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            A Home in Fur-lol

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      He was standing in front of the same gravestone he’d visited every year since her death.

      To lose a sister at such a young age, and under such mysterious circumstances was more than any young man could be asked to endure.

      Here, underneath the pear tree that grew without a single fruit in its old age, a gravestone symbolized the life of a girl gone far too soon.

      Zaan stood there with his black hair rustling at his shoulders in the cool wind, his blue eyes the color of deep ocean water staring at moss covering the gray gravestone. He scratched the stubble growing dark on his pale-skinned cheek, and thought about all the years he’d lived without her.

      The winds picked up and he grabbed the front of his round, brimmed hat to keep it from flying into the fields of grass that surrounded him off into the horizon. The sun hung low, two fingers before it was going to touch the green grass, and the clouds above hung heavy with a soft red glow. He knelt and ran his fingers along the hard stone.

      “I miss you,” he said. “Everyday. There’s so much to tell you, and so much I won’t be able to . . . ”

      A sharp crack of lighting resounded overhead, and he dipped his head down as the raindrops began to patter on his hat.

      He stood then as the thunder boomed; coursing through the air. Zaan was a tall man, nearly six foot two, as he pulled his vest up over his chest in the chilly rain.

      “It’s been so long since you’ve been gone,” he said, removing his hat, and brushing his dark hair back. “I hope you’d be proud of me now . . . ”

      There was another sharp crack of lightning to the east. He knelt subtly, kissed his fingers on his right hand, and pressed them to the gravestone as the rains came down harder.

      “I’ll come back next year, Emilisa, rest easy until then. You just . . . ”

      As his words trailed off then, something caught his eye—something far off in the fields. It was veiled in shadow underneath dark clouds. But its speed and shape was unmistakable—it was a rider.

      A man or woman on horseback would be no strange sight upon the grasslands near Fur-lol, but this rider was different. He or she was riding at a tremendous pace, as if they were clutching the reins like life and death hung in the balance, and this time—perhaps it was.

      Zaan took long strides, leaving the shrubbery of the pear tree’s empty branches as the rain fell over the brim of his hat, watching the rider far off in the distance race north.

      He wanted to call out, but there’s no way the rider would hear him over the rain, cracking lightning and roaring thunder. Then he saw another thing that peaked his curiosity—another rider—riding at the same pace behind. This rider however, was wearing peculiar clothing for someone on horseback. This rider was wearing a long dress of black with red accents, and she was atop an Elotterel steed, a horse far bigger and more expensive than any normal gentlewoman could afford.

      Zaan stared at what was appearing to be more of a chase now than a normal ride.

      Is the first rider in trouble?

      He took another couple steps forward, gripping the four-inch knife in his pocket.

      The Elotterel steed was running at a pace far faster than an animal that size should be able to run, Zaan thought. As the first rider leaped over a fallen tree in the knee-high grass, something more than a mere storm brewed in the sky above—dark clouds began to funnel, swirling above the rider.

      The rider atop the great steed in the black dress held up a hand toward the clouds, and Zaan thought he caught a glimmer of light flowing from her hand, but he wasn’t sure.

      Darkness overtook the clouds, and as Zaan watched the circling storm, his vision turned dark as well. All he could see was the two riders and the monstrous storm lurking overhead.

      “Ride!” he said, holding the dagger clenched in his fist. “Ride faster!”

      But then his heart sank, and his rapid breathing slowed to a crawl. A sizzling bolt of lightning shot down from the center of the twirling storm of black clouds, and its sharp tip shot into the first rider, landing with a burst of white light that exploded with a boom a second later.

      “No,” Zaan whispered to himself.

      He watched helplessly as the rider and horse turned to small bumps of shadow, lying motionless. Then, he looked at the slowing rider in the dress behind, whose head turned, and Zaan saw her long, wet silver hair whipping at her chest. Her face, veiled in shadow, stared into his. Her gaze turned back to the downed rider, and her horse trotted over at a steady pace.

      There’s no way that she . . . caused that lightning strike . . . right? That would be some sort of magic if she did . . . and there’s no such thing as magic.

      The silver-haired woman was soon at the side of the fallen rider and horse, and Zaan watched in dread as she unsheathed a dagger from her horse’s saddle.

      “No!” he yelled at her, and began to run to the fallen rider as Zaan could see them stirring on the ground.

      As he ran, his long legs ran as fast as they could, as he watched helplessly as the woman continued toward the downed rider with her dagger fixed at her side.

      Zaan wasn’t even halfway to them, as he watched in horror as she knelt down beside the rider, seemed to whisper something in their ear, and then she drove the dagger into their stomach. She quickly stood up, and even with Zaan running at them at a tremendous pace, she turned—without looking at him—and mounted her horse. She looked down at the rider dying, as she clapped her stirrups on the horse’s sides, and as it trotted past the downed rider, she spat on them as she did.

      She galloped northward, as the rains continued, and as she moved at a steady pace, Zaan was almost upon the rider. He was so close he could see the motionless horse, and he saw the rider’s flesh was so badly burned, light wisps of smoke were smoldering off of it.

      He now ignored the woman riding off into the distance and dropped to his knees to examine the dying woman, who was holding her stomach with hands covered in blood.

      Zaan didn’t know what to say as he inspected her, her golden hair was dark and singed, her auburn, smooth skin was burnt and blackened, and whose bright blue pupils were framed by whites nearly rose red. All he could muster to say was, “Tell me what I can do to help you . . . ”

      The woman with the blue eyes coughed up a spatter of blood that landed on her cheeks, and with her hand risen, gripped onto Zaan’s collar, bringing him in close to her face. Her eyes were wide, and although the rider didn’t look scared to die, her gaze showed that there was something far more important on her mind than death.

      “Auracity,” she whispered in agony. “There’s an inn there—the Raven’s Roost.” She coughed again, turning her head. “Tell them I fell . . . ” The woman’s eyes were glossing over.

      “Tell who?” Zaan asked, with the hard rains pattering on his head.

      “Tell him she got another one of us,” she said, coughing hard again to the side. Then her eyes moved to Zaan’s and the woman gave an intense stare. “Do this for me . . . please.”

      “Auracity is far off,” Zaan said, “but if you wish, stranger, I’ll go there for you if you ask it of me.”

      The dying woman smiled, light smoke still rising from her body. “Take this with you,” she said, as her hands raised suddenly and with surprising strength, gripped the sides of Zaan’s face.

      “Hey!” Zaan said, trying to pull away, but the woman’s hands gripped his head too tightly. “Let go!”

      “There’s something that needs to survive me,” the woman said with her reddened eyes staring hard into Zaan’s.

      Suddenly, a searing, blue light shot into the man’s eyes, and the redness faded away as a beautiful and intoxicating glow emerged from her eyes.

      “You seem pure of heart,” she said, holding tightly onto Zaan’s face, as he suddenly stopped resisting her grip as he looked into the rich, blue light. “Protect this for me. It’s very important. It comes from the gods themselves . . . ”

      With that, the light that now had turned to golden flames creeping out from the blue lights, shot into Zaan’s eyes.

      Zaan tried to lurch back from the blinding light that was flowing into his head from hers, but she held tight now to the back of his neck. He screamed in panic, but remained stuck in her grip.

      The lights flooded his body, and in that moment all he could think about was death. He thought he was going off to the lights of the afterlife. His body seized, as the blood rushed from his heart to his limbs, and his mind was fixed upon the rider’s eyes as she stared into his.

      Then, as suddenly as the lights entered into him—they faded.

      Zaan blinked in disbelief, but once his eyes re-adjusted to the gloomy, overcast sky, he looked to see the rider’s blue eyes slink back into her head. Her bloody hands slunk down to her sides, and her shoulders fell back to the ground. He watched helplessly as she died.

