Lady exited the temple and then ascended the platform. In her hand was a sealed parchment that contained the name of the chosen one.
 
   She raised her hand to quiet the crowd. “For thousands of years the Order of Amon Dähl has been charged with protecting the greatest power in the mortal world. And for thousands of years we have never failed in our duty. It is the reason the Order was founded, and our most important purpose of all. For that reason, only the very best amongst us is picked to reside in the Sword of Truth's resting place. There he lives, and there he eventually dies. This sacrifice is made to ensure the safety of all people, and is an honor not given lightly.
 
   “Behind me are the bravest and most honorable knights our Order has to offer. Their character and deeds have earned them all a special place in our hearts, and I feel that any one of them would be a worthy guardian of the sword. I know that I am not alone when I say that we are so very grateful for their loyal service.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment before opening the parchment. “But only one can be chosen.” She opened her eyes and looked at the name. For several seconds she did not speak. The crowd began to stir with impatience. “The one chosen is…” 
 
   Her voice cracked and she was forced to clear her throat. “Aremiel.”
 
   The crowd erupted and immediately began chanting his name.
 
   Aremiel was unable to move. The sound of his own name did not seem real. His mother reading it aloud was like remembering a dream of years past, though it had happened only a moment or two ago.
 
   He felt someone take hold of his hand and pull him forward. It was his mother. He had not seen her, even though she'd been standing right in front of him. Tears were streaming down her face as she lifted his arm aloft. The sound of the cheers increased until the excitement reached a fever pitch.
 
   He was still unable to move on his own when his mother embraced him.
 
   “It will be all right, son,” she whispered into his ear.
 
   He wanted to say something, but had been robbed of his voice. After a time the crowd became calmer. Eventually, after managing to shake off the initial shock, he stepped down from the platform. Orias was close behind him.
 
    Ignoring the calls of congratulations from those he passed, he made directly for his mother’s chambers and waited there until she arrived. Orias sat beside him and said nothing. As soon as his mother entered, he leapt up from his chair.
 
   “I won’t do it,” he shouted. “I won’t spend the rest of my life in seclusion.”
 
   The sadness in her eyes was immeasurable. “You must. And you will not really be alone. The gods will be with you.”
 
   “Bah! Tell that to Orias. He’s the one dedicated to the gods.” He looked down at his still seated friend and immediately felt guilty. “Forgive my hasty words. I meant no insult.”
 
   Orias smiled warmly. “I know you didn’t. But your mother is right. The gods will be with you. You will hear their voices, and it will fill your heart with joy.”
 
   Aremiel dropped hard back down into his chair and put his face in his hands. “Why did they choose me?”
 
   “Because you are the best of us all,” Orias replied. “Everyone knows it.”
 
   “I know you don’t want to leave your life behind,” added the High Lady. “Or your friend. But it will be many years before the current guardian dies. Until then you are free to do as you wish.”
 
   Aremiel looked up. “Then I will continue with my duties as a knight and hope the current guardian is blessed with immortality.”
 
   “I think both Orias and I wish that as well,” she said. 
 
   Orias got up and slapped his friend on the back. “Who knows? With me around you might not even live long enough to take the position.”
 
   Normally this would have brought an angry remark from his mother, but on this occasion she instead cracked a tiny smile. This quickly grew wider and wider until turning into outright laughter. Soon, all three of them were laughing loudly together…though no one really knew why. It was like an island of joy amidst an ocean of despair.
 
   “I think I will stay here for a few months,” Aremiel said after calming himself down. “I’d like to help instruct the new students.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” agreed Orias. “I can show them why I am the superior swordsman.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” he shot back, grinning.
 
   Orias winked. “We will indeed.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Baltria- 32 years earlier
 
    
 
   “I hate this city,” complained Aremiel. “Too many agents.”
 
   “You hate every city,” said Orias. “All for the same reason.”
 
   “I just don’t like them. They’re far too devious.”
 
   The two men rode past the city gates, pausing only to ask the guard for directions. Not that they really needed them. But it was always better to appear as if you were new to a place. It helped to keep people from wondering why you were in areas that you shouldn’t be. And though this trip was not dangerous or covert, it was an old habit.
 
   “At least the food here is good,” said Orias. He spotted an attractive woman in a short skirt and thin blouse. “And the Baltrian women are much easier on the eye than those in the dirty little trading posts you prefer.”
 
   Aremiel shook his head in mock disapproval. “Then I take it I won’t be seeing you tonight.”
 
   “Not unless you come with me,” he replied. “You could keep me out of trouble.”
 
   “I doubt even I could do that.”
 
   “Agreed. But it’s an excuse to do something other than sit in your room and read.”
 
   In truth, Aremiel would have very much liked to go with him. But the time was fast approaching when he would have to take his place as guardian of the sword. There was still much he needed to know before that happened, and being that he had chosen to spend most of his time away from Valshara, he had to learn what was required during their travels. 
 
   “I’ll think about it,” he lied. 
 
   Orias scowled. “As you wish, commander. But you really need to get some enjoyment from life before you take up your position as guardian.”
 
   Aremiel didn’t like it when Orias spoke of their impending separation. “According to you, my heart will burst with joy when that time arrives. So why worry about what I miss out on today?”
 
   “There is no talking to you, is there?” his friend grumbled. 
 
   They wound their way through the streets to the inn where they would be staying. Their assignment was simple. Remain at the inn until the agent contacted them, then escort her to a location in the Eastlands. As usual, there was no way of telling how long they might be required to wait. On their last assignment they had been held up in Helenia for more than a week. 
 
   Naturally, during their time there, Orias had soon found a way of getting himself involved with a group of merchants who were extorting the temples. He had at first intended to simply frighten them off, but ended up beating two of them nearly to death. At the end of it all, in spite of Aremiel’s reprimand and outward anger, it was hard to deny that his intervention had greatly improved the situation. What's more, he'd managed to do it without anyone knowing that Amon Dähl was involved. 
 
   On arriving at the inn, they ate a quick meal and retired to their rooms until the evening. The agent would know who to ask for whenever she showed up, so Aremiel took the time to relax. The place wasn’t upscale, but the beds were soft and the rooms clean. After weeks of sleeping in the open, it was a welcome respite. Unfortunately, his pleasure was not destined to last for long.
 
   Just as he was dozing off, there came an urgent tapping on his door. Experience had him grabbing his dagger before he even realized he was doing it. But before he could fully raise himself from the bed, the door opened and a woman entered. She looked to be in her sixties, though not frail. Her tanned skin hid many of her wrinkles, and only thin wisps of gray hair peeked out from beneath her bonnet. She carried a cloth covered bundle in her arms. 
 
   “You are Aremiel?” she asked.
 
   “I am. And you are?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter who I am,” she replied.
 
   Aremiel could hear the anxiety in her voice. “Has something happened?”
 
   “Many things have happened,” she answered. “But what you should be concerned with is in here.” She laid the bundle on the nearby table.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, suddenly suspicious. He felt uneasy around agents. Particularly agents who kept dangerous secrets. And this seemed dangerous already.
 
   “There isn’t time to explain,” she said. “But there are things you must know before you take over as guardian of the sword.”
 
   His uneasiness rose. “Who are you?” he demanded. 
 
   She moved close to the door before replying. “I was a friend of Orias’ mother. And to my eternal shame, I was the one who murdered her.”
 
   Before a stunned Aremiel could say a word, she hurried from the room. He gave pursuit, but she was out of the inn and lost in the densely crowded street before he was able to stop her.
 
   His head spinning with questions, he returned to his room and carefully opened the bundle. Inside was a thick, leather-bound book and a folded parchment. Picking up the parchment, he began reading.
 
    
 
   Aremiel,
 
   I come to you because my heart will no longer allow me to remain silent. I hope that you are the man people claim you to be. If so, you will find a way to use what I have given you for the good of Amon Dähl.
 
   First of all, you should know that the death of Orias’ mother was not a robbery. I killed her under orders from my superiors. Please know that I was told a lie and acted with the understanding that I was doing my duty. They said that she had found the location of the Sword of Truth and was planning to pass this information to her husband. I now know this to be untrue. If Morzahn ever did discover the sword's location, she was not the one who divulged it to him.
 
   The book I am giving you was written by Orias’ mother and details the reasons Morzahn was driven to betray the Order. The corruption and greed described is beyond anything you can imagine. How deep it goes and exactly who is involved, I cannot say. But as you are the son of the High Lady, I can think of no one better to bring this to. Should I attempt to take it to her myself, I would be discovered and likely never make it to Valshara. I think they already suspect that I am aware of them, and if they knew I possessed this book, I would quickly find myself in a shallow grave.
 
   I am sorry to involve you in this, but I have nowhere else to turn. I pray that you can undo the evil that has been done in the name of the gods. Tell Orias that I hope he can forgive me for taking his mother from him, even though I can never forgive myself. 
 
   I will now try to go east to the borderlands, and then into the deep desert. There are rumors of nomadic tribes there. Perhaps my enemies will not think to look for me in such a desolate place. Please do not seek me out.
 
   Good Luck,
 
   -S-
 
    
 
   Aremiel re-read the letter several times, unwilling to believe what he was being told. His eyes then shifted to the book and lingered there for several minutes. He tried to reach out and pick it up, but was unable to. It was as if he had lost command of his muscles. Only a loud pounding at the door jerked him out of his stupor.
 
   Orias poked his head in. “Are you coming or not?”  
 
   “I…um…no.” He wanted to tell his friend what had happened, but something inside said that he should wait. “You go ahead.”
 
   Orias shrugged before shutting the door again. “At least I tried.” 
 
   With movement now restored, Aremiel picked up the book. His hands trembled as he placed it on the table in front of him and turned to the first page. 
 
   For the next few hours he pored over the text in absolute horror. It contained explicit details of the most heinous crimes imaginable, nearly all of them being committed by actual members of the Order. It seemed that they had been manipulating just about everyone for decades - the temples, kings, lords, merchants, and even the common people – all to advance their own hidden agenda. Orias’ mother believed that their ultimate aim was to maneuver and corrupt the nations of the world until they were literally unable to function. Then, when all was on the brink of disaster, a small core group of conspirators would be able to seize power and rule all humankind. 
 
   The temples were their chief means of exercising influence, and they had corrupted members within every single one of these, from the Abyss to the desert. 
 
   He continued to read until hearing Orias returning from his night out. Though still only halfway through the text, he had already uncovered hundreds of atrocities - murders, thefts, and treacheries of every conceivable kind. 
 
   His door opened and Orias stumbled in, smiling broadly and clearly a little worse for drink. “You look terrible,” he grinned. “I said that you should have come with me.”
 
   Aremiel gestured for him to sit down. “There is something you need to know.”
 
   Orias rubbed his eyes. “I think I've had a bit too much fun tonight. Can’t it wait until morning?” But the expression on Aremiel’s face quickly conveyed the urgency of the matter.
 
   It took Orias a moment or so to focus after Aremiel handed him the letter. But the second he came to the part about his mother, his eyes shot wide and the effects of the wine vanished. Just as Aremiel had done, he read it again several times. Then, as if it were made of thin glass, he placed the parchment delicately on the table.
 
   “And you believe this?” he whispered.
 
   “I do.”
 
   Orias’ breathing was becoming rapid and shallow. “Let me see the book.”
 
   Aremiel handed it over. Orias studied the first few pages, then closed it again.
 
   “It is my mother’s handwriting,” he confirmed. He looked at Aremiel with hollow eyes. “Have you read it all?”
 
   “Much of it,” he replied. “Your father was right. All this time we believed him a traitor…and yet he was right.”
 
   “How can you say that?” Orias demanded. “Even if this is all true and the men he killed were a part of the conspiracy, he still was seeking the sword. That alone makes him guilty.”
 
   “Then what do you think he should have done?” Aremiel shot back. 
 
   “The same thing that you are about to do. Go to the High Lady and report what you know.”
 
   “And if she is involved?” The words stung, even as he spoke them. He didn’t want to believe it. But he knew he couldn’t deny the possibility.
 
   “Your mother is a good and honest woman,” Orias countered. “Do not allow this to poison your heart. She is not involved.”
 
   “You can’t know this,” Aremiel said. “But you are right. I must speak with her.”
 
   “I’ll go with you.” 
 
   “No. You stay here and complete our assignment. If this runs as deep as I think, we must act as if there is nothing amiss. I am the chosen guardian. If I return to Valshara alone, no one would think it out of place.” He lowered his head. “But before I go, there is something more I must tell you.” 
 
   “Speak,” Orias urged. He could see the conflict on his friend's face. “Whatever it is, I’ll understand.”
 
   The next sentence caught in his throat. “If the High Lady is involved, then I am partly responsible for your mother’s death.”
 
   Orias furled his brow. “What is this nonsense? Of course you’re not.”
 
   “I told her what your father said to you,” he explained. Guilt racked his spirit. “I told her about his message to your mother.”
 
   Orias gave him an understanding smile. “I thought you might, even then. You never could keep secrets from her. But that was a long time ago. And like I said, I know she is not involved.”
 
   “But what if she is!” He hadn’t wept in years, but now tears were starting to fall quite freely. “What if I’m responsible for...”
 
   Orias’ hand came up, silencing him. “You are not responsible for my mother’s death. And if I am wrong, I still do not blame you. You were only a child then, and you did what you thought was right at the time.” 
 
   Aremiel could only nod.
 
   “Whatever happens, trust that the gods will guide you,” he continued. “Listen to what they say and all will be well.”
 
   Mention of the gods only brought forth anger in Aremiel's heart. They had allowed their own temples to become corrupt and vile. Where were the gods when an innocent child was murdered just so someone else could inherit power and wealth from its father? Where were the gods when villages were burned to the ground because they would not sell their land to local lords? Where were the gods when husbands were slain in order to marry the wife into a more influential family? These and countless other crimes had been committed by the temples – and all of them covertly orchestrated by members of Amon Dähl. Yet still the gods remained silent. But Aremiel dare not say any of this aloud. Orias would never accept it. He was a man of absolute faith. To him, even the evil that had infected the temples and the Order was being allowed by the gods for some greater purpose. Aremiel could see that in his expression. 
 
   “I trust in you, my friend,” he said. “That has to be enough.”
 
   His ride to Valshara was plagued with rain. It was as if the storm was following his every mile. On the morning he departed, Orias had suggested he join him in prayer at the temple of Gerath. He had refused. 
 
   So the gods care nothing of evil, he thought bitterly. But when I refuse to pray, they send a deluge to torment me.
 
   When the walls of the Valshara came into view, he stopped and stared at them for more than an hour. All his life he had believed in the principles taught there. Over the years he'd watched good men die fighting in the name of Amon Dähl. Now he was discovering that it was all a lie. 
 
   With a violent crackle, a streak of lightning split the sky. It was time. He would now discover if his worst fears were to be realized. As he spurred his horse to a slow walk, deep rumbles of thunder heralded his approach. 
 