      A fogginess enveloped Zaan then, and although he fought it, the drowsiness hit him like being struck by a steed in full sprint.

      He fell to his side of the rider, landed on his back, and as the light raindrops pattered on his head, the darkness overcame him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Zaan awoke to the sound of splitting, crackling thunder. His blue eyes shot open at the coursing boom that resounded through the air. As he sat up, he cupped the sides of his head as the sharp headache cut into the back of his head.

      “Argh,” he groaned in a gruff voice. “What happened?”

      Under the night sky now, devoid of stars as the heavy clouds hung overhead like thick, black cotton, the realization of what had happened and where he’d been came roaring back to him as he looked at the motionless body of the dead rider and steed next to him.

      In the wet grass, and under the pouring rains that fell hard to the ground, Zaan stood, brushing his black, wet hair back over his forehead. He’d never seen a dead body before, and never imagined a body could contain so much blood. He expected to be more sick from the grizzly sight, and brought his hands up to inspect them. Not shaking? I’ve got to get someone back in town. That murderer can’t get away.

      The memory of the blue lights in the rider’s eyes and the golden light that flowed into him, came back to him then . . .

      That must have just been a dream . . .  That couldn’t have been real. Yeah, that only happened in my mind. I don’t feel any different . . .

      He turned back west and began to run. He was heading back toward the pear tree he’d been casually nestled underneath before the chase appeared. Beyond the tree the faint glow of his small town sparkled in the distance, shimmering their golden hue between the streaking drops of rain.

      Fur-lol was a tiny town that housed no more than one-thousand people at its greatest. He’d lived there his entire life, and knew that at that time of night there’s only one place the reeves would be—Drake’s Inn. He ran as quickly as his feet could carry him through the tall grass, with the wind at his back. The rains had been happening for hours now, but Zaan knew the true dangers of storms in the lands of Essill. It only took a second for the Aterax to act up, and he wouldn’t want to be this far out from town all by himself if it came.

      He took deep breaths as his long legs carried him quickly across the plains, and the lights of the fires within cobblestone homes glowed brighter with each stride. Streams of wafting smoke floated up to the clouds like thin, dark fingers reaching out to touch the heavens.

      His boots finally hit paved stones, and finally the rains began to fade, and the sounds of crickets chirping and horse neighs flowed down the roads of Fur-lol. His lungs heaved heavy breaths as he turned sharply right around the corner of the first building of town—a single-story dwelling of cobblestone with a red roof of clay tiles. Drake’s Inn was the only place open at this time of night, and the only place a lush like the town reeve would be stationing himself with rains like these.

      Zaan ran down another stretch of road, three-hundred feet or so, finding his way to the two-story sole tavern in Fur-lol that was Drake’s. Four windows on both sides of the wooden, double doors were glowing with firelight that illuminated the bustling commotion that was happening inside the tavern.

      Bursting through the double doors like a man driven into mad panic, every set of eyes in the inn shot at him wide. Zaan’s wet hair was hanging in front of his face, as drops of water fell to the woven rug at the entrance to Drake’s. His eyes shot around the room, scanning for the reeve.

      “Zaan Talabard,” the mustached inn-keep said from behind the smooth-top, freshly lacquered bar. “Why, what’s the matter boy? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “As a matter of fact,” Zaan said, still heaving hefty breaths, “maybe I have.”

      “Come now,” one of the female patrons with her blond hair pulled up into a bun, “you must be as cold as ice.” She led him by the arm toward the bar and the innkeeper. But Zaan’s eyes continued to look over both shoulders, looking, scanning. Then he found him, sitting around the corner of the long bar, and to the left of the stone fireplace that stood as high as Zaan himself.

      “Thanks,” he said, brushing away the woman’s arms with a smile. “Perhaps later.”

      “Oren,” Zaan called, walking briskly over to the Reeve who was talking to a muscular man in brown leather armor and an exotic looking woman with a red tattoo on her neck.

      “Zaan,” Oren said as he stood up from the bar. He raised his bushy, brown eyebrows showing his hazel eyes. His head was bald except for frazzled gray hairs encircling that completely bald spot atop his head. Zaan had always thought Oren looked more like a bookkeeper than any sort of military officer, especially with his golden spectacles and pocket watch nestled in his chest pocket, but Zaan had seen him handle his fair share of unruly travelers in their town. Fur-lol was south of Auracity by many miles, but the main road that went through their town flowed down to the southern parts of Essill. “Tell me, what’s wrong.” The man and woman with Oren both looked at Zaan with inquisitive eyes.

      “A murder,” Zaan said, finally with his breath slowed. The bustling in the room silenced immediately at that word. Murder was not at all common in this peaceful farming town. “I’ve just seen a murder. Out on the plains eastward.”

      “A murder?” a couple of the patrons gasped.

      Oren looked around the room at the shocked, pale looks on the faces of the patrons around the room. He wrapped his fingers around his mug, still half full of frothy ale, lifted it to his lips beneath his scratchy mustache, chugged down the rest of its cool contents, and then said, “Show me.”
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        * * *

      

      A half hour later there was quite the gathering around the bloody sight of the murder. Torchlight flickered in the cool winds under the thinning clouds, the scattered stars like sparkling diamonds, and the faint glow of pale moonlight.

      Oren was kneeling down, inspecting the body closer with his keen eyes. Zaan stood next to him as the memories of the woman with silver hair on horseback came back to him.

      “Who’d stab a woman to death,” Oren said, scratching his head as he rose, “after she was struck by lightning?”

      “Have you ever heard of anything like this?” Zaan asked with his arms folded over his chest.

      Oren shook his head. “Never . . . ”

      “I have,” a strong man’s voice said then at the other side of the two corpses. Zaan looked up to see it was the same man in leather armor Oren had been sitting with in the inn. In the torchlight, his auburn eyes glared down at the body from under his bushy red eyebrows. The man was as wide at the shoulders as any man Zaan had ever seen. He had a broad nose, a short unkempt brown beard, and lively hair combed back. He reached out with large, strong callused hands to the fallen rider. “I’ve heard of a rider that stalks in the night, killing seemingly at random.” He stood then, looking to the north. “But I didn’t think that same rider would’ve ridden this far inland. She sticks to the north, and the coasts . . . ”

      Zaan scratched his head.

      “What did she look like again?” the woman standing next to the broad-shouldered man said in a slightly low voice. She was the same woman who sat with Oren also. Her dark eyes were narrow, she had a hard angled jaw line, her black hair was slicked back, and she had perfect posture as she spoke with her hands at her back.

      “Long silver hair, but she was young, not old like that color might imply. She wore a fine dress of black with red tips, and she rode an Elotterel,” Zaan said.

      “Did you get a look at her face?” the woman asked—the crowd of several dozen looked at Zaan, eagerly awaiting his answer.

      “—No,” he said, lowering his head, “not really. It was dark, and she was far off.”

      “Well, silver hair gives us something to go off,” Oren said. “I’ll send out warrants to King Hollon in Auracity. They can spread the word from there.”

      Auracity . . . she wants me to go to Auracity, I haven’t been there since I was a child. I told her I would, so that I will.

      Oren motioned for a couple of the men to help him cover the bodies in tan tarps they’d                            brought. “We’ll bury them in the morning. Be off to bed all of ya now, we’ve all had enough excitement for one night.”

      The crowd mumbled between themselves, and then slowly began to make their way back to town. The broad-shouldered man and woman with slick, black hair followed. Zaan ran after.

      “Excuse me,” he said, laying a hand on the man’s shoulder. He turned.

      “Yes,” he said in a gruff voice.

      “I haven’t seen you in Fur-lol before,” Zaan said. “I’d like to hear more about what you’ve heard about this rider.”

      The strong man’s eyes peered into Zaan’s. “That I’ll do,” he said. “And I feel there’s more for you to tell us about what you saw than you’re willing to tell.”