   The greeting and bows from the sentinels went unnoticed, as did the voices of the people expressing their delight in having the guardian return to Valshara. Nor did he thank the groom who took his horse and gear. His eyes remained fixed resolutely on the door leading into the main temple complex. 
 
   “I will see the High Lady at once,” he told the servant who met him inside. 
 
   “Would you not prefer to dry off first?” the man asked.
 
   Aremiel shot him a furious glance. “I said at once.”
 
   The servant lowered his eyes. “I will let her know that you’re here.”
 
    “There’s no need for that.” He brushed his way past and stalked down the hall.
 
   With every step he took, his feet felt heavier. He had gone over in his mind what he would say a hundred times. And each time the scene ended differently, leaving him more confused than before. If she knew and was involved, what would he do? He still had no answer to that. And even if she wasn't, did that really change anything? 
 
   On reaching her door, he knocked and quickly entered before his mother could respond. She was sitting at her desk in her casual robes, reading a book and sipping on a cup of hot tea. 
 
   “Aremiel!” She sprang up and rounded the desk, but stopped just short of him. “You’re soaked. Why didn’t you change first? You may be a knight, but you can still get ill.”
 
   Aremiel wanted to speak, but even after pondering for so long over what to say, he still didn’t have any idea how to begin.
 
   His mother’s expression quickly changed from joy to concern. “What is it? What’s happened?”
 
   “Sit down, mother,” he said. “We must talk.”
 
   The despondency in his tone startled her. “At least let me get you something to dry off with.”
 
   She retrieved a towel from her closet. Aremiel hesitated before accepting it, then quickly dried his face and arms. 
 
   Velinia sat back down. “Now tell me what is wrong.”
 
   Without a word, Aremiel reached inside his shirt and pulled out the bundle of cloth containing the book and letter. He tossed them both on the desk in front of her. 
 
   She opened the book and began reading. After only a few pages she looked up, her face pale and her eyes filled with tears.
 
   “Did you know?” he asked, desperation seeping into his tone.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Her voice was less than a whisper, yet the single word echoed in Aremiel’s ears like a hammer striking an anvil. His head began to swim and his vision blur. His worst nightmare had just come true.
 
   “How can you be a part of this?”
 
   She shook her head, tears dripping onto the desk. “I’m not a part of it, son. But there is nothing I can do to stop it.”
 
   “What do you mean?” His focus was slowly returning…along with his fury. “You are the High Lady, are you not?”
 
   “This has been going on long before I ascended to the position,” she explained. “And when I first found out, you were but an infant. I was afraid…”
 
   “You were afraid of what?” he demanded. 
 
   “I was afraid they would do to you, what they did to your father,” she replied meekly.
 
   “You’re telling me that they killed my father?” His hands began to tremble. His father was an Amon Dahl builder. He had been told all his life that he had died from a fall while constructing a temple in Helenia.
 
   She lowered her head. “Yes. And I was given a choice. Stay silent, or see you suffer the same fate.”
 
   Part of him understood. She had acted out of a mother’s love. But another part of him could not forgive her lack of courage.
 
   “When I was a child, you may have had reason to fear,” he contended. “But I have not been a helpless boy for a long time. You could have told me. I could have done something about it.”
 
   “There is nothing you could have done. They are everywhere. No matter how strong you have become, they would have found a way to silence you.”
 
   “Like they silenced Orias’ parents?” He leaned in. “Did you have anything to do with that?”
 
   “Not the death of his mother,” she replied. “I swear it. But I suspected Morzahn had unearthed the truth, and that it was this knowledge that had sent him into insanity.” She straightened her back and leveled her gaze. “Morzahn sought the sword. No one should ever possess such power. He knew this better than anyone. Yet he did it anyway.”
 
   “He didn’t deserve to die!” Aremiel shouted. 
 
   “He committed the one crime that is unforgivable by the Order,” she countered.
 
   He sneered. “Yes. It seems that any other crime is simply a part of the routine, with no one there to punish them or challenge their authority. Well, all that is about to end.”
 
   “Son...please.” She knew her child well, and could see the conviction building behind each word he spoke. “There is nothing you can do about this. They’ll kill you.”
 
   “Will they?” He laughed. “Perhaps.” 
 
   Rising from his chair, he reached inside his shirt and grasped the medallion of the Order. For an instant he paused. Then, in a single determined motion, he ripped it from his neck and tossed it contemptuously onto his mother’s desk.
 
   She stared at it, pain and panic striving for supremacy in her eyes. “No! I’m begging you. Take your place as guardian. The old guardian will be gone soon. Once there you won’t need to worry about anything ever again. The gods ...”
 
   “Never speak to me of the gods again,” he hissed. “They have done nothing to prevent this. And yet we give them praise and worship. For what?” He turned his back and strode to the door. “Morzahn was right. The madness must end.”
 
   He paused for just a moment to look over his shoulder. “Tell Orias that I am sorry. I must follow my own path from now on.”
 
   “Son, wait!”
 
   But it was too late. Aremiel was gone. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Althetas – 19 years earlier
 
    
 
   The streets below were quiet as Aremiel watched carefully for his prey to emerge from the tavern. The small shop he had chosen for his perch was closed, though unfortunately for the shopkeeper, he did not close early enough. He now lay bound and gagged in a broom closet.
 
   Aremiel's breathing was controlled and his hands steady. In spite of the fact that what he was about to do would almost certainly lead him to the prize he had sought for so long, his training and experience allowed him to keep his focus. 
 
   It was regrettable that another knight would have to die. It troubled him each time, even after the scores he had slain. He could never completely rid his heart of the fraternity and kinship he'd once felt when he was one of them. But that was long ago, and he was a different man now.
 
   The Order of Amon Dähl had stricken his true name from the record, and even his own mother had been forced to denounce him. In fact, it was an offense to merely speak the name of Aremiel. But they had given him a new one anyway - one that suited him much better. He had heard it cried out in terror more times than he could easily count by the men and women he was about to kill. It was also spoken with dread in hushed whispers within every temple from the desert to the sea. 
 
   The Dark Knight. It was more than a name. It was what he had become.
 
   He shifted his weight and took a deep breath. The Master Builder should be coming out any time now; the man wasn’t much for drinking, and was a terrible gambler. As the Dark Knight, Aremiel had often studied his prey for months before striking. It was a lesson learned from matching wits with agents. Patience was their greatest strength. Twice they had cornered him, and only his prowess with a blade had saved his life – though be bore three deep scars to remind him of his carelessness.
 
   But he had learned the agents' weakness. Arrogance. They had lived in the shadows for so long, they had begun to believe they were truly invisible. And to most people, they were. But not to him. Sometimes he had to watch a town for weeks before picking them out. Usually the arrival of a knight gave them away, and once they realized this, they abandoned all contact with the Order except via messenger bird. 
 
   He smiled every time he thought about the panic it had caused. He had picked off more than a dozen agents before they became aware of what was happening. They tried everything to stop him. He was a fugitive within every kingdom in the land; his description had been given to every magistrate and constable in every city and town. But their feeble attempts to apprehend him were useless. He had made his home in the one place they all feared to go. 
 
   Soon he would return there and consolidate his power. Then the earth would tremble. And at long last the reign of the wicked, and the tyranny of the gods, would come to an end. 
 
   The tavern door opened and the Master Builder stepped outside. His knight escort was close to his side, his eyes constantly alert and his hand poised ready to draw his sword. 
 
   A young one, Aremiel thought. A pity. How foolish to send a newly ordained knight to guard the Master Builder.
 
   He watched as they rounded the corner, then jumped down from the roof. The impact jarred his knees, causing him to wince briefly. Age was catching up with him. But soon, age would no longer be a matter of concern. 
 
   He followed the duo, running in silence from shadow to shadow. Though the knight was young, he had been well trained. He took a seemingly random route through the city, stopping from time to time to check that they were not followed. But the Dark Knight was far too skilled to be caught by such basic tactics. 
 
   When they finally reached the Master Builder’s small house, his escort ushered the man inside and then took a walk around the building as a security measure. But none of this would do him any good. 
 
   When the knight returned and followed his charge through the front door of the house, Aremiel prepared to move. Watching from an alley twenty yards away, he waited for a few pedestrians to pass before bolting across the street. Creeping along the side of the house, he made his way to the back. The sound of the knight talking came to him quite clearly. 
 
   Experience told him to stay put until he knew precisely where everyone was.  From the sound of the footsteps and the creaks in the floor, he was able to get a reasonable idea of the interior layout. The Master Builder was clearly not in a mood for conversation, and was saying nothing while the obviously now relaxed knight prattled on.
 
   He would prefer for both men to be in the same room when he made his move, so he decided to enter straight through the back door. If he was fast enough, he should be able to take the knight by surprise and end the fight before he could even arm himself. 
 
   He drew his dagger and stepped forward. The knight would be in the room just to his left. He took a breath and smashed the rear door in with his the heel of his boot. 
 
   Without hesitation, he stormed to the door of the next room. It was slightly ajar, so he ran into it shoulder first and burst through. He was expecting to see a solitary knight caught unawares by the suddenness of the attack. Instead, there stood three knights, each one well prepared and carrying a long dagger. 
 
   The younger man was in the center, and flanked on each side by an older veteran. The man on his left the Dark Knight recognized, the other he did not.
 
   Aremiel grinned viciously. “I see I wasn’t as careful as I thought.”
 
   “It ends here, demon,” the young knight said. “You have drawn your last drop of blood.”
 
   “And you think you will be the one who kills me?” he scoffed. “For your bravery, I will spare your life if I can.”
 
   “You will pay for the lives you have already taken,” he spat in return. 
 
   The older knight on the left spoke. “Take care. I have seen him fight. He was the only knight in the Order who could challenge Orias.”
 
   “That is why I called for you,” the youthful knight shot back. “I am young, but I’m no fool.”
 
   Hearing his old friend's name sent a tinge of pain shooting into Aremiel's heart. But in an instant, the pain had turned to anger. He could hear the Master Builder’s rapid breathing in the next room. He needed to end this and complete his task. Still, he felt a liking for the young knight. He was reminded of himself as a youth. So full of confidence and resolve.
 
   “I suggest that you prove you are no fool,” he said. “Leave now.” But the young knight said nothing. Aremiel's eyes narrowed. “Such a waste.”
 
   As his opponents rushed forward in a narrow semi-circle, he grabbed a small throwing knife from his side. The steel was painted black, making it virtually invisible against his black armor. It sank into the thigh of the man to his right, who instantly let out a cry of both shock and pain before collapsing sideways directly in the path of the young knight. Aremiel could see the fierce determination in the young man's eyes as he fought to prevent himself from stumbling over his fallen comrade. Somehow, he managed to avoid entangling his feet, and, with balance restored, charged on.
 
   The Dark Knight’s blade flashed as it struck out at his oncoming foe's heart. The young man twisted away, his training guiding his movements. He countered by attempting to open Aremiel’s throat with his knife, but the blade found only air. 
 
   In his eagerness to strike, he had stepped beyond his reach. In an amazing display of skill, Aremiel kicked the young knight in the groin while simultaneously plunging his dagger into the injured man’s chest. 
 
   The young knight doubled over, his face creased with pain and turning purple. Yet still he was able to thrust his blade upwards. It caught the Dark Knight’s breastplate, but he did not have sufficient leverage to penetrate the armor. 
 
   The man now at his rear, enraged by the sight of his companion’s death, roared with fury and stabbed hard at the Dark Knight’s back. But like his younger comrade, his blade also found nothing but empty air. 
 
   Aremiel spun around and trapped his attacker's extended arm beneath his own. In a single movement, he then brought his own blade across the knight’s neck. The man let out a ghastly gurgling sound as blood spewed from the terrible wound. He then sank to his knees and toppled over onto his back.
 
   By now, the young knight had recovered sufficiently to regain his stance. Aremiel could see the rage in his eyes and knew that more blood would need to be spilled. 
 
   “Come then,” he said. “Join your friends if you must.”
 
   The young knight charged in with speed that was remarkable for a man of such large proportions.  Aremiel jumped to one side and was only just able to avoid having steel sink into his chest. Instinctively, he caught the man’s wrist and countered. But the young knight was ready for this, and pressed hard to one side, causing the dagger to pass behind him. The sheer force of his movement was immense. Both men slammed into the wall, grunting loudly as they did so. The old timbers, unable to withstand such a battering, shattered asunder. With an ear-splitting crack of wood and glass, the pair tumbled completely through and landed in the small area of ground behind the house. 
 
   For a second, panic seized Aremiel. His opponent was larger and heavier…and on top of him. But his hand holding the dagger was still free, and at the other man's back. He turned the tip down and struck. The young knight yelped and rolled to one side. 
 
   This was all the Dark Knight needed. Going with the sideways momentum, he exerted even more force until able to roll over completely and reverse their positions. Now on top, he still had an iron grip on the young man’s knife hand. After pinning this to the ground, he pressed his own blade to the flesh of his opponent's throat.
 
   “It is over,” he growled. “Drop your weapon.”
 
   The young knight glared furiously. But his situation was undeniable. He had lost…and now he would die. He loosened his hold on the knife and allowed it to roll off the tips of his fingers.
 
   “Some men close their eyes when they know the end has come,” said the Dark Knight. “But not you. No. You have courage. And as I told you - I would spare you if I could.”
 
   “Don’t bother,” he hissed. “I have no fear of my own end.”
 
   “This I can see,” he replied approvingly. “And before you meet that end, I will know your name.”
 
   There was a long pause. “Bevaris,” he finally said.
 
   “It was an honor to meet you, Bevaris. May you live long enough to find a good death. For today it has eluded you.” With a heavy grunt, Aremiel sent his fist smashing into the young knight’s jaw, dispatching him into unconsciousness. 
 
   He rose to his feet and went back into the house through the ruined wall. The Master Builder was still in the next room, sitting in a rickety chair against the far wall.
 
   The Dark Knight chuckled as he entered. “It would seem you ended up finding your true calling after all, didn’t you, Laraad?”
 
   “I have always contended that one’s true nature will surface in the end, Aremiel,” he replied. 
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “I thought speaking my name was a crime.”
 
   Laraad sniffed. “As this is to be my end, I don’t think I need worry about the consequences.”
 
   “Your end? Why should that be so?”
 
   “Don’t play games with me,” he said. “We are no longer children, and I have not the patience. Just do what you came here to do.”
 
   “You’ve gained some courage over the years.” Aremiel took a chair from the other side of the room and placed it in front of Laraad. “I would have never imagined that to be possible.”
 
   “And you have become even more arrogant,” he shot back. “I would have never imagined that to be possible.”
 
   Aremiel laughed softly. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps I am arrogant. But that does not explain why you chose me as the guardian of the sword.”
 
   Laraad sneered. “You think I would choose you? I voted for Orias, but was overridden. He was always a man of faith. More so than any of the others…especially you. Whatever you may think of me, I am devoted to the Order. I would not allow my personal feelings about you or Orias to influence the most important decision of my life. He was always the better man.”
 
   “And from what I have heard, you now have your wish. Is he not the guardian?”
 
   “You know that he is,” Laraad replied with disgust. “You know it because you tortured members of the Order for the information. How many innocent men and women have fallen to your wrath? A hundred? A thousand? Or do you even know?”
 
   “I have only done what needed to be done,” Aremiel replied calmly. “You can serve the gods if you choose. But I will no longer be blinded by their lies. The time is at hand for humankind to be rid of them…forever.”
 
   “And will it end there?” he countered. “Once you have defeated the gods, will you simply lay down the sword and live your life in peace?”
 
   “Peace? When has there ever been peace? Have the gods brought peace, or do they simply watch the never-ending slaughter from heaven?”
 
   “So that is what you think you will do, is it? Bring peace? How can you be so blind?” He shook his head. “You swim across an ocean of blood and think peace will await you on the other side? I was wrong about you. You are not arrogant. You’re insane.”
 
   Aremiel locked eyes with him. When they were young, Laraad would have quickly looked away. But this was not the same cruel boy he had known in Valshara. 
 
   “Give me what I came for,” he commanded sternly. 
 
   “This will only end in your doom.” Laraad removed a gold ring from his index finger and held it up. It was set with an oval jade bearing the engraved symbol of Amon Dähl. “And I fear that many others will share your fate.”
 
   Aremiel snatched it from his grasp. “I will create my own fate. And when it is over, you shall see that I am right. The world will be free.” 
 
   Laraad laughed with woeful eyes. “Men like me will not survive to see what you have done to the world.”
 
   Rising to his feet, Aremiel placed the ring on a nearby table and drew his dagger. With a grunt, he smashed the pommel end of the weapon into the green stone. The jade shattered, revealing a tightly folded piece of parchment. With the utmost care, he opened it and read. A tiny smile crept up from the corners of his mouth. 
 
   “Do you have what you came for?” Laraad asked solemnly.
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “I do indeed.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The High Lady of Valshara inched her way along the passage toward her door, the young cleric on her arm a constant reminder of her increasing age and infirmity. No longer could she walk the halls of the temple whenever she felt restless. Most of her time was now spent in her chambers. In fact, the vast majority of Amon Dahl’s business was now conducted from there.  
 
   On reaching the door, she patted the young girl on the hand and dismissed her. She was not so feeble that she couldn’t dress for bed unaided – though that time must fast be approaching. 
 
   The first thing she did after entering the room was to glance at her desk. She let out a sigh of relief. No letters. Every day she feared receiving word of more deaths at the hands of her son. Her dear boy. Where had she gone wrong? 
 
   The day she denounced him was long ago, yet it was still fresh in her memory. The one thing that is not failing me is the one thing that causes me the most pain, she thought. Slowly, she rounded her desk and eased herself into the chair. 
 
   “Hello, mother.” The voice seemed to come from the dark corner across the room. 
 
   She froze, at first thinking she had imagined it. Then, from the shadow, her son stepped out.
 
   “Aremiel.” Her voice was barely audible. “How...?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said. “I killed no one in coming here. But you will want to have someone check the ramparts after I leave so they can untie the sentinels.”
 
   “Why are you here?” she asked. Her eyes were already welling with tears. 
 
   “I am here to tell you that it is over,” he replied. “I know where the sword is. And when I leave here, I will have it.”
 
   Anguish instantly clouded her face. “I will only say this once, though I know you will not listen. The Sword of Truth was never meant to be wielded by mortal hands. If you take it, it will destroy you. Please, son. Has there not been enough death? You have made war on the Order, the temples…and me…until your heart has completely turned away from the light. Come back to me. I’m begging you.”
 
   “There is nothing to come back to,” he said. “Amon Dähl is nothing to me now.”
 
   “Am I?” she asked. “Am I nothing?”
 
   He gazed at his mother, trying to see her as he once had. But the woman he knew then was long gone. He understood this now. And in that moment, he knew that coming to see her had been a mistake. It would only serve to cause her more pain. And in spite of his anger, he did not want that.
 
   “You are my mother,” he replied. “And regardless of what you might think, I do love you.”
 
   “I know you do, son. And no matter what you have done…or will do...I love you too.”
 
   Aremiel moved closer to kiss her on the cheek. She took his hand, squeezing it desperately. For a brief moment he was the child she had brought to the temple so many years ago. But then he pulled away and without looking back, left the room.
 
   For more than an hour she sat there in silence, tears soaking her face. Finally, she reached into her drawer and removed a small, silver-handled dagger.
 
   “It has been long enough,” she whispered. 
 
   The pain was insignificant. She knew how and where to place the blade. Soon her eyelids grew heavy as more blood spilled onto the floor. And as she faded, a vision of her precious boy entered her mind. His smile was bright and warm, and his love unquestioning and complete. 
 
   She smiled back and her spirit reached out to him.  
 
   Still together, they passed into memory. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   As he neared the location of the sword, his thoughts turned to Orias. Would he be there? Of course he would be. He was the guardian. Yet still there was a part of him that longed for his old friend to have abandoned his duty, so making the inevitable confrontation unnecessary. But this was a futile hope. Orias was still blinded by his faith and a slave to the will of the gods. And now fate was upon them both. A final death to cause…and his ultimate sin to commit. He pressed on.
 
   It was all the Dark Knight could do to keep his teeth from chattering. The chill mountain air was thick with a dense fog that soaked into his skin, making every movement of the wind feel like torture. The only sounds were the crunch and clatter of his horse’s hooves and his own labored breathing.
 
   He could feel that he was drawing near to his destination, yet could see nothing but dull gray fog and the gnarled, vicious shadows of long dead trees....
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Gewey rose from the slithas and landed gently on the sandstone terrace that surrounded the vortex. He stared into its depths for a moment, marveling at the sight. As the rushing sand flowed down it changed from the light beige color typical of the desert into a luminescent blue, then vanished completely into a well of nothingness. The flow was so strong here that it took his breath away. It was several seconds before he was able to adjust and focus his vision. 
 
   The surrounding area was broad and smooth. Shadows danced and flickered from multiple directions, yet the only light here was emanating from the vortex itself. His memory, or rather, the memory of Gerath, told him that this was where all life had first spawned.  At least, that was what the gods believed. He was still shocked at how, in spite of their vast knowledge, there were still numerous mysteries that remained elusive to them. In many ways they were no different from humans or elves. Both were limited in their wisdom, and both continuously sought the meaning to their existence.
 
   But this was not the time for such contemplations. He took a deep cleansing breath and stretched out with his spirit. In an instant he knew that his foe was near. Gewey smiled and centered his mind on what his human eyes were unable to see. 
 
   Then he saw him. The Dark Knight. He was sitting on a large earthen chair he had created with the flow. His form was that of a man. He was broad in the shoulder - nearly as broad as Gewey himself - and even through the gleaming black armor, the sinews of his powerful arms and legs were obvious. His dark curls fell down his neck, pulled away from his face by a thin golden crown resting upon his brow.
 
   But it was his face that was startling. His penetrating brown eyes, square jaw and handsome nose would have made most women swoon. But his flesh…if that’s what it could be called, had all the appearance of polished marble. Pitch-black, and veined with thin crimson lines, it was like looking at a superbly crafted statue of an ancient warrior. Only the fact that his eyes blinked occasionally indicated that he was indeed alive and not made of stone.
 
   “Does my appearance bother you?” he asked. His voice boomed and echoed with unrelenting power. A mortal man would have fallen to his knees in terror, but Gewey easily dismissed the display. “I’m afraid that the sword’s power has had some unanticipated effects.” He held out his hand and the Sword of Truth immediately appeared there. The ghostly light from its blade spilled down and drenched the floor with its energy.
 
   Gewey used the flow to create another chair facing his enemy. His eyes never left him as he sat down. Then he noticed the body of a woman on the ground behind the Dark Knight. 
 
   “Was the death you’ve already caused not enough for you, Aremiel?” he asked.
 
   The Dark Knight smiled, his white teeth giving his already unworldly appearance an even more startling quality. “You know my name?”
 
   “Of course I do. The power you used to erase it from memory no longer affects me.”
 
   “Good,” he said approvingly. “It is pleasing to hear it spoken aloud after all this time. But I did not kill the wife of Lee Starfinder. She was as you see her when I arrived here.”
 
   Lee’s wife! Gewey reached out and felt her spirit still residing within her body. Yet her physical life was completely gone.
 
   “Release her if you wish,” offered Aremiel. “I will not stop you. Her usefulness to me has come to an end.”
 
   Gewey took hold of Penelope Starfinder's spirit and pulled it from her body. He could feel her confusion and frustration. Be calm, he told her. You will be with Lee very soon. He then released her and guided her from the chamber.
 
   “Now we can concentrate on the matters at hand,” Aremiel said.
 
   “Yes,” agreed Gewey. “But there is something I would know. Why did you wage this war at all? Why not simply fight a war against the gods? Why did so many others need to suffer?”
 
   “That you care so much for the suffering of mortals separates you from the rest of your kind,” he replied. “But I am afraid there is no easy answer as to why I have done this. My ambitions were small before I took the sword. I simply wanted to free the mortal world from the cycle of lies that corrupted our hearts and ruined our spirits.
 
   “For thousands of years the gods have demanded worship. And for thousands of years they have interfered with the lives of humans. But to what end? The very temples erected in their names have become dens of vermin and disease. And what did they do to stop it? Nothing. When it amuses them, they enforce their will and move us like pieces on a board. Then they watch as cities crumble and people are slaughtered. When they are needed most…they disappear. They leave others to put back together the pieces of the world that they themselves have helped to tear apart.”
 
   He paused for a moment. “But after I took the sword, my eyes were opened. The malady of the world was far beyond any remedy mortal man could provide. For he has become infected as well. The gods have held sway for too long. I quickly discovered that the very people I had hoped to save were now as much a part of the disease as were the gods. It was then that I realized what must be done. The world needed to be wiped clean so that life could begin anew. And only I had the power and the will to do it.” 
 
   Gewey could hear the conviction in his voice…and the madness. “You were once a believer in redemption. Do you have no hope that the mortal world can be healed?”
 
   “I was once a believer in many things,” he countered. “And just as you were once a naïve farm boy, I grew up. Even one such as you must admit that humans and elves are beyond redemption. The Great War settled nothing. To this day, they continue to squabble and bicker.  How long before this festering boil of hate explodes into another war?”
 
   “That may be,” said Gewey. “But you have no right to interfere. You are becoming like the very beings you despise. But instead of merely misguiding the mortal world into disaster the way they do, you seek to destroy it completely.”
 
   Aremiel laughed. “No. Not completely. There is still virtue in the world. There is still strength. Once all else is cleansed, I will create a new world and a new people. And with my hand to guide them, they will finally know true harmony and happiness.”
 
   “So you intend to become the Creator? Is that your ultimate plan?”
 
   “The Creator?” he mocked. “Is there even such a being? I see no evidence of it. And if there is, then it is as much responsible for the insanity of the world as the gods are. More so in fact.”
 
   “There is a Creator,” Gewey stated emphatically “And to aspire to rise so high will only result in your greater fall.”
 
   “And are you not here to ensure that I do fall? Are you not here to stop me? It seems to me that I have more to fear from you than from some mythical Creator.”
 
   “If it is her will, then I will stop you. Perhaps that will be the only proof you will accept.”
 
   “And if stopping me means your own death?”
 
   “Then so be it,” Gewey replied. The resounding boom that issued from his lips caused the Dark Knight to flinch. His enemy could feel the power raging within him. Equally, he could feel the strength of his enemy. They were evenly matched. And they both knew it. 
 
   “There is another way,” he offered. “Leave this world to me. Take your wife and child and return to heaven where you belong. I can use the power of the sword to let you pass through. Leave here and be contented.”
 
   Gewey scowled. “That you think I would abandon the world and its people to the fate you describe tells me you know nothing of who I am. The world you seek to mold would be as loathsome as the one you now revile. More so, as it would be devoid of kindness and pity. You speak of strength and virtue, but you never once mention love and compassion. You seek a throne that will make you the one and only god of this world. But a god has no use for thrones. So what does that make you?” He sneered and waved his hand dismissively. “Just a mortal man with grand ambitions and egotistical dreams of glory.”
 
   He let out a short, ironic laugh. “I once feared this day. I envisioned you as some colossal fiend that I would have to conquer. But I was wrong. You are just a man. Small minded and unable to wield power with wisdom.” He could see the rage building in his enemy's eyes.
 
   “You might destroy me, Aremiel,” he continued, “But I no longer fear you. Whatever happens now, I know that you were never a god. In fact, you are barely a man. And I pity you.”
 
   The Dark Knight rose to his feet and the chair turned to dust behind him. “Then let us finish this now, Darshan, son of Gerath.”
 
   Gewey stood, and his chair disintegrated as well. “May you find forgiveness in the next world.”
 
   Aremiel snorted. “I need no forgiveness. Only your blood.”
 
   Gewey did not waste time with more words. Instead, he drew his blade and readied himself. When he'd fought Melek, the battle had been waged between their spirits. But his adversary this time was not a god, and he was unsure of how he would be attacked.
 
   “I have always wondered what it would be like to fight one of your kind in the flesh,” the Dark Knight said softly, almost as a gentle muse.
 
   In a blur of motion, he rushed in. The curtain of light radiating from his sword sharpened, making it appear as if he were wielding a thunderbolt rather than cold steel.
 
   As they came together and their swords met, the ringing of steel on steel was far louder than Gewey had ever known before. More than that, each time their blades clashed, angry flames shot out in every direction. For a while he was forced steadily back, and twice his feet nearly slid from beneath him.
 
   The Dark Knight pushed forward relentlessly, then suddenly switched his method of attack from high sweeps to a series of low thrusts and tightly controlled strikes. Gewey fended these off rather more easily. With his balance now restored, he countered furiously. But the Dark Knight parried and avoided his attempts to draw blood with no more effort than if fighting a young boy. 
 
   It suddenly became clear to Gewey that his enemy was toying with him, and that he was no match for the man's skill. In that case, he decided, he must rely on brute strength. There was just one thing worrying him. Though he could easily heal from a wound made by a normal sword, he had no idea what an injury from The Sword of Truth might do to him. For all he knew, one small cut might mean instant death.
 
   Putting this from his mind, he stepped right and using all of his strength, swept his sword violently across at the Dark Knight’s hip. The blow was easily deflected, but the sheer force sent his enemy stumbling back several paces. 
 
   “For a moment I thought this would be too simple,” he said with a half-smile. “Your physical strength is truly impressive. But your skill with a sword…” 
 
   He rushed in again, this time sending a hail of strikes raining down. Gewey did his best to counter, but even with his godlike speed, the Dark Knight’s skill was quickly overcoming his defenses. Finally, steel found the flesh of his left arm. His eyes went wide. But with a flash of relief he realized that the sword had done no more harm to him than any other weapon might have.
 