      “Let us meet tomorrow,” the woman said. “We will talk then.”

      “Midday?” the man asked. “In the tavern?”

      Zaan nodded, and they turned and walked back with the crowd toward Fur-lol. He then looked back at the tarp covering the woman and horse, both burned and bloodied underneath.

      Who would do such a thing? What kind of evil is out there that we don’t know about? Whatever it is, I hope to never see it again . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      As he walked back alone toward town, a strange memory popped into his head. Looking at the trails of smoke rising into the moonlit sky from the houses in Fur-lol, he thought about a story he used to hear when he was a child.

      His mother used to read him a book long ago, he forgot the name, about an animal that could ride smoke into the sky. He didn’t remember why it rode smoke into the sky, but he imagined it would be a magnificent sight. He did vaguely remember the animal looking like a cross between a tiger and a great elk. It was called a Tangier.

      A Tangier—what a sight that would be to behold . . .

      Once back within town, he quickly made his way to his home. Not so much a house, but a two-story cylindrical dwelling that could be described as a hut made of wood with a solid roof. Two windows were on either side of his arching red door.

      Using a rusty skeleton key from his pocket, Zaan opened the hickory door. Delicately he placed his hat and shirt upon the rack to the left of his front door to drip dry. He checked his reflection in the window by the hat rack, scratched at the stubble on his chin, and wiped his black, wet hair from his brow.

      Zaan Talabard looked around his home: sparse wicker furniture, an oval cherrywood table, and a granite fireplace with the pungent aroma of smoldering coals wafting from it. The open room was dimly lit from the overcast clouds seen in the windows. Arching rafters curved over him, he had to duck under all of them by the walls of the room. His wet hair hung below his chin; and grazed his lips on a windy day.

      He put on a dry shirt that was next to the wet one he’d just hung to dry, which spattered droplets on the ground laden with gray stones. The shirt was a nice cotton, made by one of his neighbors, and was torn at one elbow. His sopping shoes had already been left outside.

      One thing he was sure of: His dog Oscar was probably hungry, as it was later that day than he’d normally been fed. Zaan went up to his bedroom, opened the door, and saw Oscar lying at the foot of the bed, on a pillow on the stone floor. The dog didn’t notice his master come into the room.

      Zaan called his name: “Oscar!” The dog made no response.

      “Oscar!” he said again, with more emphasis.

      Oscar jerked his head up to see what had made the sound. He looked around for a moment before focusing in on his master’s white eyes and teeth as Zaan smiled.

      “Hey, boy, you hungry?” Zaan asked.

      Oscar struggled to his paws, went up to Zaan’s feet, and smiled up at his owner. He rubbed his muzzle into Zaan’s shin.

      “Aw, good boy. Let’s go get you some dinner,” Zaan said.

      They sat together by the fireplace, Zaan at one of the two chairs at his small unkempt table. He passed some of the chicken and green vegetables from his plate to Oscar’s dish, and the dog slowly picked out which morsels he wanted.

      Zaan’s feet had finally dried. Stretching out his toes in the warmth of the fire, he leaned back in his chair. A smile crept across his face as he sipped some light red wine with lots of tannins and a hint of fig. Then his smile faded, seeing that woman thrust her dagger into the rider’s stomach in his mind.

      He was asleep within half an hour in the chair by the warm fire, with his dog next to him. It wasn’t uncommon to not make it to his bed until halfway into the night.
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        * * *

      

      The sounds of horse neighs and the slow pounding of people’s feet on the dirt awoke Zaan. It was now Sunday, as Zaan dropped his legs over the side of his bed, rubbing his eyes.

      He carried Oscar down the stairs, fed him, and started some water in his copper kettle. Then the two of them went outside to relieve themselves.

      “Midday,” he said to himself. “Just a few more hours.”

      The sun was brilliantly warm for early September, albeit a bit damp from the rains. Autumn had arrived, and the trees had just started to show signs of color. The nearby smoke from the night prior was all but gone except for a few remnants, mainly from the bakery. The huge plume in the distance was from the castle of Auracity. It was a constant chimney; as normal to the people of Fur-lol as the moon at night.

      After returning to his steaming kettle, he poured and polished off more than a pint of lavender honey tea. He then decided to make his way to the inn early, he didn’t mind waiting; with how excited he was.

      A few years ago, he would have taken Oscar with him, but now it would be more arduous than advantageous. Oscar’s claws were long and curled; his fur was matted from lying about. The dog was anything but purebred, and his gray muzzle started the cascade of colors down his coat—browns, blacks, reds and what even seemed like a shimmer of green in the right light.

      Behind the dog’s aged, foggy eyes, Zaan remembered the vivid life they once held. When Zaan had first seen him hobbling on the streets years prior, he’d thought Oscar looked more like a fox than a street dog. In the darkness he’d seen a slender, agile frame of black with piercing evergreen eyes staring straight at him. At first he was scared of the street dog, but it didn’t take long for them to become best friends.

      The old dog was now as sweet as a kitten to its mother. All he wanted to do was be at Zaan’s side.

      He made his way on the soft dirt and pointed himself in the direction of Drake’s.
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        * * *

      

      He opened the doors to the inn, and was surprised that—as early as he was, one hour in fact—the man and woman were already sitting at a round table at the corner of the inn. They spotted him quickly as he entered the musty room. Bright daylight flooded into the many windows of the room, illuminating the dust and smoke that filled the air.

      Zaan approached and the broad-shouldered man pushed out a chair for him with his boot.

      The innkeeper came over promptly, and as Zaan sat, he asked if Zaan wanted a drink, which he politely declined with a wave of his hand.

      “Me names Wollen,” the man said with a large callused handshake. “Wollen Forentooth.”

      “Zaan Talabard,” he said, with a grin. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Xersha,” the woman said with a nod from Zaan’s left. She made no motion to shake hands. She causally smiled, and Zaan caught what appeared to be a redness in her teeth, it seemed unusual. Then he noticed behind her a great longbow with tightly wrapped leather at its grip laying on a chair. Next to Wollen was a sheathed longsword that weighed a great deal.

      “So, what brought you to our small town?” Zaan asked, scratching his pant leg under the table.

      “Just passing through,” Xersha said, taking a sip of what smelled like warm rose tea with a splash of brandy.

      “We’re passing up from the Himlas, heading west,” Wollen said with a glint in his eye, leaning towards Zaan, looming over his mug of ale. “That’s until whatever happened last night . . .  happened.”

      “You’re staying then?” Zaan asked.

      “No,” Wollen said, leaning back and gulping down a mouthful of foamy ale. “But we’re always looking for work.”

      “What kind of work were you doing in the mountains—in the Himlas?” Zaan asked.

      “This and that . . . ” Xersha said.

      “Are you . . . ” Zaan hesitated to ask, “ . . .  assassins?”

      Wollen belted out a loud burst of laughter, clapping his stomach. Xersha laughed into her drink too. “Far from it,” he laughed.

      Zaan’s face flushed.

      “We’re . . . ” Wollen said, wiping the tear from his eye. “Treasure hunters . . . in a sense.”

      “Treasure hunters?” Zaan asked. “What kind of treasure you after?”

      “All kinds,” Xersha said.

      “Did you find any treasure in the mountains?” Zaan asked, putting both elbows on the table and leaning in.

      Wollen motioned for another round of drinks from the innkeep, and Zaan turned and asked for one as well.

      “Not exactly,” Wollen said. “But it led us here, and as we were about to head into the Bolgivish desert, now we found something interesting here.”

      “The rider?” Zaan asked.

      “The rider,” Wollen said with a nod.

      “You sure you’re not assassins?” Zaan laughed.

      “I won’t say we haven’t been called that before,” Wollen said. “I like to think we are more of opportunists, but we do know how to fight.”