   As droplets of his blood spilled onto the floor, the Dark Knight grinned. “That is what I wanted to see. The blood of a god drawn by my own blade.” He took several steps back and gripped the hilt with both hands. “And now we shall see how powerful you really are.”
 
   The ground began to shake violently. Gewey could feel the flow radiating from his enemy like heat from the desert sun. Even Melek had not felt so powerful as this. Rocks fell from the high ceiling of the chamber, shattering on the stone floor all around him. 
 
   He’ll bring the whole place down around us. 
 
   From the corner of his eye, he saw that the vortex was growing and consuming the terrace surrounding it. The Dark Knight rose ten feet into the air, both hands still gripping the Sword of Truth. His eyes were burning with fierce rage; his mouth was twisted into a vicious snarl.
 
   Panic briefly threatened to take hold of Gewey, but then he heard a small voice in the back of his mind whisper: Use your strength. Use your knowledge. He smiled and nearly laughed out loud. Gerath was still with him. 
 
   He rose up, matching the Dark Knight's elevation. When level, he met the gaze of his enemy and raised both his arms. The vast mass of splintering earth above them instantly exploded upwards, sending millions of tons of rock and debris flying out in every direction. Light from the noonday sun streamed over them like water released from a broken levy.  
 
   Gewey shot skyward through the opening; the Dark Knight immediately did the same. Below, Gewey could see that the vortex was still continuing to expand. The massive crater he had just created would be consumed within minutes.
 
   “Impressive,” said Aremiel. “You have learned to use your gifts. And you are far more powerful than I anticipated. So much the better. I will make your strength my own.”
 
   He lowered the Sword of Truth and pointed it directly at Gewey. Before he could move away, a ray of pure white light shot out and struck him in the center of his chest. At once, Gewey felt the flow within him beginning to drain away. He drew in more, but it left him just as quickly as it came. After only a few seconds he realized that the sword was not simply draining away the flow he was channeling, it was stealing the power within his spirit…all of it.
 
   He began falling toward the swirling mass below. He tried to resist, but the harder he fought, the weaker he was becoming. 
 
   He is not a god. It was the voice of Gerath once again. Remember that.
 
    Spurred by the voice, Gewey clenched his fists tightly together and released a primal roar. All the remaining force and power he possessed shot forth, instantly engulfing the Dark Knight. 
 
   Aremiel screamed in agony. “No!” he bellowed, the volume of his voice louder than a thousand trumpets. The light from the sword was already receding.
 
   Gewey halted his decent, but his head was reeling. He could barely see his enemy, and the flow within him was still drastically weakened. 
 
   He thought to ascend higher. That might give him the time he needed to recover. But before he could do this, the sky above turned red and a blast of heat seared into his exposed skin. His eyes cleared just in time to see a massive ball of fire streaking toward him. Instinctively, he used the flow of the air to part the flames. Even so, his hands and face began to blister as the inferno rushed past. He gritted his teeth and pushed the pain away. 
 
   His strength was returning, but not fast enough to save him from a second ball of fire, twice as large as the first. Again he tried to part the flames, but this time the power of the Dark Knight was too great. 
 
   He screamed in agony as the fire began to roast him alive. He tried desperately to push it away, but he was trapped within a burning hell. 
 
   The Dark Knight began to laugh maniacally. “Yes! Now do you understand? Do you see it? This was always going to happen. The other gods knew it…and they sent you to the slaughter anyway. Beg for mercy and swear to serve me and I will release you from your torment.”
 
   Gewey’s will was breaking. No human could have endured so much. The stench of burning flesh filled his nostrils, and he could feel pieces of himself dropping off.
 
   It is only flesh, echoed the voice of Gerath. Nothing more. 
 
   “But the pain!” he wailed. “I can’t bear it.”
 
   No! I must not yield, he told himself, making a last effort at resistance. But he knew he was at the very limit of what he could endure. In desperation, he began healing his own ruined skin. The pain lessened a little. 
 
   The Dark Knight sensed what he was doing and quickly increased the flames intensity to the limit of his own strength. Gewey’s clothing had long since burned away, and now his sword was beginning to melt.
 
   He redoubled his efforts to heal, and in moments found that he could outpace the damage being done. It is only flesh. The words repeated in his mind again and again. He could see it now. How uncomplicated the flesh was…yet how miraculous. He marveled at its creation, nearly forgetting that a nightmare was raging all around him.
 
   He looked down as his naked form and laughed. “This won’t do.” He used the earth below to create a suit of armor. Just as it was complete, the flames vanished. He looked up at his enemy and released a blast of air that sent him tumbling from the sky. His descent halted only a few feet above the vortex. 
 
   The Dark Knight glared. “You think you are winning? This fight has only just begun.”
 
   With these words, the ground immediately beyond the vortex erupted, sending hundreds of rock hard little balls of earth shooting toward Gewey. He responded by raising a shield of swirling wind that dispersed all but a few of the missiles. The ones that did make it through crashed into his chest and legs, but his armor absorbed most of the impact.
 
   Though the air was almost completely dry, he was still able to extract enough moisture to form a wave of tiny, razor-sharp ice crystals. He hurled these at the Dark Knight, but a blast of flames melted them when only a few feet away from their target. 
 
   Before the Dark Knight could counter, Gewey followed this with a blast of air that struck his foe's breastplate with unbelievable velocity. His body was sent flying for nearly a mile before hitting the earth. Sand flew everywhere as he continued to slide across the ground for fifty yards before stopping, leaving a deep trench in his wake.
 
   He scrambled to raise himself off the ground, but a gesture from Gewey had sandy tentacles reaching up and gripping his ankles. He swiped at them with his sword, but they reformed as fast as he could sever them. Relentlessly, they pulled him down into the earth until he was completely buried. Gewey hurried to solidify the sands and turn them to rock. He then sent waves of heat to roast his enemy in an oven of stone.
 
   For a brief few seconds he thought that he had won, and a feeling of elation lifted his heart. But then the earth began to shake with terrible violence. Gewey called on everything he had to keep the ground intact, but the Dark Knight overpowered him. A colossal explosion sent them both, together with huge chunks of semi-molten rock, hurtling a hundred feet or more into the air.
 
   Free again, Aremiel glared at him with hate-filled eyes. Gewey could see his burned flesh already rapidly healing. There was a large dent in his breastplate, and black smoke was rising from the smoldering cloth beneath his armor. 
 
   With a feral cry, Aremiel raised the sword aloft. A cyclone of sand rose up from the earth and began to expand. Gewey readied himself for another barrage of missiles, but they did not come. Instead, the Dark Knight stepped into the tempest. Gewey tried to send a spear of fire into its heart, and growled with frustration when the flames vanished as soon as they touched the storm's outer surface. As he moved closer, a bolt of lightning shot forth. His earthen armor absorbed most of its energy, though its light momentarily blinded him. 
 
   His vision quickly returned, but the Dark Knight was already upon him. Gewey ducked just a fraction of a second before the Sword of Truth would have taken his head. A gauntleted fist then smashed into his jaw. He tumbled across the sky until he was once again hovering above the ever expanding vortex. 
 
   He regained his bearings just in time to see Aremiel streaking toward him. Gewey glanced at his warped sword and tossed it aside. Just as he did so, the familiar sound of bells and laughter filled his ears as the flow of the spirit wrapped itself around him. When the Dark Knight was only a few feet away, both of their spirits suddenly sprang forth and ascended even higher. 
 
   At last the two faced one another in their true forms. Gewey looked down. He could see their earthly bodies, frozen in time and space above the vortex, which had increased to more than a mile across. 
 
   The Dark Knight was now in gleaming silver armor, sword in hand and a jewel-laden crown atop his brow. His face was no longer of stone, rather it glowed brightly with his spiritual power. And yet for all his beauty, there was a dark force emanating from deep within his heart. It surrounded him with a vile aura that tarnished the purity that was once Aremiel, Knight of Amon Dähl. 
 
   Gewey was dressed in the simple garb of a farmer. His form and his sword glowed with a cool blue light. He looked at his enemy and shook his head sadly.
 
   “Look at what you have become,” he said. “Your strength and majesty has putrefied and become diseased. Your spirit is corrupted.”
 
   The Dark Knight sniffed. “And look at you. You are nothing more than a lowly peasant. That is what you have always been. How I could have considered you a threat is beyond reason. Such weakness cannot defeat me. Now I will cleanse the world. And I will begin by ridding it of you.”
 
   As their swords clashed, the entire earth rumbled with such mighty force that both men were thrown back several yards. But the Dark Knight quickly renewed his attack. 
 
   Though Gewey was no match for his opponent in human form, here they were equals. Each combatant struck and parried, their weapons taking turns ruining spiritual flesh. 
 
   It soon became clear that the Dark Knight was growing frustrated. He had not faced an opponent able to withstand him in many years. 
 
   Eventually, he stepped back for a moment, a sinister grin on his face. “You should know that once you are gone, I will take great pleasure in flaying your wife and child alive. Their screams will fill my heart with joy.” 
 
   Gewey felt the rage within him building. But this is what he wants, he thought. He wants me to fight with blind fury. 
 
   “Or perhaps I’ll spare them,” the Dark Knight continued. “I will make a slave of the boy and your wife into my concubine.” He grinned viciously. “I very much look forward to meeting them.”
 
   “The only thing that you will be meeting is your Creator,” Gewey told him. His voice was calm and purposeful. 
 
   He stepped in, bringing his sword down in a sweeping arc that the Dark Knight was able to block without too much trouble. Undeterred, Gewey spun and struck out hard with his fist. This was more successful, and connected solidly with his opponent's jaw. The Dark Knight staggered back, but many years of experience controlled his movements. After shifting right, he thrust at Gewey's throat, forcing him to turn and step away. 
 
   With his enemy slightly off-balance, the Dark Knight pressed his advantage. In a series of calculated strikes, he maneuvered his way to Gewey’s right. A dagger appeared in his left hand just before he dived forward and rolled behind him.
 
   Gewey’s eyes shot wide as the weapon plunged into his back. Pain racked his spiritual body. He spun around and tried to back away, but a fist smashed into his temple. This was quickly followed by a knee to his abdomen. In desperation, he swung his sword at the Dark Knight's legs. Though this made him step back for a moment, Gewey knew he was still losing the fight. 
 
   The pain was increasing from the deep wound, and this time he was not able to heal himself as he had done before. He somehow managed to defend against the next series of blows, but his strength was depleting…and the Dark Knight was clearly aware of this.
 
   “It’s over,” he said triumphantly. “You are done.”
 
   Gewey gritted his teeth as another wave of pain shot through him. “That’s not for you to say,” he roared defiantly.
 
   The Dark Knight laughed with contempt before moving in for the finish. It was in that moment that Gewey saw it. His opponent's overconfidence had left an opening. He could see it clearly. But if he exploited this opportunity, it would also mean his own end. He would be leaving himself wide open, and they would die together. Was he prepared to make that sacrifice?
 
   Thoughts of Kaylia and Jayden only weakened his courage, and the possibility of surrender flashed through his mind for the first time. He remembered the vision that Ayliazarah's essence had shown him. He had surrendered then, and it had cost him everything. He had sworn that it would never come to pass. Even so......
 
   Have courage, came a voice. 
 
   At first he thought it was Gerath again, then realized that there were two voices speaking in unison. He looked across and saw that the spiritual aspect of the Dark Knight was completely frozen, just like their physical bodies below. 
 
   Have faith, said the voices. 
 
   “Father?” cried Gewey. “Where are you?”
 
   We are here, they replied. Both of us.
 
   Two figures appeared between him and the Dark Knight. At first Gewey refused to believe what he was seeing. It was the familiar smile of Harman Stedding. Gerath was at his side, his hand resting on Harman’s shoulder.
 
   “Have faith my son,” Harman said. “Be strong.”
 
   “Father,” Gewey cried out again, now utterly convinced of their presence. He desperately wanted to embrace them both, but like the Dark Knight, he was unable to move. “Please forgive me. I have failed you. I tried to be brave, but my end has come and I am so afraid.”
 
   Harman shook his head and sighed. “You have failed no one. Least of all me. Now though, you must face your true destiny. I know you are afraid. But be assured that we will be there with you all the way.”
 
   “We will see you through this trial,” added Gerath. “We love you, my son. And now it is time to come home.”
 
   As the two fathers faded, Gewey could feel their love penetrating his spirit. 
 
   “Yes,” he whispered. “It’s time.”
 
   The Dark Knight’s form burst back into life. Gewey stepped forward. The opening was still there, and he no longer hesitated. Both men gasped as their swords plunged into each other's chest. 
 
   Instantly, their spirits evaporated and they were back in their physical bodies. Gewey could see the Sword of Truth protruding from his chest. At the same time, his sword hand had punched right through the Dark Knight's armor and pushed the man's heart out on the other side. Blood dripped from both of their mouths, spilling down into the vortex directly below. 
 
   Gewey looked into the Dark Knight’s eyes and could see the vacant stare of death gazing back at him. As their bodies plummeted, darkness took him. Only the whistle of the wind in his ears told him that some life still remained. But it was to be fleeting, and he knew it. 
 
   When their bodies reached earth and plunged into the gaping depths, the world shook from its core one final time. The vortex gradually slowed its spinning and then began receding. When it was only a few yards across, the sands burst up in a mammoth explosion. It took many minutes for the earth to settle again. 
 
   The vortex was gone…and with it, both Darshan and Aremiel. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   As the dawn rose, King Lousis said a silent prayer. The vast army of the Reborn King would soon be upon them. And though his men would fight with valor and honor, he knew that this would be his final battle. 
 
   His thoughts turned to Selena. He could still see her smile when laying with him on their wedding night. Their love had made them both young again. For the briefest of moments there was no war, no death, and no sorrow. There was only their love…and that was enough.
 
   And if that is all I shall ever have, he told himself, it was still far more than I deserved.
 
   Mohanisi and Lord Chiron rode up to join him. To Lousis, they looked like warriors of legend. Tall and proud with unwavering courage. To think that this would be the day that claimed the lives of such of such magnificent elves brought a monumental sadness to his heart. 
 
   “They come soon,” said Mohanisi. 
 
   Lousis gave him a thin smile. “Then let us ensure that this is a day they will never forget.” 
 
   As if in response to his remark, the ground began to tremble with the pounding of thousands upon thousands of boots. Lousis surveyed his army with immeasurable pride. Not one man was so much as stirring in the face of their oncoming doom. 
 
   Drawing his sword, Chiron spurred his horse toward the vanguard. “For freedom!” he shouted. “For freedom and King Lousis!”
 
   The army of men and elves erupted in thunderous cheers. Lousis felt a lump in his throat as he heard his name called out repeatedly.
 
   “And for Selena,” he whispered.
 
   Mohanisi closed his eyes and said a prayer. 
 
   The long ridge on the horizon was soon filled with the banners of Angrääl. Armor-clad warriors and their swords glittered in the sunlight like a vast galaxy of stars. Wave after wave of them descended, ready for battle. Lousis shook his head and drew a nervous breath. There were so many of them.
 
   He steeled his nerves and drew his weapon. “I will not wait to be trampled over,” he grumbled. He looked to Mohanisi. “Are you with me?”
 
   The elf simply smiled and drew his own blade.
 
   “Sound the advance,” Lousis shouted. 
 
   Trumpets blared out the order. Within seconds, his men were screaming the bloody cries of war. As they charged forward, Lousis could see that this aggressive tactic had taken the enemy by surprise. Angrääl had halted and was hurrying to form tight battle lines. 
 
   He knew that this would be only a momentary advantage. Prince Lanmore would quickly adjust. Lousis could only hope that his men engaged the enemy before they had time to unleash their terrible weapon. 
 
   But these hopes were quickly dashed as hundreds of white balls came streaking across the sky. The elves desperately tried to deflect them with the flow, but many still got through. One bolt landed directly in front of Lousis, but thankfully the speed of his horse carried him beyond it a moment before it exploded. Even then, the force of the blast sucked the air from his lungs and very nearly threw him from the saddle. The sounds of the repeated explosions were soon joined by a macabre symphony of screams from the wounded and dying.
 
   Two more volleys were loosed before the armies came together. However, in anticipation of facing such blasts, Lousis’ commanders had spread their advancing ranks well apart, so greatly reducing the casualties. This tactic had weakened their lines though, and almost from the onset of battle, Angrääl was pushing them back.  
 
   Mohanisi maneuvered his horse in front of Lousis and began shouting for the guards to surround the king. Lousis roared with anger.
 
   “Fight!” he cried. “Forget about me and fight!”
 
   He looked up as yet another salvo of explosive bolts were launched. After passing over his head, it appeared as if they would land exactly where his reinforcements were waiting at the rear. But just as the deadly missiles were reaching the apex of their trajectory, the ground began to shake ferociously. Lousis' horse reared in terror, throwing him from the saddle and dumping him hard onto his back. The bolts overhead exploded in mid-air, sending tiny balls of fire raining down all over the battlefield. 
 
   The violent earth tremors continued for more than twenty minutes, keeping both armies too occupied with their own survival to bother fighting. A wide fissure suddenly opened just beside Lousis, and he was only just able to scramble away in time to avoid plunging down into the bowels of the earth. The desperate cries of terrified men told him that not all had been so fortunate. 
 
   When the quake finally subsided, an eerie hush settled over the field. Stunned men and elves cautiously regained their feet, and the two armies simply stared blankly at one another. 
 
   King Lousis surveyed the scene. Neither side knew what to do next. He grabbed one of his guards by the collar and shook him until snapping the man out of his stupor. 
 
   “Tell the commanders to pull back,” he ordered. There was no other choice. They were in disarray and needed to regroup. He could only hope that Angrääl would do the same. 
 
   A minute later the trumpets blared and the lines slowly backed away. The enemy did nothing to stop them. When they were far enough out of bow range, Lousis ordered them to halt. By then, most had recovered their wits, but still the mystery of what had happened remained.
 
   One by one, Mohanisi, Chiron, Bellisia and the other commanders joined Lousis. 
 
   Finally, Mohanisi said what the others dared not to hope. “The war may be over. I believe Darshan has won.”
 
   “I pray you are right,” said Lousis. “But until we know more, we should reform ranks and prepare to charge.”
 
   Chiron and the commanders departed to carry out his orders. Only Mohanisi and Bellisia remained.
 
   Gradually the lines came together and the soldiers readied themselves for more battle. But across the devastated field, things looked very different. The Angrääl troops still appeared to be in total disarray. They had yet to make any attempt at regrouping; in fact, most of them were wandering back and forth with no obvious purpose in mind. Confused shouts and desperate calls were the only sounds that could be heard coming from their direction.
 
   Though Lousis was still unconvinced that it was all over, Mohanisi was not. He sat atop his horse with a wide smile on his face.
 
   “Could it really be true?” said Bellisia. A single tear fell down her cheek. 
 
   Lousis called for a messenger. “Send word to our commanders that if the enemy begins to regroup, we charge. Otherwise, we will hold our positions.”
 
   Two hours passed, and the king was still staring intently across the field. But his optimism was growing, albeit cautiously. Please let Mohanisi be right, he prayed. Let this be the end.
 
   A few minutes later, a group of three men on horseback emerged from the scattered Angrääl army. They were carrying a flag of truce. 
 
   The sight of this caused Lousis' heart to nearly rupture from the elation he felt surging in his breast. He spurred his horse to a run, leaving his guard struggling to catch up and place themselves between the enemy envoy and their king. They halted at the edge of bowshot range and waited. Mohanisi and Chiron rode up just as the enemy soldiers arrived. 
 
   “Are you King Lousis?” asked the man in the center. He was clearly the eldest of the three. His face was scarred and weathered: his eyes full of fatigue.
 
   “I am,” Lousis replied. “And who are you?”
 
   “I am Dwylin, Your Highness. I come seeking your terms.”
 
   Lousis struggled to keep his hands from shaking. “In whose name do you speak?”
 
   “My own,” he replied. “Our commander, Prince Lanmore, is dead, and our officers have lost their wits. I have been chosen to represent Angrääl in their stead.”
 
   “And what is your rank, soldier?” asked Lousis.
 
   “I am a sergeant, Your Highness.”
 
   Lousis shot a quick glance at the elves, then turned back to Dwylin. “And what of your king?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he replied. “But as near as we can tell, we believe that he is also dead. That is what our officers keep mumbling to themselves, though none of us are really sure.” He reached to his saddle and drew an elegantly decorated sword. 
 
   The guards immediately closed in, but Dwylin merely held it up by the blade and lowered his head. “This is the sword of Prince Lanmore. I offer it to you as a prize for your victory.”
 
   One of the guards took it from him and passed it to the king. For a long moment, all Lousis could do was stare at the weapon in disbelief. He then handed it to Chiron.
 
   “We can no longer fight,” said Dwylin. “Our army is scattered and leaderless, and we have no desire to continue.”
 
   Lousis thought for a moment. “And if I allow you to leave the field, what will you do?”
 
   Dwylin shook his head. “I…I don’t know.”
 
   “Then tell your men they are to lay down their arms and return to their homes. Those who do so will be allowed to pass. Those who remain on the field when the next dawn breaks will die. These are my terms, and they are not subject to debate. Do you understand, sergeant?”
 
   “I understand, Your Highness.” Dwylin bowed his head and rode away. 
 
   The king sat motionless in the saddle for a full minute before also riding back. Once within his lines, he told the commanders what had transpired and had them form a path down the middle of the ranks through which the defeated enemy could pass. 
 
   This done, he slid wearily from his saddle and started toward his tent. But after taking only a few steps, he fell to his knees. Mohanisi was at his side in an instant.
 
   “Are you ill?” he asked.
 
   “No, my friend. Not at all.” Tears soaked the king’s face. His voice dropped to a barely audible whisper. “Thank you, Darshan. Thank you.”
 
   Mohanisi helped him to his feet. Cheers and praises followed their every step. Chiron was already waiting just outside the tent, his face beaming. 
 
   “I lied, Your Highness,” he called. He pulled a flask from his belt. “I saved us one more.”
 
   The old king burst into laughter. “You are absolutely forgiven.”
 
   They entered the tent and shared the brandy while listening to the joyous celebrations building outside. 
 
   Bellisia came in soon after and placed herself directly in front of Chiron. Her face was grim, one hand gripping her staff, the other planted firmly on her hip. Chiron frowned with confusion at her demeanor. 
 
   “Give me your sword,” she commanded. 
 
   Without hesitation, he obeyed.
 
   She looked at the weapon with disgust before tossing it into the corner. “If you are to be mine, you shall never wear that again. Do you understand me?”
 
   Chiron could only look at her with his mouth agape.
 
   “That is, unless you object to a union with me,” she added. 
 
   Lousis and Mohanisi both shifted in their seats, trying to contain their laughter. 
 
   “I didn’t know that you held such feelings for me?” Chiron said. “I had always thought your heart belonged to Lord Theopolou.”
 
   Her features softened. “He was indeed dear to me. And yes, I loved him. But love takes many different forms.”
 
   Chiron rose to his feet. He met her gaze with a tender smile. “And what form has it taken for me?”
 
   There was a brief silence. 
 
   “As when a fool has love for an even greater fool,” she then replied, feigning irritation. 
 
   “Then there is little doubt that we are well matched,” he replied, taking hold of her hand. “And I will try to be less of a fool in the future.” He leaned down and kissed her gently.
 
   “This is truly a day of miracles,” Lousis remarked. “We emerge from the jaws of death and fall into loving arms. Though sadly my love is far from here, so I must wait a while longer to hold her.”
 
   They continued to sip the brandy together. Once it was all finished, Bellisia left and returned soon after with a bottle of wine. 
 
   “The enemy is already leaving,” she said. “Across the field there is an enormous pile of weapons that they have abandoned.”
 
   The king nodded and took a long drink.
 
   “What happens now?” asked Chiron.
 
   Lousis leaned back in his chair and gave everyone a contented smile. 
 
   “Now…now we can go home.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Basanti sat in the cramped shack she had built for herself, deep in thought. The sound of the ocean and seagulls were constant companions. In truth, they were her only companions. The tiny island where she now dwelled was not suited for any sort of life other than the occasional sea turtle and the ever present birds. 
 
   On first arriving here, she had wept continuously for weeks. And when she could shed no more tears, terrible nightmares replaced her sobs with screams. The darkness that now lived inside her would not permit rest. She couldn’t imagine how Yanti had lived this way for so long. 
 
   This is what must have driven him mad, she thought. She recalled his final thoughts…or rather, emotions. The overwhelming feelings of relief, joy, and gratitude. Would anyone come to pay her the same kindness? Or would she remain here and slowly slip into insanity?
 
   The pull to Angrääl had left her some time ago, which meant that the war was over and Darshan had won. This was the single point of light able to penetrate her grief. The people were now free and the gods released from heaven. But even the tiny smile that this thought created was quickly wiped away. 
 
   Felsafell. He would have discovered by now what she had done - and why. How hurt he must be. How angry. The broken promise of a life together once the danger had passed clawed at her heart, perhaps even more painfully than her grief over the damage her violence had caused. 
 
   When she first became aware that the Dark Knight was gone, the temptation to leave the island was almost too much to resist. But resist she must. If not, she knew that she would become the next plague on the world, just as Yanti had been when he became King Rätsterfel.
 
   But the world would be safe if she stayed here. Not even Felsafell knew of this island, and its tiny size meant that it held no interest for humans and elves. There was very little food apart from a dozen or so coconut trees, and no fresh water. Not that she needed either to survive. But she did enjoy eating and drinking anyway, and this was another pleasure that her choice had stripped her of. Even so, she was not regretful. Jayden and Kaylia lived. And because of this, the future held hope.
 
   She got up and walked outside. The gentle waves were lapping rhythmically upon the white sands. The orange sky of the setting sun – a scene she had so often felt to be the Creator's greatest beauty – now seemed grotesque and miserable. It was a harsh reminder that yet another day had passed by, and that another must soon be endured. 
 
   She walked the length of the island several times. The coming night always made her restless. When she was still the Oracle she would often sneak away and wander the forest north of the city for several hours. Those who knew her best constantly scolded her for going off by herself. 
 
   'You have no business being alone.' The words of Allie, her very first personal attendant, came to mind. 'There are brigands and bandits, and bears out there. The gods help me, but if something happened to you…well…I just don’t know what.'
 
   She had watched Allie grow from a young girl to a woman, and then pass into old age. In the end it was Basanti who attended her as life drained away from her frail and withered body. 
 
   But Allie was only the first of many. She had seen scores of mortal lives turn to dust; the exact number she had long ago lost count of. Yet through it all she had remained unchanged. How fitting, she thought. Now I will be forever changed. 
 
   She took a final look at the sun disappearing beneath the horizon and returned to her shack. After lighting a candle, she sat down on a straw mat in the corner. She didn’t really need the candle to see, but staring at its flickering light was mildly soothing. 
 
   Some nights she would choose to drift off to sleep quite early. Even the nightmares could be preferable to the solitude of her waking life. But tonight the nightmares would have to wait for a while longer to torment her again.
 
   A stiff breeze blew in through the cloth flap that covered the entrance, extinguishing the candle. Muttering with annoyance, she relit it. But another gust of wind quickly blew it out again. Sighing with irritation, Basanti threw herself down on her mat. 
 
   “My beautiful child.” 
 
   The voice was like sweet music. Basanti recognized it at once and sat up. Sitting beside her, dressed in shimmering silver robes, was Pósix. Her flawless features and loving expression instantly brought tears to Basanti’s eyes. 
 
   “Why are you crying?” she asked.
 
   Basanti wiped her cheeks. She tried to answer, but speech had temporarily abandoned her. Instead, she threw her arms around the goddess in a desperate embrace. Her body radiated an intense heat that would have burned any mortal, but to Basanti it was like a warm blanket she could lose herself within.
 
   “There, there,” whispered Pósix. She stroked Basanti’s hair and rocked her gently.
 
   “I’ve been so alone,” she wept. 
 
   “I know. And you did right by coming here.” She eased Basanti back so she could look into her eyes. “Had you not, you would have certainly fallen into darkness. But all that is over now. The enemy is dead and can no longer do you harm.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “But I am still a danger to the world.”
 
   Pósix nodded. “Indeed you are. And one that cannot be allowed to roam freely.”
 
   Basanti closed her eyes. “So you’ve come to kill me?”
 
   Pósix laughed and pulled her close again. “Of course not. After all you have done for the world, what kind of reward would that be?”
 
   “Then what is to become of me?”
 
   Pósix stood up and offered Basanti her hand. “Come. Let us walk together.”
 
   Basanti allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. The strength in the goddess' grasp was shocking, yet tempered. She felt as if she were a small girl being helped up by her mother. 
 
   They left the shack and began walking along the shore. Pósix’s movements were fluid and graceful beyond words, and her bare feet left no impression in the sand. Her godly flesh gave off a slight aura that melded with the light from the full moon to illuminate the way forward.
 
   “Am I to be healed?” Basanti asked, unable to hide the desperation in her tone.
 
   “I am sorry,” she replied. “There is no way for me to heal you. And I do not believe it would be right to do so, even if I could. The sacrifice you made must stand.”
 
   “Then what becomes of me? I cannot leave this island as I am. And if you will not end my suffering…” Her tears returned.
 
   “My dear,” Pósix replied tenderly. “I did not say that you would continue to suffer. And I will not leave you as you are. But when you killed, you changed the very nature of what you are. When all those years ago you asked me to heal your brother, I told you that I was not permitted to do so. And though I did not lie, I did not fully understand the reasons.”
 