      “You say she rode an Elotterel Steed?” Xersha said. “That makes her quite unique. Those are expensive beasts, more fit for a queen than a killer.”

      The innkeeper brought over the drinks and lay them out before them.

      “What have you heard of the woman?” Zaan asked. “You said last night you’ve heard of her before.”

      “Aye,” Wollen said, taking another gulp. “More like myths though. Some say she’s a witch.”

      “A witch?” Zaan asked with a raised eyebrow. “That does sound like a myth.”

      Wollen shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve seen stranger . . . ”

      Zaan leaned in. “Wait, you’ve seen something like a witch?”

      “It’s a big world lad,” he said. “We hardly even know what lies beyond the seas. You ever heard of what lays past the Great Sea?”

      “Nothing,” Zaan said. “That’s the End of the World. Everyone knows that.”

      “Not us,” Xersha said. “How can everyone be certain it’s just the four continents: Essill, The Arr, The Worforgon and Sarcasus? Just because no one returns from sailing on the western sea, doesn’t mean there’s nothing there . . .  Now, you going to tell us what else happened last night, Zaan?” Both of them peered into Zaan’s eyes with intent gazes then.

      “She asked me something as she was dying,” he said. And perhaps gave me something, although I feel nothing different. “She asked me go to a place in Auracity for her. Deliver a message.”

      “What message?” Xersha asked, rubbing her chin.

      “Just to tell some patrons of an inn that she passed,” he said.

      “That it?” Xersha asked.

      He nodded.

      “You gonna do it?” Wollen asked.

      Zaan nodded again.

      “Good lad,” Wollen said, taking up another swill of his ale. Zaan took a sip of his ale too. “I’d appreciate the favor if I asked a stranger a similar request. Be good fer ya to hit the open road, get outta this small town.”

      Zaan took another sip. “You hear anything else about the rider?” he asked, “besides her being a witch and all?”

      “You said she wasn’t old,” Xersha said. “But they say she’s lived far beyond her years, and that yes . . . she does possess a dark magic from the old world—from the Olden Age.”

      “Back when there were gods?” Zaan asked.

      Xersha nodded with a sip of her tea, and then said, “Back in the days when religion was practiced, and the names of the gods were remembered.”

      “She couldn’t have lived that long,” Zaan said with wide eyes. “That’s impossible.”

      “Who knows the truth,” Wollen said. “All I know is that if someone will pay us enough gold and solids, we’ll take out the witch.”

      “I’d like to see her come to justice for killing that woman,” Zaan said.

      “Cell or sword,” Wollen said. “Don’t matter to me, as long as the money spends.”

      He then guzzled the last of his ale, and looked at Xersha. He then threw an Oreck and two slits on the table. “Well, young master Zaan, good luck on your travels.” He stood up from the table, grabbing his broadsword and fixing it to his hip. Xersha stood and bowed her head slightly to him after grabbing her bow. That was when he saw the short sword at her hip.

      “To you as well,” Zaan said, and watched as they made their way out of the tavern.

      Maybe our paths will cross again someday.
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      The curiosity of the open world filled Zaan’s mind almost every moment of the day now. He loved his town, but it was as if there were strings pulling him away. Auracity seemed closer than ever, and the strings were already doing their work on him.

      Before he was to have supper with his parents, he thought he would seek the advice of the wisest man he knew . . .

      He knocked once on the old oak door and heard a familiar voice call from the other side.

      “Who is it?” a man called from the other side in a frail voice.

      “It’s Zaan.”

      “Oh yes, come in, come in.” The old man beckoned with a smile as he opened the creaky door.

      The old man was Cartwright Pestock, one of Zaan’s instructors from school. He taught the sciences, all of them, and was something of the master of intellect there. He had a full white beard, was completely bald, and had gold-rimmed glasses that were as thick as a finger. The more recent years had not been kind to him, but he had many years behind him.

      Grandpa Pest was his nickname in town. He was a slow mover and required help in menial tasks often. Zaan thought the name Grandpa Pest was rude, but then again the man liked Zaan, and not everyone else in town was so lucky.

      “What can I do for you, Zaan?” he asked slowly.

      “I have some questions, about the world . . . and you were the first person I thought may have some answers.”

      “Oh, well I may have some. Tell you what, I have a proposal for you,” Cartwright said. “You scratch my back, and I scratch yours.”

      “I know too well to agree to anything outright from you, Professor. What do you propose, then?”

      “Patch my roof is all. I’m getting wrinkles from water falling on my head all night from these storms. Don’t worry, though. I will pay you on top of it. Do you agree to my terms? Two solids, two shims, and some answers, although I can’t guarantee I know them. Deal?” Cartwright said.

      Grandpa Pest indeed, that roofing job would be a full day’s work. “Three solids total, and some answers,” Zaan bargained.

      “Okay, deal. The supplies are out back for fixing the thatching. I bet you thought you were going to get your question in first. A dry house supersedes fulfilled curiosity, I’m afraid. Plus I smell rain,” Cartwright said, seeming a little quicker now. Zaan knew he’d been outsmarted by the old man, but he thought a little hard work would distract his mind.

      It took Zaan only five hours to complete the patch job—fewer than he’d thought. They both sat around Cartwright’s fireplace as he warmed and poured cider spiked with some cheap brandy. The aroma made Zaan’s mouth water—it had a hint of cinnamon and was quite delicious.

      “Well done with the roof. I do certainly appreciate a dry home. Now what questions have you got, Son? I don’t suppose this has anything to do with that poor lass you found on the outskirts of town? A terribly dreadful scene from all I heard,” Cartwright said.

      “I should have known you’ve heard about that by now,” Zaan said after taking another sip and brushing his hair back behind his ears. It was like you said . . . terribly dreadful. My question does have something to do with that, yes . . . I’ve been called to go to the city . . . as a favor . . . ”

      “By the rider who was murdered?” Pestock asked.

      Zaan nodded.

      “This may sound weird, but there are a couple of parts to the question. I met a couple of travelers yesterday, and met with them today. I can’t stop thinking about the conversation we had. They told me there are witches and sorts of monsters out there. Is this even possible? I mean, other than in stories?” He laughed. “That can’t be true right, things such as magic?”

      The old man’s eyes, behind his gold-rimmed glasses stared down at the fire.

      “They also said there may be a world to the west,” Zaan said.

      Cartwright was slow to respond. “So, you are referring to the mythical continent on the other side of the Great Sea. Let’s get to that one first.” He ran his slender fingers down his gray beard. “It’s reasonable to think so. You learned in school of the four continents in our world. The Arr, to the east, on the other side of the Elden Sea. The Worforgon, to the south, across the Sonter Sea. We have Sarcasus to the north, a mighty cold place. And we have Essill, where we live.” He took a sip of the warm cider. “You know how difficult and dangerous it is to travel across any sea.”

      “Because of the Aterax,” Zaan added.

      “Yes, it is most common upon the open waters, causing massive tidal waves and vicious lightning storms suddenly. But . . . you were taught that we believe our people came from overseas, possibly from the Arr to escape the harsh deserts over there. It’s not crazy to think that if people can cross that sea, then they can cross the Great Sea.”

      “But we don’t know of any who have made it there, or from there. I just can’t get past that. If no one has ever come from there, wouldn’t that mean it most likely doesn’t exist?” Zaan asked.

      “The logical answer is yes, there is probably nothing out there. But the curious part of us wants to think there is something out there, doesn’t it? It possibly took centuries for all of our continents to become known to us. Might it take another century to discover something out there? Who knows?” He gave a stern look to Zaan, leaning toward him. “Not thinking of going over there, no?”

      “No, I just feel this sense of,” he said as he rubbed his knuckles, “urgency, for lack of a better term, to get out there. Somewhere, like I’m being called into the world. It’s not just seeing what happened to that rider. I feel like there’s something different in me now. It’s hard to explain . . .  I’m not charting course for open waters . . . yet.”

      “So, shall we head to your first question about, what did you say, monsters?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “I know it’s a stupid question, but is there any evidence in history of these things?”

      “It’s not a stupid question, but it’ll be another difficult answer. You know the tale of the Forgotten Names of the Gods?”

      “Yes, mostly. About how the Great Essillean War ended the Olden Age, and we lost all the records or names of the gods that used to exist,” Zaan said.

      “Precisely, but what is lesser known is that there was a king who, according to legend, lived for five hundred years. His name was King Dür, and he resided over the lost Kingdom of Celendrial to the south of here. He was overthrown in the Battle of Dürmant by King Asil to end the Great Essillean Wars.”

      “Everyone knows of King Asil, the Great King.”

      “The interesting thing is, there is actually evidence that King Dür lived those five hundred years. Handwritten letters from the king hundreds of years apart,” Cartwright said with his eyes wide.

      “Really, I never heard that,” Zaan said, setting his cup on the table, leaning in towards the professor.

      “It’s one of those secrets the kings keep. But what does that mean? If anything it signifies that there are impossible things that may have been possible.” Cartwright took a deep breath, and his eyes looked into Zaan’s and shimmered. “Of course, that is one of the wonders of life: mystery. Without it, there would be no more search for knowledge, and the mind would become something of a prune over time, I believe. As for your monsters, yes, there are many monsters in this world. They look like you and me though, and are masters of camouflage. There is the possibility that real monsters exist or existed, but who am I to give such knowledge? I have seen no troll, no ogre, nor a pixie. I am not one to tell you yes or no on such matters. Hell, there are even stories of great dragons soaring the skies long ago in the Arr! But . . .” He took a long breath. “If there is one thing I am certain of and that my studies have shown me, it is that the Forgotten Gods created such wonders of light and beauty in this world that absolutely there is the possibility of true, horrific evil embodied in vessels of destruction.” Cartwright took a drink of cider. “It is so nice to be dry in my house. Indeed, nice it is.”

      “Dragons . . . ” Zaan whispered to himself in disbelief, his eyes gazing up at the top of the old man’s house. “Trolls . . . ogres . . .  I’m sure I’d like to never see an ogre in real life.”

      “You’d be right not to,” Pestock said. “Now, what’s this about you going to Auracity? Alone?”

      “Yes, that’s the plan. I make to leave soon, too. I’ve just got to see my parents first and tell them. My father won’t mind, but you know my mum, she’s always worrying about me leaving because my pa got in so much trouble out on the road. But that was before I was even born. I’ve got to get out of this small town. After seeing that woman kill that rider, if there’s anything I can do to help her see justice, then I may find it in the city.”

      “Then, go you must!” Pestock said, holding his hand out for Zaan, who took it. “Life is short, believe me when I say—far too short. Go off and find your own adventure. But be safe, your mother is mindful to be wary. Even if there aren’t witches waiting for you out on the road, a wild boar or a snakebite could do you in just as easily.” He winked with a wry smile at Zaan.

      They both stood. “Thanks professor.”

      “You be sure to come back and see me when you come back from Auracity,” Cartwright said. “These old bones don’t get around too well nowadays, but these ears do just fine!”

      Zaan left briskly after, made his way back home to get Oscar for his trip to his parents’ house, because he couldn’t wait much longer. He’d leave the following morning for the city.
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      The walk to his parents’ home took twice as long this time, as he let Oscar come along. Their small stone-laden home with wooden roof made him more nostalgic than normal. He was reminded of his childhood with his sister, and how much he missed her.

      I missed coming over here on her birthday yesterday because of what happened out on the plains, it’s the first time I’ve missed being here for that . . .

      He gave a brief knock, and then twisted the handle, unlatching the door, as Oscar rushed through the cracked door.

      “Hullo, my boy,” his father said as he entered into the house. Janos was peeling potatoes at the table.

      “Hi, Dad. How are ya?”

      His father, Janos, was a man who used to be known through the town of Fur-lol as a traveler of the lands. Now, sitting there, his back was hunched, his adventurous dark blue eyes were behind eyelids of heavy wrinkles. He had a coarse gray beard with its last traces of the black hairs that it was once comprised of. He looked ten years more aged than he actually was.

      “Good.” His eyes turned to Oscar and he got up from the table. “Hey buddy, I haven’t seen you in ages. Are you hungry?” Oscar’s ears perked up. Janos gave him some smoked elk jerky that had been sitting out on the table. “I’m surprised you brought him. He seems to be doing pretty well.”

      “Yeah, he’s a good boy. He picked up his step when he realized we were coming here.”

      Ingrette came into the room from around the corner with her warm smile, gave Zaan a hug, and kissed his cheek. “Hi, Zaan.” She sat at the table and poured water from the kettle over some tea leaves into a mug. She took a small sip of the hot chamomile tea. “Oh, you brought Oscar. That’s wonderful. Hi, boy.” She reached over and petted his head delicately. “How’s your week been?”

      She was of tan complexion, with bright white-and-blond hair. Her skin was taut from years under the sun. She was slim and wore vibrantly colored dresses and earrings. Her eyes were dull blue that showed gentle understanding with a boldness of love, but there was a slight glimmer of pain in them.

      “It’s been a good week. I went and saw Professor Pestock today. It’s always good to see the old man.”

      “Grandpa Pest,” Janos huffed under his breath. “He make you take his chamber pot out?”

      “Oh, Janos, you stop,” Ingrette said. “I swear, Zaan, I don’t know how I’ve stayed married to your father this long.”

      “It’s my boyish charm,” Janos said with a sly grin.

      “Yeah, something like that.” She stood up and went over to rubbing sage leaves and citrus rinds on the chicken on the counter. “So what did you and the professor talk about?” she asked as she rubbed a coarse salt over the poultry.

      “We talked about history, and yes, I repaired his roof, Dad.” Janos laughed.

      “History, huh? That man sure knows a lot. Well that was nice of you to stop by. He may not have said it, but I’m guessing he enjoyed the company. Can you peel these too, honey?” She handed Janos some carrots. “Did you hear about that poor woman and her horse? Struck by lightning I heard, how dreadful.” She was looking back at the stone countertop as she said this.

      She must not know yet that I was there. Perhaps that’s for the best . . . for now . . .

      There were a few minutes of no conversation as Zaan and Janos peeled gold potatoes and purple carrots before Zaan spoke.

      “I think I’m going to be off to Auracity tomorrow.” He waited to gauge any reaction from his parents. “You wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on Oscar for me, and keeping my plants watered?”

      “Just like your damned father you are,” Ingrette said, clapping her hand against the stone. “Just off to walk the two-hundred miles to that slimy city, are ya?”

      “What’re you wanting to do up there?” Janos asked, with an up-turned eyebrow. “And who you mean to be off with?”

      “I . . . I was planning on going alone,” Zaan replied. “I’ll make it there just fine. I’ll stay up in a tavern a couple of days, walk around and see the city. I haven’t been since you took me there when I was so young I can hardly remember.”

      “Why don’t you just stay a bit longer,” Ingrette said, turning and putting her hand on Zaan’s cheek. “Find someone to go with, hitch on a wagon.”

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind,” Zaan said. “I could use a good walk.”

      “Talk to your father about it,” she said, turning back to concentrate on the cooking. “I don’t want to think about this. Right when people are dropping from lightning strikes!”

      “I heard it might have been a murder,” Janos said, looking into his son’s eyes with a wink.

      “Oh great,” Ingrette said, spinning with her arms raised above her head. “Now there’s a murderer out there too!”

      Two hours later, the rains had fully subsided and left a cool wafting breeze rolling in from the fields behind the house.

      Dinner was about ready, and Zaan had lit the torches in the backyard. The table was set, and the smell of crisp chicken skin with lemon and herbs wafted all around. Oscar was on all fours staring through the back door into the kitchen.