   Basanti halted. Vivid memories of pleading for Yanti’s spirit to be healed raced through her head. It was the only time she had ever shown anger toward the goddess, and the only time she had seriously considered abandoning her duties.
 
   “Gerath instructed me that I was to leave Yanti as he was,” Pósix explained. “He said that I did not possess the power to heal him. I had thought he meant that it would take a combination of our powers to accomplish it, but I was wrong. Once Yanti’s spirit was altered, death was his only release. Gerath declared that Yanti still had a role to play, and therefore was not to be harmed.” She took Basanti’s hands. “I now see that his wisdom came not from his own mind, but from the Creator herself.”
 
   She gave Basanti's hand a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry that you had to see what your brother became. I know you loved him dearly. But take comfort in the knowledge that now the door to heaven has been re-opened, his spirit resides with us…and he is happy.”
 
   Basanti lowered her head and smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   They continued to walk.
 
   “So what happens now?”
 
   “Thanks to Darshan’s courage and self-sacrifice, the world is free and the gods are no longer needed – though often I wonder if we ever were. The elves and the humans will now make a new life as one people.”
 
   Basanti’s mouth twisted into a doubtful expression. 
 
   Pósix laughed softly and nodded. “I know. They are two stubborn races who are resistant to change. And the change will be fraught with obstacles. But in the end, I trust that they will find their way. Whatever happens, they will no longer need to fear our interference. We will become what we were always meant to be…shepherds of the spirits. The mortal world is no longer ours to wander.”
 
   “And what about Darshan?” she asked. “Is he dead?”
 
   “Darshan was born to serve a single purpose.” Pósix's voice was distant and reflective. “And now that purpose is complete. In the end, he knew what must happen and faced his destiny with the valor befitting of a god.” She gave Basanti a sideways grin. “But you should not concern yourself with Darshan. He lives on within the memories and legends of all the people he saved. His name will be in songs as long as mortals roam the earth.”
 
   Pósix stopped walking and placed her hands on Basanti’s shoulders. “And now it is time for you to receive your reward. You have served me and the people of this world for countless centuries, never asking anything for yourself. You have forsaken your heart’s desire so that the hope of all mortals would be saved. For these reasons, and for many more, you have my eternal gratitude. But now your work has ended and it is time for you to live again.” Pósix glanced over to her right, a playful grin on her face.
 
   Basanti's eyes followed her gaze. She caught her breath sharply. There, to her delighted amazement, standing ankle deep in the water, was the tall, muscular form of Felsafell. With the moonlight reflecting off his smooth ebony skin and silver hair, never before had he looked more beautiful to her. She wanted to run to him, but Pósix held her fast. 
 
   “When you touch his hand,” the goddess explained. “You will once again be mortal.”
 
   Basanti felt a flash of fear at her words. “Mortal? You mean…”
 
   “I mean you will be as you once were...human. Frail, but free.” Pósix stroked her cheek with the back of her hand. “But you will not be alone. Felsafell has also earned his reward. The moment you touch him, the two of you will be irrevocably joined.” She could see that Basanti was confused. “He will become mortal as well. It was the only reward he asked for…and I was happy to give it.”
 
   “But I thought the first born could never become mortal.”
 
   “Never before has a first born’s spirit been bonded to that of a human,” she replied. “He will share your mortality. And when the time comes to leave this world, you will both find your peace in heaven.”
 
   Basanti was speechless. 
 
   Pósix kissed her tear-soaked cheek. “Now go to him. You have waited long enough.”
 
   Basanti looked again at Felsafell. No longer was he the tall imposing figure of a first born. He was now the young flaxen-haired human she had first met in the forest thousands of years ago; the one who had taken her by the hand and led her to safety. His bright smile was conveying all the love he held in his heart for her. She turned back to Pósix, but the goddess had vanished.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   Basanti broke into a dead run. Felsafell did likewise. He swept her into his arms, spinning her around and kissing her with complete abandon. As soon as their flesh touched, they both felt their spirits meld as one. They were no longer alone within themselves.
 
   “I can feel you,” she said, laughing joyfully. 
 
   “And I you,” he replied. He kissed her yet again, then looked down at his new form and frowned. “It would seem that I am to be human in body, as well as spirit.” 
 
   Basanti cupped his face and smiled. “You will always look the same to me – beautiful.”
 
   Felsafell laughed. “And at least we won’t draw attention to ourselves. We can go wherever we will, unnoticed.”
 
   “And where shall we go first?” she asked.
 
   Felsafell pointed down the shore to a small boat. “First, we should leave this wretched island. Then…well…I have never been across the Abyss. We could start there.”
 
   “Sounds exciting,” she replied. 
 
   Hand in hand they walked to the boat. Basanti remembered how she had envied the bond the elves shared. Now she knew it was all she had imagined…and so much more. She could feel Felsafell's love and commitment; it went deeper than she could ever have fathomed. Together they pushed the craft into the sea and Felsafell raised the small sail. She sat beside him and rested her head on his shoulder while he steered the boat north toward the mainland. 
 
   “A thought just occurred to me,” she said. “As we have become mortal, we will need to provide for ourselves. I don’t know about you, but I have no gold or silver. And now that I am no longer the Oracle…not even my tent to sleep in.”
 
   Felsafell burst into laughter. “Yes. Many things will be different. But you needn’t worry. The same thought occurred to me after I spoke to Pósix.” He pointed to a box sitting beside the mast. 
 
   Basanti reached over and opened it. Inside were hundreds of gold coins. 
 
   “Where did you get these?” she asked.
 
   “I may be human now,” he said, a roguish grin appearing. “But I have lived long enough to know where the ancient treasures of the world are buried.”
 
   Basanti nearly rolled over with over laughing. “Then I hope you bought some food. For the first time in thousands of years…I’m famished.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   A year and a half had passed by since King Lousis returned triumphantly to Althetas. The people had greeted him with a festival, the like of which had never been seen before. For nearly a week the city had been in a state of continuous celebration. 
 
   Now once again, Althetas had cause for joy. Today would see the departure of the old king and the coronation of his heir. But this was no ordinary event – if a coronation could ever be considered ordinary. No longer would the lands of the west be divided. For today would see the coronation of the first High King of the Western States.
 
   “Are you all right?” 
 
   The sound of Selena's voice snapped Lousis from his trance. He was staring out of the window over the city, smiling as he recalled the memories of his youth. He rubbed his hands together. He could feel the scars of war on every inch of his flesh. Old and battered, he thought. 
 
   “I’m fine,” he replied, placing an arm around his wife and kissing the top of her head. 
 
   “Good. Because after today, I plan for us to take a very long holiday. And it wouldn’t do if you are ill. Particularly once we’re at sea.”
 
   “Are you sure you want to take such a long journey?” he asked. “There are plenty of places to visit that are much closer.”
 
   “And decline Mohanisi’s invitation? I wouldn’t think of it. Besides, I want to go while I still have the energy to make such a trip.”
 
   Lousis chuckled. “Then I am at your command, my queen. We go where your heart desires.”
 
   There was a knock at the door and Jacob entered.
 
   “Shouldn’t you be preparing for the coronation?” asked Lousis.
 
   “I’ve done all I can do,” he replied. “And I’m tired of servants fussing over me. Father would have...” 
 
   He stopped in mid-sentence as he saw the pain in his grandmother’s eyes at the mention of her son. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wasn't thinking.”
 
   Selena forced a smile. “There is no reason to apologize. Your father would be so very proud of you. And yes. He would be having no end of fun at your expense right now. He was not a man who enjoyed being pampered and fussed over either. It’s good to remember him at times like this. It’s just that I…” She swallowed hard and stifled her tears. “I never had the chance to say goodbye. Not really. When he left Valshara, it didn’t occur to me that he might not return. That was foolish of me.”
 
   “With the door to heaven now open,” said Lousis. “He is in the arms of the gods. And I believe he hears your words and knows how much you love him.”
 
   Selena saw a glimmer of pain on Jacob's face. “Now I am the one who needs forgiveness,” she said. “You lost both mother and father to the evil of Angrääl.”
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “But it is as King Lousis said. Thanks to Darshan, they are both safe and at peace. And I know that one day we will all be together again.”
 
   Selena nodded, then kissed his cheek. “But enough sad talk. Today is a day for happiness.”
 
   “Indeed,” agreed Lousis.
 
   “There are a few hours left before I need to get dressed,” said Jacob. “Grandmother tells me that you have a secret supply of elf brandy hidden away somewhere, courtesy of Lord Chiron.”
 
   Lousis cast an accusing yet lighthearted glance at Selena. “Your grandmother was not supposed to know about that.” He sighed and nodded. “But she’s right. I do. Though I’m not sure how wise it is for you to be drinking just before your coronation.”
 
   Jacob gave a wry grin. “I don’t see how I can get through it otherwise,” he countered. 
 
   Lousis chuckled. “It was the same with me. I was so nervous, I very nearly emptied my stomach when they placed the crown on my head. Come. A few small sips should set you to rights.”
 
   He retrieved the brandy and poured each of them a glass. With the sweet scent filling the room, Lousis found his mind wandering again.
 
   “Has there been word from the north?” Jacob asked him.
 
   Selena had to nudge her husband before he responded. “No. At least, nothing to be concerned over. With the Reborn King dead, his armies have completely disbanded and the soldiers returned to their homes.”
 
   “I heard that the elves have sent a delegation to Kratis to learn the secret of their explosive bolts,” Jacob said.
 
   “If you ask me,” Selena interjected, “they should leave that particular horror a mystery.”
 
   Lousis took her hand and nodded in agreement. “Yes. This world has seen enough destruction. But such matters are no longer my concern.” He looked at Jacob. “It is for you and the new leaders of this world to decide what is best. My time is done.”
 
   “I do wish Darshan was still among us,” Jacob remarked. “He would be such a great help.”
 
   “He gave his last full measure of life in the desert,” said Selena. “But his memory and deeds will continue to guide us, I think.”
 
   “As will all those who fought and died,” added Lousis. 
 
   There was a long pause. Jacob then raised his glass. “May their spirits guide us forever.”
 
   Soon it was time for him to get ready. After he had gone, Lousis and Selena spent their time discussing all the things they intended to see once they were across the Abyss. Mohanisi had spent hours telling them of the wonders and beauty of his land. They felt like children leaving home for the first time.
 
   Normally, a coronation would take place in the royal manor or at one of the temples. A few times in the past, when the new monarch had been particularly popular and the crowd too large, it had been held in the open air. Today however, such was the size of the occasion, they were being forced to hold it completely outside of the city walls. 
 
   Jacob was already well loved in Althetas due to his many good deeds to improve the citizens' lives while Lousis was away. After the war was over he continued to earn their love during the reconstruction with his tireless efforts and selfless generosity. And being that he was to rule over all twelve of the western kingdoms, people from far and wide had been flocking to the city. It had been agreed that the current rulers would remain in place and govern locally, but they be oath-bound to enforce the will of the High King. 
 
   It was King Victis who had first proposed this, and Lousis who had added the elves to the council. There would now be one nation, under one flag, with one king…all peoples united. 
 
   As Lousis stood upon the immense platform, he stared out over the crowd. Lord Chiron and Lady Bellisia were in front, standing beside Aaliyah, Nehrutu and Mohanisi. King Victis and the other rulers were atop a small dais to his left that had been specially erected so they could have a clear view of the ceremony. Alongside him on the platform and to his right was Ertik, High Lord of Valshara, while Queen Selena was positioned just off to his left beside the pedestal that held the royal crown. He had offered Linis and Dina a similar place close to his side, or at least a seat on the dais, but they had chosen to remain in the crowd and were standing near to a large group of other elves.
 
   He continued looking out upon the sea of happy smiles. Occasionally, he thought he recognized someone from memory, but found that it was nearly impossible to focus on a single face for very long among the throngs of people. 
 
   A short time later a trumpet blared, announcing that the royal procession had passed through the city gates and was now slowly making its way to the platform. As the throngs of cheering people made room for the new king to pass, Lousis could see Jacob sitting atop a white steed: the guard of honor surrounding him made up of both humans and elves. The banner they bore did not bear the sigil of Althetas, but rather the new symbol that had been adopted. Woven upon a red background was a white eagle with a ribbon clutched in its talons. Across the ribbon, written in the ancient language, was the motto: 'Once broken, now restored.'
 
   When they reached the platform, Jacob dismounted and ascended the stairs. 
 
   “Are you sure I have to go through with this,” he whispered, smirking. 
 
   “There’s no backing out now,” Lousis told him. “Not unless you intend starting a riot.”
 
   Jacob solemnly knelt on a satin cushion placed in the center of the stage. Once again the trumpet rang out, prompting Lousis to step forward and address the crowd. The volume of cheers was almost overwhelming, and it took more than five minutes before he was able to be heard.
 
   “Today is a day deserving of great joy and celebration. After thousands of years of separation and hardship, we have at long last been united as one people, with one purpose, and now…under one king.
 
   “I say this because Jacob Starfinder will not be king of the humans in the west. Nor shall he be a ruler of a separate nation in which elves are merely tolerated – as has been the case under my rule. We have spilled too much blood together for that. And the old ways are gone forever.
 
   “King Jacob will be a king for all peoples. A hand of justice for elf and human alike. A voice of compassion to reach all ears. And I gladly step aside to usher in this new age and new way of thinking. 
 
   “It has been my deepest honor to serve Althetas and her people. I want you all to know that, though I may no longer be your king, my heart remains with each and every one of you.  Through war and sorrow, you have taught me the true meaning of strength and courage. Without your undying support, I could have never endured.”
 
   He turned and stepped over to the pedestal, upon which, Selena handed him the crown. After bowing, Lousis approached Jacob. 
 
   “Do you swear to honor and protect your people, both meek and strong – to use your authority for the betterment of the kingdom and its citizens – to be fair and just in all things – and to rule with kindness and understanding?”
 
   Jacob closed his eyes and bowed. “I so swear.”
 
   “Then it is my pleasure and great privilege to place this symbol upon your brow. For it is only a symbol. A thing of metal and stone. The true source of its power comes from within you. May your reign be long and filled with happiness.” After placing the crown atop Jacob's head, he took a step back.  
 
   Ertik then stepped forward and touched the new king's shoulders. “May the gods bless you and keep you safe. And may the Creator grant you wisdom and long life.”
 
   Jacob rose slowly to his feet and bowed low. He then turned to face the crowd.
 
   “I give you King Jacob Starfinder,” Lousis called out. “High King of the Western Nations.”
 
   At this declaration, the crowd went into a frenzy of cheering that lasted for fully ten minutes. Jacob could only wave and smile until the noise had subsided.
 
   “I am truly humbled to be here today,” he began. “I have much to live up to. I now sit upon the throne once occupied by a great man. For there could be no greater monarch than King Lousis. All the free people of the world owe him a debt of gratitude that can never be repaid. Without his courage, everything that you see around you would now be just ashes upon the ground. He marched into the jaws of certain death to save the lives of his people. He was willing to sacrifice all for the sake of our freedom. For that, and for countless other reasons, I say, long live King Lousis the Great!”
 
   The crowd cheered again, repeating his salutation to the former king.
 
   “I shall use his example as I move us forward into the future. But I think now is also the time to remember the men and women – both elf and human – who sacrificed their lives so that I can stand before you today with hope and optimism in my heart. Because of them, we live in a land free from tyranny and oppression. May their spirits reside in heaven for eternity.”
 
   Jacob bowed his head. The people did the same. The whispered names of countless loved ones carried on the air like spring pollen. From behind, he heard his grandmother offering her own private tribute. “Lee Starfinder.”
 
   “Penelope Starfinder,” he added quietly to this, then looked up to continue his speech.
 
   “Finally, let us remember the one man to whom not only do we owe our lives, but the lives of all future generations. Through his sacrifice, he saved both heaven and earth from annihilation. And though I call him a man, we know that he was much, much more. A god bound in spirit to this world who chose to die for the sake of all living things. Only he could have stood against the power that sat upon the throne of Angrääl. And only he could have cast down the Reborn King. Even now the eastern desert bears the scars of his sacrifice. And though he is no longer among us. His name will live on in our hearts forever. Darshan…”
 
   Barely had the name escaped his lips when the crowd began repeating it in steady unison. But it was not the uninhibited chanting that Darshan's name had engendered in so many previous gatherings. This was a solemn and reverent murmuring. Many people wept, while some fell to their knees and covered their eyes.
 
   “But let us now lift up our hearts,” Jacob called out with a joyous tenor that shattered the somber atmosphere. “Let this be the first day of a new age. A golden age. Together we can make it so. Now come. All of you. Let us rejoice and revel in the freedom so dearly bought. And may love be the word that defines this day…and in all the days to come.”  
 
   “Long live King Jacob,” came a voice from the crowd.
 
   A host of others quickly took up the same call. Soon, the people were shouting and cheering as never before. Jacob felt his grandmother’s hands on his shoulders.
 
   She whispered in his ear. “You did well. And you will make a fine king.” 
 
   “Thank you,” he replied, smiling. “But I wonder. Is Darshan really gone?”
 
   “No one knows for sure,” she replied. “His body was swallowed by the sands along with that of the Reborn King. But I’d like to think he is still with us...even if only in spirit.”
 
   The celebration lasted for three days. And when it was over, Lousis and Selena met Mohanisi at the harbor to set off on their new adventure. They said their goodbyes, and Jacob watched as they sailed into the horizon. It felt…permanent. As if a book had been closed, never to be re-opened. Yet, as he rode back to the king's manor, he understood that a new tale was now beginning. A new story for the ages. He smiled and looked up to the heavens. 
 
   He was sure that the loving eyes of his parents would be there, watching as it unfolded.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Kaylia sat in the old wooden rocking chair that had once belonged to Gewey’s mother. As she stared into the hearth and watched the flames dance and crackle, she was reminded of the days before her father died. He had built a small house just like this one deep in the forest. It was a place that only a few close friends and relatives knew how to find. 
 
   Each spring he would take her there for at least a month. He would tell her that it was his time for meditation and reflection, but mostly they just played and hunted wild game. 
 
   Normally, these memories would produce a smile and warm feeling in her heart. But this was not a normal night. And she felt no warmth…only sorrow.
 
   Jayden’s voice broke the daydream. 
 
   “Mommy! Do you have to go?”
 
   She could see Gewey’s eyes looking back at her as she lifted him onto her lap. “Of course I do. You know that.”
 
   “But I don’t like it when Miss Melli watches us,” he said. His pleading expression would usually get him what he wanted, and he knew it. “She makes us go to bed too early.”
 
   “Well, she just doesn’t understand that you’re half elf,” Kaylia explained. “Melli is human, and human children go to bed early.”
 
   “But I’m five already!” he protested. “And I’m never tired when she tells us it’s time to sleep.”
 
   Kaylia tried her best not to laugh at his pouting little face. “I don’t hear your sisters complaining.”
 
   “Yeah. But they’re girls,” he replied. “They never complain. They just lay in the bed and whisper to each other all night. They think I can’t hear what they’re saying…but I can.”
 
   “That’s not true,” two tiny voices called out in unison.
 
   With auburn hair and bronze skin, the twins were the spitting image of their mother. But their eyes, like Jayden's, unmistakably came from Gewey.
 
   They flashed him an angry look. “We don’t stay up all night. You’re a liar.”
 
   “Maybell and Penelope Stedding,” scolded Kaylia. “You will apologize to your brother at once.”
 
   “But mommy...” Maybell began.
 
   “But nothing,” she snapped back. “You don’t call him a liar. Especially when Melli has told me exactly the same thing about what you get up to.” 
 
   Both girls did their best to meet their mother’s gaze, but within seconds they were looking at the floor and shifting their feet. “We’re sorry, Jayden.”
 
   Kaylia could not help but notice how unusually close Maybell and Penelope had become over the past four years. The women of the village had told her that this was common for twins. But the fact was, they were not common in any way. It was almost as if they shared the same spiritual bond that adult elf mates had. Jayden often felt excluded by this, but there was still no doubt that he loved his sisters very much. In spite of their occasional spats, they generally got along wonderfully well. When they played together in the hayfields, he would watch over them as if he was their parent rather than an older brother. 
 
   A knock at the door brought squeals of delight from the girls, and a sour frown from Jayden. 
 
   “You are to be on your best behavior,” warned Kaylia softly before calling out: “Come in.”
 
   Linis and Dina entered, followed by Miss Melli. Melli was the wife of a local horse trader and a leading member of the Village Mothers. When Kaylia arrived in Sharpstone, she had been the first villager to welcome her, and was constantly inviting her to join the Mothers at their monthly meetings. It was an invitation that Kaylia invariably declined. 
 
   The girls ran headlong across the room and into Linis’ waiting arms. He lifted them off the floor and spun them around.
 
   “Have you missed me?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” they replied, giggling as Linis put them down and playfully tickled their tummies. “Did you bring us something? Did you?”
 
   He stood up straight and placed his hands on his hips. “Bring you something? When do I ever bring you anything?”
 
   “Stop teasing,” said Maybell. “I know you did.”
 
   Linis paused, still attempting to look as if he had no idea what they were talking about. Then, slowly, he smiled and reached into his pocket to pull out a small bag. Penelope snatched it from his hand and opened it as fast as her little fingers could manage.
 
   “Elf candy,” the girls cried out with glee. They each pulled out a small green ball and popped it in their mouths. “Thank you, Uncle Linis.”
 
   “And what about me?” asked Dina, pretending to be hurt by their lack of attention. “No hugs for your auntie?”
 
   The twins laughed and embraced her while she showered the tops of their heads with kisses.
 
   Jayden did not seem as excited. Still, he forced a smile and hugged them both.
 
   “What’s wrong, Jayden?” asked Linis.
 
   The boy shifted and kicked the floor with the toe of his shoe. “It’s nothing.”
 
   “I think I know,” said Dina. She produced a small piece of cloth and handed this to Jayden.
 
   His eyes lit up when he unfolded it and saw that it contained a bar of chocolate.
 
   “He doesn’t like elf candy,” Dina told Linis, as if he should have known this all along.
 
   “What?” he cried. “What’s not to like?”
 
   “It’s just too sour, that's all,” said Jayden.
 
   Dina knelt down and whispered into his ear. “Don’t worry. I don’t like it either.”
 
   This brought a smile to his face. He hugged her again, this time with more enthusiasm.
 
   “Now all of you need to get ready for bed,” announced Melli. 
 
   Her words brought moans of discontent from all three children.
 
   “You heard her,” said Kaylia. 
 
   They lowered their heads and filed from the room with angry little faces and dragging steps. 
 
   “You should let them stay up just a short while longer,” Kaylia said quietly, after they'd gone. “Elf children have a bit more energy than a human child.”
 
   Melli smiled. “Of course. I sometimes forget that they are half elf. It's the ears that throw me. They’re not pointed and...” 
 
   Her eyes widened and she covered her mouth. “Oh my. I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t…I mean, your ears are lovely…What I meant to say…”
 
   “It’s fine,” Kaylia told her. “I know you meant no offense. Just let them stay up a wee bit longer tonight. But not too late of course. After all, they are half human too.”
 
   Melli’s face was still red with embarrassment. “I’ll read them some stories before bed. That should tire them out.”
 
   Kaylia smiled in approval, then went into the children’s rooms to kiss them goodbye. 
 
   Linis had a wagon waiting outside, drawn by a pair of sturdy work horses. “A far cry from the steeds we once rode,” he said. “But they serve my needs.”
 
   They climbed aboard the front and Linis cracked the reins. The sun was just below the horizon, painting the sky in hues of red and purple. Linis took a deep breath and wrapped his arm around Dina.
 
   “It’s still hard to imagine you as a farmer,” remarked Kaylia. 
 
   Linis shrugged. “I enjoy it well enough. My uncle was a farmer. He taught me some of the skills when I was a boy. Well…before I was sent to train as a seeker.”
 
   “I love him as a farmer,” Dina chipped in. “He stays at home.”
 
   “That was our bargain,” said Linis. “Dina would retire from the order, and I would settle into a life befitting a family man.”
 
   “Do you miss it?” asked Kaylia. “Being a seeker? Adventuring?”
 
   “The travel, yes,” he admitted. “But I have seen all the danger I care to see.”
 
   “And when do you intend to start this family of yours?” Kaylia teased. “How long must I wait for good news?”
 
   Dina’s face twisted into a scowl. “Unfortunately, becoming a farmer did not relieve him of his caution. He insists that we wait until after our fourth harvest.”
 
   “I will not make beggars of my offspring,” Linis countered. “If we live alongside the humans, then we must adapt to some of their ways. And a hunter and tracker makes very little gold.”
 
   Kaylia threw her head back in laughter. Linis had refused to accept any kind of reward from King Jacob for his service, while Dina had donated the retirement grant she was allotted as a former High Lady of Valshara to the victims of the war. Of course, this made them essentially penniless. 
 
   “I have paid back the loan I took to buy our farm last year,” Linis continued, his tone defensive. “And this year I’ll make enough for us to provide the things befitting a son or daughter of mine.”
 
   Dina kissed his cheek. “Always the proud elf seeker.” She turned to Kaylia. “You know, Melli made me promise to ask...” 
 
   Kaylia’s hard stare cut her off. “I’m not going to be a bloody village mother,” she snapped. “It’s bad enough that they are constantly at my door pestering me to tell them elf stories and teach them elf cooking. I’m not going to willingly put myself among them.”
 
   “Not enjoying living among humans?” asked Linis.
 
   “I like it just fine,” she replied. “But I have never liked gossipy women. I don’t care to hear about what store clerk’s husband was found passed out drunk in the streets, or whose wife was flirting with the Baltrian trader who came to town last week.”
 
   “They do more than that,” Dina protested. She had become a village mother the year before, though was less deeply involved than Melli. “Well…they try to do more.” Kaylia’s eyes never blinked. Dina sighed. “Okay, they are a bunch of gossips. But you could at least come with me once in a while. I could use the company.”
 
   “I will consider it.”
 
   They talked of simple matters for the rest of the ride. Finally, they arrived at Starfinder Manor. Millet was already standing outside the front to greet them, a welcoming smile on his face.
 
   Torches lit the drive all the way up to the entrance, and the aroma of mint lamb wafted on the breeze through the open door. 
 
   Kaylia immediately jumped down from the wagon and threw her arms around Millet. “It is always wonderful to see you.”
 
   “And you, my dear,” he replied. “Though I do wish it was more often. This house gets lonely, and I am in dire need of sophisticated company.”
 
   “I hear that the mayor visits you quite often,” joked Linis. He gave Millet’s shoulders a fond squeeze. 
 
   Millet huffed. “If only Barty would run for office. Then I wouldn’t mind the…honor...of a mayoral visit.”
 
   “He’s too busy these days,” said Dina. “And that's your fault really. If you hadn’t suggested to King Jacob that he bestow the Nal’Thain fortune to Randson, he would most likely be staying in Sharpstone a lot more.”
 
   “Don’t remind me,” said Millet sourly. “Now we are stuck with that fool Melton Fathing. If ever there was a more annoying man born, I haven’t heard of him.” He grinned at Linis. “Perhaps it is time we had an elf mayor.”
 
   Linis laughed boisterously. “The people here may be accommodating. But I doubt they are ready for that.”
 
   “Perhaps one day,” Millet responded. He gave an elaborate wink. “Perhaps even one day soon. You'd be amazed at how convincing a man of wealth and influence can be in a small town.”
 
   “And you certainly have wealth,” teased Kaylia. “I heard that you brought back ten wagonloads of gold from Baltria.”
 
   “Gossip is unbecoming an elf,” scolded Millet. “You know good and well that it was only two wagonloads.”
 
   This produced a round of laughter from everyone.
 
   Millet led them inside to where wine and fine cheese was already waiting. They each took a seat. Kaylia glared at the empty place beside her. 
 
   “What is it, my dear?” asked Millet.
 
   Kaylia shot him an accusing stare. “I think you know. Where is he?”
 
   Millet held up his hands. “I’m sure I have no idea what you mean.”
 
   “Is that right?” She slid her chair back and looked to the open door at the far end of the dining hall. “You had better come out before I drag you out.”
 
   Millet sighed and glanced in the same direction. “Do as she says, Gewey. I don’t want her breaking my things over your thick skull.” He turned back to Kaylia. “I was going to tell you of his return, I promise. But he made me swear to wait so that he could surprise you.”
 
   Gewey appeared, smiling boyishly. His hair was still damp from a recent shower, and his fresh white shirt and brown pants were neatly pressed. 
 
   He strode over to the table and kissed her on the cheek. “You have no sense of humor, my love,” he told her. 
 
   At first she pretended to resist, but soon her arms were wrapped around his neck. He then embraced both Dina and Linis before sitting down.
 
   “I thought you might miss it this year,” said Dina.
 
   “I thought so too,” he replied. “But I managed to settle things in Gath in time. They’ll be purchasing all of their hay from me next year.”
 
   “That’s no excuse for being late,” chided Kaylia. “You had plenty of time to get home. The children miss you.”
 
   In reality, she knew very well why he had chosen to come directly to Millet’s. As much as Melli was after her to join the Village Mothers, she was twice as adamant that Gewey should take his place on the council. But his hatred for politics was immeasurable. The constant bickering and shouting was far more than he cared to deal with.
 
   “I know,” he said, using his most humble tone. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Kaylia sniffed and gave him a playful pinch on the arm. Just then, the sound of horses arriving at the front of the house reached them.
 
   The group looked at one another in surprise – all but Gewey, who smiled knowingly.
 
   Moments later, the door opened to reveal Aaliyah and Nehrutu. Kaylia flew from her seat and wrapped her arms around them both, nearly weeping with joy.
 