      The view from the Talabard’s backyard was exquisite. Crops and lands as far as the eyes could see, not a hill or mountain to interrupt the beautifully predictable view. The crops rolled with the wind as light danced on the wheat long past harvested.

      The chicken was laid on the table, accompanied by fresh green beans and carrots with wild garlic, fresh rolls, and buttered potatoes. This meal was made very important to Zaan; he would remember it the rest of his life.

      “Happy birthday, Emilisa,” Ingrette began. “We wish you could be here to eat and be with us. We meant to do this yesterday, but your brother forgot.”

      “I didn’t forget, I just couldn’t make it . . . ” Zaan said with his head down. “I am sorry though.”

      Janos began to plate food onto Ingrette’s plate. “She would have been seventeen today,” he said.

      “I miss her. It still doesn’t make sense to me why she had to die so young. So many people grow old. Why did she have to be one of those kids you hear about who . . .” A mixture of anger and sadness was in Zaan’s tone.

      “Some things just aren’t made to make sense,” Janos said in a gruff voice. “Things happen; people are born; people die. I remember her on her first horse. It was magical. She and the horse had a connection. She never had to say a thing to it, they had an unspoken bond. I remember her golden hair flying behind her as she sped along the trail that first time. Do you remember that, Zaan?”

      “Yeah. I do,” he said. I can still remember that as if it was yesterday.

      Janos hadn’t touched his food; his gaze wandered toward the fields as he fiddled with his beard.

      The rest of the meal was quiet. The bustle of the wind and the clicking of cutlery hitting porcelain plates was all that was heard, and an occasional belch from one of the men. All of them thought of their time past with their lost family member. It had been eight years since Emilisa had passed on, and time had begun to repair their hearts, but they all thought of her frequently, every day. Everyone in town had known her, and the loss of such a kind soul saddened them all.

      Drowning was supposed to be a peaceful way to go, was what Zaan told himself often, but it didn’t make sense. She knew how to swim, and she had died in the river down the road, which she had swum in all her life. The mystery of it had put more than a few wrinkles in the crow’s feet on Ingrette’s face. The anger may have passed, but there were so many other emotions that cut just as bad.

      After dinner, the mood was solemn, but joyous.

      “If you’re going to go,” his mother said, looking out at the fields, “then you’re going to go . . . you’re old enough now and enough like your father that I know I can’t stop you.”

      “Thanks mom,” Zaan said with a smile. “I’ll be back soon enough.”

      “Remember, son, when you are out there, you do what you need to do to survive. That’s what life is: overcoming challenges and surviving. When you find yourself cold and alone—live, survive, and be strong. That is what I used to tell myself in my . . . lower moments.” Janos had fire in his eyes telling Zaan this. “Be clever, and shrewd. Be kind, yet vigilant.” Janos gave Zaan ten solids. “And this, this was given to me by my father when I first set off.” Janos undid the top button on his overshirt, lifted a long gold chain from around his neck, and held the gold compass to his son. “If you ever find yourself in danger, you look to your friends. But this will help you to head back home.”

      Zaan took the compass and was speechless. He knew how much this compass meant to his father. “Thanks, Dad. I’ll take care of it,” he said as he put it around his neck.

      “Do you have a blade?” Janos asked. Zaan pulled a four-inch blade out of his other pocket.

      “You’ll need a bigger one eventually, but that should do for now,” Janos said to his only son.

      “Just come back in one piece,” Ingrette said with a smile. “I want to recognize you when you come home.”

      Later, on his way out the door, Zaan said his goodbyes. The hardest one was to Oscar. He’d had Oscar over eight years now, since he first saw that horrible street dog and its bright white teeth. He knew he would miss him greatly. He was his best friend.

      “Goodbye, Oscar. I love you. Be a good boy,” he said as he walked out the door. His parents and dog stood at the doorway for as long as Zaan was in view as he walked away. His mother Ingrette wept into her husband’s chest as he walked out of view.
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      The key turned, and Zaan removed it from the lock to his front door. His supplies for the journey ahead were fairly minimal—he carried maybe forty pounds worth of goods. He looked up at the two-story dwelling and felt a bit of a pit in his stomach. Here we go . . .

      He started down the road, heading north now. When he got to the market, he would turn left and follow the road to the plume of billowing smoke that signaled the industry of Auracity. The sight of the smoke gave him a pep in his step, and he smiled.

      At the juncture where Fur-lol met the New Omne Road, his parents were there waiting with Oscar. Tears welled up in Ingrette’s eyes, and Janos had a big grin on his face. Oscar yelped in excitement. Zaan reached down to pet his dog’s head and scratch Oscar’s favorite spot underneath his chin.

      “Goodbye, Zaan. We will miss you. Be safe. We love you,” Ingrette said while adjusting his collar.

      His father didn’t say much, but his excitement did. He may have been reliving his olden days. But one thing was evident to Zaan—his father was proud of this moment.

      He said his goodbyes, and he began his walk.

      With each step, the anticipation grew. He thought of his parents, his sister, and Oscar. He wasn’t sure how long he’d be gone, but he knew he’d miss his family greatly. He was scared and thrilled as he looked at the smoke of Auracity in the distance, and it seemed farther away than it ever had. He pulled his pack down to look through his supplies again, making sure he had enough food and water for the trek. He checked for his money twice; it was there both times. He took a deep breath and started again.

      The weather was nice for a long walk—cool from the incoming autumn. Thin gray clouds were scattered throughout the sky, with a bright blue sky shining just beyond. The leaves had just started to turn colors; it gave him something to look at as he walked. He was on the New Omne Road, consisting of dirt and rock. It was the main road from Auracity to Fur-lol, but with Fur-lol being so small, not many people used it. Any traffic that went from Auracity to one of the other cities went on one of the main roads.

      So the walk went on, and he nodded to the few people he passed who were heading toward his hometown. It was a pleasant time as the smoke in the distance inched closer.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, it was starting to get dark on the road, so he stopped to make a fire and eat before he slept. He had been surprised that after walking almost ten hours, with breaks along the way, he had seen only a few merchants and one family traveling past. Most of them would say hello, but none stopped to make acquaintances. He’d imagined life on the road full of people acting friendly, sharing fires and stories. He would sleep alone tonight.

      He lay looking up at the stars by his small fire—just off the side of the road—his belly half full on salted meat, sharp cheese, and grapes. He rarely smoked, but it sounded good at this moment, thinking of his dad’s pipe tobacco and its sweet vanilla aroma.

      The bright white stars scattered the sky. There were myths that the Old Gods made and lived on the stars, watching over all of the people. After all, the gods created all of us, so why wouldn’t they watch over us, and protect us? Zaan thought to himself. He wondered about the gods. Supposedly there used to be many of them; they all had great powers, and they all were gods of certain things.

      All of their names and the records of them were ordered burned by Great King Asil, but why? The punishment was harsh for those who ignored the king.

      One thing that had always bothered Zaan with history was why no new religion had ever been formed after the war. The Battle of Dürmant had ended the Great Essillean War and the Olden Age. It had brought about the current Age of Peace they lived in now. He knew that one of the main reasons for the Great Essillean War was to free the kingdoms from slavery and religion. But there had never been any other religion started in the nine hundred ninety-nine years since?

      What happened with religion so long ago that made it so no new one ever came along? Was it that religion was corrupt to King Asil? Were the gods mad, or did the Great King in fact want the kingdoms to retain all of the power of the people? So many unanswered questions.

      One thing he knew for sure was that one god’s name had survived throughout the years.

      “Armoz the Devil King,” Zaan whispered, and a plume of smoke left his lips.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was similar to the first: not much human interaction and lots of walking. Zaan stopped a few times to take a break and wipe the cool sweat from his brow. He didn’t think about his family or Fur-lol as much this day, as his mind was more focused on his feet, following each other, one after the other, over and over.

      It left him with plenty of time to think about the rider who fell that day, and her last wish she asked of Zaan. He also had time to think about the bright lights he saw before he’d passed out next to her. What was that all about? Luckily I’ve recovered from whatever it was . . .  I bet it was just a dream . . .

      Three people on horses overtook and passed him during the course of the day, all heading to Auracity. He didn’t recognize any of them, and they were probably heading up from the south—the grassy plains of southern Essill comprised of many small towns and farms. All their conversations were brisk, mostly just a ‘good day’ as they went on. The horses made Zaan feel small and slow, as a man or woman on horse in a solid trot could be out of sight in fifteen minutes.

      Zaan had heard that the walk should take him five days. He should arrive at the gates of Auracity around noon on the fifth day, which would be this Friday. He had had a destination—the Raven’s Roost—but only enough coins for a couple weeks’ food and lodging.

      After he awoke on the third day, he felt sore. He had walked two days straight, and his feet were beginning to swell. After untying and removing his boots, he rolled up his linen pant legs, laid his pack on the ground, and lay his jacket and shirt over a large log. Then, he sat on the banks of a stream near the road and dipped his feet into the cold, clear water. The water sparkled a bright crisp, blue hue. He looked at his reflection in the water, his face clouded with spots of light dust and his hair clung to his face.

      “You look like you’ve been on the road a month, and it’s only been a couple of days,” he said, as he lifted up handfuls of the crisp water, splashing it on his face, and rinsing the dirt from his hair. “Another ten minutes and then I’ll be back on my way.”

      He re-gathered his things after that swift break, and made his way back north on the road with thin spatters of grass and smooth rocks as far as he could see.

      Over the next hill he saw a speck of black on the horizon, on the road—it was a single person on horseback heading toward him. He looked at the rustling trees, mostly green with specks of red and orange scattered throughout. The muddled patter of horse hooves meeting dirt grew louder as the rider approached.

      “Good afternoon,” the rider said, his eyes were a deep brown.

      “Good afternoon to you, sir,” Zaan replied.

      The rider had slowed down enough to say this, and began to speed up again.

      “Good sir!” Zaan yelled at the back of the man, who was dressed in plain cotton garb with a straw hat. He had a gray pony tail reaching halfway down his back.

      “Yes, young man, anything the matter?”

      “No, everything’s all right. Are you coming from Auracity?” Zaan asked with his hands out at his sides.

      “Yes, I am traveling southeast. I have stayed in Auracity,” the stranger replied.

      “Is there anything you can tell me about the city?” he said. “It’s been more than a handful of years since I’ve been there. I was only a boy.”

      The man sighed, as if irritated. “Young man, Auracity is a big, bustling city. That’s all Auracity is—a big goddamn machine that’ll eat you up and spit you out if you ain’t careful.” The rider’s eyebrows squinted down. “If you ain’t looking for a hard living, turn around.”

      “I’m not afraid of work, sir,” Zaan said, lowering his arms at his sides.

      “Auracity’s old, very old. It’s one of the first kingdoms, built even before the city of Barrier Cliff was destroyed in the Great Essillean War. King Hollon Livingston the Eighth is the ruling king now, as you probably know. He seems like a good king—he’s always pushing their manufacturing efforts further. Mainly they are making farming tools, wagons, and such. But the university is one of the best in the lands; maybe you should check there. Who knows? With any luck they may have something for you there, you look bright enough to be a clerk if you’re not looking to work with your hands . . .  I hope that helps.”

      A clerk? I’d rather die. I’ve been working the farms my whole life—with my hands sir!

      “Oh,” the man added abruptly, “and don’t go into the mines. That’s no work for man, even if they pretend it to be.”

      “Thanks for the advice. You seem to know the city quite well,” Zaan said. “Don’t go into the mines, then. I won’t. Have you heard of a tavern called the Raven’s Roost?”

      He nodded. “Aye, up in Harrow. Past the markets, you’ll see the signs. Not a bad place, the ale is cold, the bread not too stale, and the beds are clean enough.” He brought his reins up to his chest, ready to flick. “Now, anything else, or shall we make use of the daylight?”

      “That’s it. Thank you, sir. Good travels,” Zaan said.

      “Good travels,” the rider said as he pulled and flicked the reins and clicked his heels on the steed. He disappeared into the distance quickly.

      He was walking again shortly, slower now, but taking steady strides toward the huge pillar of smoke that lay days ahead. Then the rains came.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later he was huddled underneath his cloak, soaked, sitting off the road under the thickest foliage he could find. The downpour had been going on for over a half hour straight, with minimal thunder.

      “Argh, this is miserable. I can’t even make a damned fire with it coming down like this.” He pulled his collar up tighter around his cheeks, and pulled his hood further over his brow. The heavy drops pattered on his head and shoulders as they slid through the leaves above.

      What am I doing here? I should be sitting next to a fire petting my dog—not shivering in the cold rain like this. But I gave my word, so I’m going to go through with this.

      Hours later the rain slowed and eventually stopped. He wrung out his socks, removed his shirt, and got a fire going after an exhausting hunt for some dry shrubbery which he found in a hollowed out, dead tree. Not only was he cold and hungry, but he knew he had missed out on half a day’s walking.

      His magnificent fire danced back and forth, the coals in the center growing and shrinking as if the fire were breathing. The smell of the smoke filled his nostrils and made his eyes water. Zaan felt it harder to focus on the fire or watch the smoke rising into the now-clear sky. He laid his head back onto a smooth stone and watched the tips of the fire rise and disappear, then reappear, until they became a blur. His eyes closed, he felt the warmth on his face, and his toes began to regain their color.

      I’ll make a good go of it early morning, until then, I’m just going to get some sleep . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      He awoke slowly, as if only half-awake. It was still the same starless, dark cloudy sky overhead, and he saw the small last breaths of flames from his fire before him. But he knew something wasn’t right, so he sat up quickly, shivering off the cold that was gripping his shoulders tightly. He looked around, not seeing anything out of the ordinary, and he lay back down . . . but he couldn’t shrug off the feeling . . . the feeling that he was being watched.

      So he gripped the small knife in his pocket, holding it firmly there, and stood. He kicked the logs in the fire, stoking the flame.

      “Anyone out there?” he said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes with his free hand.

      It was then that he heard the shuffle of feet. He squeezed the handle of the knife as a pair of shadows emerged from behind a set of trees and stood out in the dull light of the fire.

      He could instantly tell by the look and character on the two men’s faces that he wanted to be anywhere but here.

      The man on the right had dark eyes, a tan face littered with a week’s worth of dirt, and he was missing his two front teeth. His eyes were wide, and shimmering in the light of the fire, Zaan saw that the man in muddy clothing and boots was holding a knife—a true knife, not a pocket blade like he had in his pocket.

      It doesn’t matter, if I must use it, I will, if there’s no other choice.

      The knife in the toothless man’s hands was worrisome, but not nearly as much as what the other man had fixed on Zaan.

      The other man was much taller and leaner, was bald with hoop earrings in his ears and one between his nostrils. His mouth was wide and agape, as he breathed from it in laborsome breaths. In his hands was a bow of cheap wood, but a sharp arrowhead was pointed at Zaan’s chest.

      Zaan gripped the knife in his pocket so hard that his palm began to sweat.

      “Easy there,” the shorter man said with a slight whistle as he spoke. “Don’t do anything stupid now, we’re just here collecting tax is all.” His eyes narrowed on Zaan’s side, and his brow furrowed. “Do me a favor now and take your hands up out of that pocket.”

      Zaan grew nervous, he’d only ever been in a fight with the other boys from Fur-lol every now and then, but they never—ever—used weapons. Somebody could die, they all knew that.

      His mind raced, and the larger man’s arm brought the bowstring back farther.