   “Did you not know we were coming?” asked Aaliyah. “I sent a message to Gewey several months ago to say that we could attend this year.
 
   “Another surprise,” he smiled.
 
   Kaylia kissed him lightly. “For this one, you are certainly forgiven.”
 
   After greeting the others, the new arrivals took their places at the table. Soon, the wine was flowing and the time apart melted away. 
 
   “So, what news from across the sea?” asked Linis.
 
   “Strange things, actually,” Nehrutu replied. “The Morzhash have vanished. There is not a trace of them to be found. It is as if something has plucked them from the face of the earth.”
 
   “Interesting,” remarked Millet. “As I understand it, they had been raiding your villages for many years.”
 
   “Indeed,” he affirmed. “No one is lamenting their departure. But it is odd, nonetheless. However, it has opened up new space for those coming from this land to settle.”
 
   “Has there been a lot of them?” asked Dina.
 
   “A fair number,” he replied. “Too many for some of my folk's taste. But they will grow accustomed to new people in time.”
 
   Aaliyah turned to Kaylia. “We were hoping that you and Gewey would return west with us when we depart.” She looked to Dina. “The two of you as well. I am certain your mother would be pleased to see you.”
 
   “My mother visits us quite often actually,” she said. “And it’s bad enough hearing Kaylia go on about Linis and I having a child. When she’s here and they join forces…” She shook her head.
 
   “I would love to go,” said Linis. He kissed Dina’s hand. “But there it much to do here, and I simply can’t spare the time.”
 
   “Also, I think Gewey and I returning west might not be the best idea,” said Kaylia. 
 
   “No one there even remembers you,” Aaliyah countered. “Which, by the way, still amazes me. You would be safe from notice.”
 
   Gewey shook his head. “When I erased all connection between Darshan and Gewey Stedding, it took every bit of my power to accomplish it. I would not risk someone remembering who I really am. To the world, Darshan is dead and Gewey Stedding spent the war hiding in Hazrah. Neither are connected in any way.”
 
   “Well, at least we still remember you,” said Dina. 
 
   “That actually surprised me,” he admitted. “I didn’t intentionally exclude anyone.” He saw the sour expression flash across her face and held up his hand. “Not that I would have wanted any of you to forget me, but I honestly didn’t know how to be that specific. I used the same power that the Dark Knight had used to erase all memory of him. But I knew he’d only partially succeeded. I needed more. Which is why I went to the Chamber of the Maker. It increased my power and hopefully my influence on people’s memory.”
 
   Linis shifted in his seat. Gewey could tell he wanted to say something.
 
   “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “Well,” he began hesitantly. “In all the time we have been living here in Sharpstone, you have never once spoken of what happened in the desert. This is the fourth annual gathering we’ve had, and still you avoid any talk of it when asked.”
 
   Gewey sighed. “I suppose it was too soon…still too fresh in my mind. And there was so much of it that I didn’t really understand.”
 
   “This is the first gathering Aaliyah and I have attended,” said Nehrutu. “So if you are able, I would ask you only one thing. When you met the Creator, what was it like?”
 
   Gewey’s eyes grew distant for a moment. Then Kaylia touched his shoulder and he smiled faintly. 
 
   Nehrutu spoke again. “If you cannot answer, I understand.”
 
   “No,” said Gewey. “For a time it was difficult. But not because of the Creator. There were memories I was trying to push from my mind. It has taken me a few years to make peace with what happened. Those who were lost…those that I failed to save.”
 
   Though unspoken, everyone knew he was thinking about Lee.
 
   “No one alive today has caused more death than I have,” he continued. “How do you live in a world with such a burden on your heart?”
 
   “But we were at war,” Linis told him. “You did not kill simply for the joy of it.”
 
   Gewey nodded. “I know this. But knowing something in your mind and understanding it in your heart are often very different.”
 
   “And how do you feel now?” asked Dina.
 
   “With Kaylia’s help, I have learned to accept the past,” he replied. He took hold of her hand. “I try to remember that I am truly blessed. And that my family needs me. They get me through the dark times when the guilt I carry becomes too much to bear.” He sat up straight and banished his melancholy. “But as to your question…”
 
   The room went silent. 
 
   “When the Dark Knight and I sank into the vortex, I truly thought that was the end. There was no sense at all of my spirit living outside of my body. Only blackness. And even the blackness was fading. I knew I was facing oblivion, and I was terrified. I tried to cry out for help, but I didn’t have a voice.  No matter what I did, I knew the end was coming. 
 
   “It was in this moment of utter despair that I finally realized there was nothing to be done. This was the sacrifice I had agreed to make. My life for the lives of everyone else. So I accepted it and thanked the Creator for giving me the courage to go through with my task.”
 
   He looked up and shook his head. “I can honestly say that, had I known in advance about the sheer terror of oblivion, I couldn’t have done it.”
 
   Dina cocked her head. “But oblivion is just…nothing. How could you have felt fear?”
 
   “We live in this world secure in the knowledge that there is a life beyond this one,” he explained. “The only reason we fear death is because the spirit world and heaven are mysteries to us. There is always that little bit of doubt. Will I go there when I die, or will something else happen? Is this world everything there is for me, or is there more to come? No matter what we think we know, we can’t help but wonder. But this was different. I knew for certain that the complete end was coming. It would be as if I had never existed. My love for Kaylia and our children, my friends, everyone…all gone. More than that, I wouldn’t care about it because I wouldn't exist.”
 
   He could see that no one aside from Kaylia understood.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Just know that in that moment, I was more terrified than I ever thought possible. And then there was nothing.”
 
   Now the group truly looked confused.
 
   “Nothing?” said Millet. “You mean you did die?”
 
   “No,” he replied. “I mean I ceased to exist. I have no memory of what happened. I was no longer of this, or any other world.”
 
   “Then how is it you are here now?” asked Aaliyah.
 
   “I’m not,” he replied. There was a long uncomfortable pause. Then Gewey burst out laughing. “I’m sorry. That was a bad joke. But I really was gone. And for how long, I can’t say.
 
   “My first memory was of standing in the middle of the desert, naked as the day I was born, trying to figure out what had happened. It was then that I saw her.” He shook his head. “No. Saw is not the right word. I did see a blinding light, but it was more like I felt her.” 
 
   “And how was that feeling?” asked Dina in a half whisper.
 
   “How much do you love Linis?” he asked in return. 
 
   “With all of my heart.”
 
   “Try to imagine that love. Then multiply it by the number of drops in the ocean. That is what I felt…and it hurt.”
 
   “It hurt?” repeated Millet incredulously. “How can love hurt?”
 
   “Any strong emotion can cause pain,” he replied. “Love most of all.” 
 
   Millet’s eyes grew suddenly distant, as if recalling a memory of long ago. “That is true. But you’re describing this as if it was a physical pain. Not a broken heart.”
 
   “It was,” he replied. “No one, not even a gods is capable of bearing the full force of the Creator’s love. It’s beyond anything we can fathom. I fell to my knees, screaming for it to stop. But it didn’t. It got worse and worse until I was yearning for death. And still the pain continued increasing.”
 
   Gewey leaned back in his chair, a strange little smile on his lips. “And then something remarkable happened. I returned it. I couldn’t tell you why - or how - but in that moment of the most excruciating pain of my life, I loved her back. And then…all at once…the pain went away.”
 
   “So the Creator only wants our love?” asked Aaliyah. “Is that what you are saying?”
 
   Gewey chuckled. “No. And yes. What I began to understand was that I hadn’t really given her anything. I had given my love to her creation. And the more I began to understand this, the angrier I became. Not at the Creator, but at myself for being so stupid and blind. It was all so very simple.”
 
   “What was?” asked Dina. 
 
   “That all I ever needed to do was surrender myself,” he replied. “If I had, her true power would have been mine, and I would have become invincible. The Dark Knight could have never stood against me. And as I returned the love I was given, I suddenly knew her will.”
 
   “And what was that?” asked Linis.
 
   “For me, it was to return home and raise my family,” he replied. 
 
   Dina obviously expected more. “Yes. But what about me? And Linis? And Aaliyah? Everyone?”
 
   “For you, who knows? But if you listen, you will be able to feel it. It’s simple for each one of us as individuals, but unclear for the world as a whole. It’s one message, while at the same time being many. There may be a single message for everyone…I just don’t know. But I doubt it. I think she has something different in mind for each of us. Otherwise, we would all be the same person.”
 
   “So what happens if we don’t listen?” asked Millet.
 
   “Look around you,” Gewey said. “There is still hatred and mistrust in the world. People still seek vengeance and retribution. That is what happens when we don’t listen. The Creator only wants us to be happy…and that’s all. Nothing more. It’s really that simple. And she doesn’t need us to earn her love. We already have it.”
 
   “What about evil?” asked Nehrutu. “Surely she doesn’t love evil.”
 
   “And why not?” asked Gewey. “Could you stop loving your child for any reason? Even if it did bad things? That’s what we are to her. Children. And naughty children at that. But she still loves us. All of us.”
 
   Dina furled her brow. “Are you saying that the Dark Knight...?”
 
   “She loves him too,” he said, cutting her short. He smirked and rubbed the spot on his chest where the Sword of Truth had pierced his flesh. “All the same, I have to admit I’m glad she didn’t expect me to feel the same way about him.”
 
   “What else did she tell you?” asked Aaliyah.
 
   “Tell me?” He spread his hands. “Nothing in words that I could repeat. But she let me know that I had done well, and that she was proud of me. And when she did, I wept like I have never wept before. I was overjoyed to know that the Creator…my mother... was proud of me. And that she loved me so much that she would bring me back from the depths of oblivion. I felt so much joy that I thought my heart would burst.”
 
   “So did you say anything to her?” asked Millet.
 
   “No,” he replied. He could see the disappointment on their faces. “I couldn’t. Being in her presence was almost more than I was able to stand. I wanted to say thank you...I love you…anything at all. I just couldn’t form the words. And then she was gone. Well, not gone exactly, but the force of her presence had disappeared. 
 
   “From there, I just came home. Kaylia was already here waiting for me. And you know the rest.” He folded his hands on the table and watched with a smile on his face as the group absorbed all that he had said.
 
   The reflective silence was broken by the clamor of dishes and footsteps as two young girls entered carrying platters of thinly sliced mint lamb, fresh bread and spiced carrots.
 
   The mood lightened as they ate and talked of their past adventures. Gewey told of his first meeting with Kaylia in the forest, and how it had nearly cost him his life. And Kaylia told about the time she drugged him with jawas tea for asking too many questions.
 
   After the table was cleared, they retired to a small intimate parlor and sat around the hearth. The stories continued until midnight, on the exact hour of which, Millet poured everyone a glass of plum brandy. 
 
   He raised his glass. “I want to thank you all for coming. It’s wonderful to see everyone together again. I only wish it could last forever. I want you to know that I love each and every one of you.” He closed his eyes. “Here’s to friends. Especially those who are no longer with us.”
 
   Everyone bowed their heads.
 
   “Theopolou,” said Kaylia.
 
   “Maybell,” said Dina.
 
   “Lee,” said Linis.
 
   “My fathers Harman and Gerath,” said Gewey.
 
   “My kinsfolk who fought and died bravely so very far from home,” said Aaliyah. 
 
   Nehrutu wrapped his arms around her shoulders and kissed her brow.
 
   “And to all the other people who sacrificed their lives so that we can be here on this night and share these simple pleasures as friends,” concluded Millet.
 
   They turned up their glasses and finished every last drop. For another hour they talked and laughed, remembering the people they had lost and missed so dearly. Gewey was telling of when he nearly killed Linis using the flow for the first time.
 
   “I had no idea how to channel it, and when I let it go, the ground exploded right underneath him,” he said. “It must have thrown him twenty feet in the air. I was so scared that I’d killed him, I nearly broke down crying.” 
 
   “Do you miss it?” asked Linis
 
   “Miss what?” said Gewey, feigning ignorance.
 
   “You know what. All that power you once had. Now you are just like the rest of us.”
 
   Gewey shrugged. “I still have my strength. And I can still feel the flow. I just can’t use it.”
 
   “Did it affect your bond?” asked Dina.
 
   Gewey shook his head. “Not at all. In fact, after I returned and we reconnected our spirits, it was stronger than ever.”
 
   “Come on,” said Dina with a playful grin. “Are you saying you don’t miss being able to fly off anywhere you want whenever you feel like it?”
 
   “There’s nowhere I’d rather be than here with my family,” he replied. “So no. I really don’t miss it. Losing my power was the price I paid to remain in the mortal realm, and I’d do it again in an instant. Actually, in some ways, I’m happier without it. Powers such as I possessed can be as much a burden as a gift. Aaliyah knows what I mean.”
 
   “Yes,” she agreed. “My powers are but a mere fraction of what yours were, and I too have found it to be so. The responsibility that goes with them is great, and the desire to misuse them is sometimes overwhelming.”
 
   Dina smiled and sighed. “Yes…but to go anywhere you wanted…”
 
   “And where would you go, my wife,” asked Linis in an accusing tone. “Would you leave me to tend the farm while you go adventuring?”
 
   Dina ignored his apparent irritation and laid her head on his shoulder. “Of course not. I’d take you with me. And I wouldn’t go adventuring. I’d go to the hot springs west of the fire hills. The water there is so warm and pure…” She moaned with pleasure at the thought. “I could bathe in it for weeks.” She looked up at Linis and gave him a tender kiss. “I meant to say, we could.”
 
   He smiled and pulled her close.
 
   A few minutes later, Gewey and Kaylia stood up. 
 
   “We should be going,” Kaylia said. “I promised the children that we would be home before they wake up.”
 
   “Linis and I are staying the night,” Dina told her. “But you can take our wagon if you want.”
 
   “That’s not necessary,” said Gewey. “It’s nice out. I think we’d rather walk.”
 
   They said another heartfelt goodbye, then left the manor. Hand in hand while walking along, they talked of how much they had missed their friends, and how long it would seem before they would see them again once they had departed.
 
   When the farmhouse came in sight, Kaylia stopped and closed her eyes for a moment. “They’re asleep,” she said. “And it’s still several hours until dawn.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?” asked Gewey, but with a knowing smile.
 
   “I am saying that the hot springs Dina mentioned sounded wonderful.”
 
   Gewey wrapped his thick, powerful arms around her waist and held her tight. “Very well. But this time, let’s get home before they wake up.”
 
   Kaylia kissed him long and deep. “I’ll try to keep my mind on it.”
 
   The wind rose and swirled around them. In an instant they shot skyward, hurtling west like a blazing comet. Though no one could ever know the truth, whenever they basked in the warm waters of the springs, or sat upon the highest peak of the Razor Edge Mountains, or even strolled the beaches of some remote island, they were not simply Gewey and Kaylia. 
 
   They were Darshan, God of the Wind and Sky, and Kaylia, savior of his soul. 
 
   Their love, like their spirits, would live on…forever.
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