      “Don’t do anything hasty,” the shorter man said. “Take your hand up out of your pocket, throw whatever that is on the ground. All we’re wanting is our tax, and we’ll be on our way. Just like we was never here.” He gave a wide grin.

      “You mean you plan to rob me,” Zaan said in a low tone of voice.

      “We prefer tax,” the man said. “Sounds better.” His voice then grew more commanding. “Hand out of the pocket, now!”

      He slowly brought his hand up out of his pocket, showing them the four-inch knife—but not throwing it away. “Leave me be,” Zaan said. “Be back on your way.”

      But before Zaan could react, the shorter man moved with astonishing speed for a man his size and stature, and before Zaan knew it, the man had a solid grip on his wrist. The man moved his knife to Zaan’s throat, and the larger man took a step to the side, to get a better line of sight on Zaan.

      “Your life, or your coins,” the shorter man said. “Makes no difference to me, and keep in mind, either way, I’m leaving here with more money than I walked in here with. I’d rather not dirty my blade though . . . ”

      Zaan frowned, biting his lip, but felt the sharp poking in the base of his neck, and reluctantly dropped the knife to the ground.

      “Where’s the coin?” the toothless man said, his voice was raspy now. “All of it.”

      Zaan motioned toward his pack with a flick of his head. The sharp knife left his neck then, but then his head jostled to the side, and he fell to the ground.

      “Watch him,” the shorter man said to the tall archer, after smashing his fist into Zaan’s jaw.

      Zaan was on a knee, watching the man dump the contents of his bag onto the wet ground. From one of the inside pockets, the solids that his father had given him, plus another six that he saved glimmered in firelight as they tumbled to the ground. The man bent over and picked them up—one by one. Then he rose, and smiled as he counted them.

      He looked at the archer. “I told you this one looked like he was well-off.” Then he put his fingers to his lips and whistled. Zaan could hear the pair of horses making their way over to them.

      “Damned dirty bastards,” Zaan said. “This is how you’re going to make your way through life? Stealing from people in their sleep?”

      “Watch your tone,” the man said, “don’t think you’re safe yet now. We don’t only steal in our work. Think of yourself as lucky.”

      The horses made their way next to them, and both men mounted quickly.

      The short man gave one last sinister smile, winked his eye and clicked his heels on the horse’s sides.

      Zaan didn’t know what to say as they rode off toward Auracity. He found his teeth clenched and his fists balled and white. There was nothing he wanted more than to send his fists into that man’s face, knocking more of his teeth loose. He leaned over and picked up his knife. He knew he wouldn’t be able to get back off to sleep, so he decided to get going again. There was one important decision to make though.

      He walked back out to the road, and he looked north, to where he could vaguely see the tower of smoke in the night sky. Then, he turned his head back south; back home. His head sank then and he exhaled.

      “No,” he said, turning his head back north. “You made a promise. You’re just going to have to get creative once you get there. You made a promise.”

      He then continued his journey north, rubbing his sore jaw.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t long before he met someone the next morning. A man in long robes rode a sleek, black horse. Zaan quickly recognized the man’s profession by the trademark robes with fine trim. He was a moneter; a tax-collector for the House of Publica and Excise. Zaan had seen these men his entire life, and he knew when they came, you paid.

      He approached cheerfully enough with his horse and wagon. His eyes were a foggy blue, and he had a large curled, waxy mustache.

      “Morning, young man,” he said to Zaan.

      “Good morning, sir. Where are you headed?” Zaan asked.

      “South. I’m heading south, then east. About a week, it should take me. Pardon my intrusion, but how long have you been on the road? You look a bit worse for wear.” His head cocked sideways, inspecting Zaan. “Got a bump on the chin did ya now?”

      “A couple of days. Four, I think. Seems like a month. I’m traveling to Auracity from Fur-lol. The road has not been kind.”

      “Four days, eh? Well, the good news is you are almost there. You could make it early tomorrow if you really tried.” The monater reached in his pouch and pulled out some taffy and threw it down to Zaan. “Good luck in the city, there’s a lot more trouble to get into there if you’re looking. Avoid the mines,” he said as he started again on his way.

      Zaan popped the taffy into his mouth. It made him salivate the moment it hit his tongue and it tasted like sweet apples. His pace picked up, and he started running. I’m almost there. The feeling of the wind rushing past him felt exhilarating, and the large singular smokestack was getting closer, and he ran faster.

      He slept easy that night, and as he fell asleep, he dreamed of his soft bed back home. He was eager to get to the inn in Auracity and get the filth of the road off of him.

      The next morning, after only a couple hours more of walking, and many more pedestrians in the road, he came to a grand crossing. Auracity was straight ahead. The walls surrounding the city were old and thick, rising thirty feet high. The stones that made the walls were nearly as long as Zaan’s arm, more like square boulders than stones, and they showed the wear of centuries of war and age. Ahead was the front gate, with its two tall wooden doors opened wide as the bustling people strode in and out of the city, with two guards in silver armor, holding spears on either side. On both sides of the front gate were two guard towers, rectangular, and higher than the stone walls. Atop each was a great catapult that surely hadn’t been used in these days of peace in a long, long time. Both were manned by a couple of armed guards with crossbows looking down at the people moving in and out of the gates in a loud commotion.

      Once he moved inside the kingdom’s walls, nodding to one of the guards, he was enthralled by the enormity of the city. There were many walls around the entrance, jutting in different directions, probably to confuse or deter invaders. People sat all along the walls with merchandise on rugs, offering all manner of items. The noise was loud and disorienting. He looked down as he walked by, seeing all kinds of food, clothing, and collectibles. The vendors didn’t pay much attention to him, probably thinking he was a poor vagabond. Maybe he was now, he laughed to himself.

      He looked around for signs on where he was and where to go. He turned a corner to find a larger market area and glanced at the wares as he walked down the strip toward what must be the palace. It had what looked like twelve tiers made of millions of stones, and high preliminary walls, with torches burning bright. At the top was an elegant, sleek white tower like illustrations he’d seen of lighthouses. It had a gold coned roof on the top lined with windows, and people moved about inside, looking down at the citizens of Auracity.

      He learned the market was called Grumblane, and aside from its buzzing atmosphere and vast array of goods, it was an unremarkable area—unremarkable in the sense that the buildings on both sides were a dull, gray mortar, and it was devoid of color or character. He expected it to be lively and lit in brilliant color, instead he found it depressing and desperate. Beggars clung to the corners like pigeons on feed. There was a terrible odor that wafted down the marketplace that none of the food even came close to masking.

      At the end of Grumblane marketplace he found signs pointing to different parts of the city. The palace, Fordenreign, was straight ahead, but he would not be heading there. To the left was an arrow pointing to Harrow, and he headed that way. He climbed a set of a few dozen stairs and took the road of Brimstone Way for ten or so streets and reached the cross street of Harrow Way. The street itself was smoothly paved, and slick with shiny stones, presumably from the rains washing away the dirt.

      Straight ahead was a restaurant that had an intoxicating smell of roast ham and cabbage. He went to the front door and peered in the window at two nicely dressed couples. He looked down at his own clothes, and felt the emptiness in his pockets.

      Find the Raven’s Roost, then worry about food.

      He took a left and easily found the tavern. It was a full two stories tall, which the first story was the same unremarkable stone of all the other buildings, but its second story was a newer addition made of a rich, dark-stained wood with wide windows.

      He rushed in through the front door eagerly, with the nostalgic smell of stale mead hitting his nostrils immediately. The room was scant with clientele, but there were a few people around that seemed relaxed enough to be regular patrons.

      “Young sir,” the innkeeper said, as he polished a clay mug with a blue lip.

      “Um,” Zaan said, looking around, not sure how to say exactly what he’d so far to say. “I bring news . . . ”

      “What news is that?” the innkeeper said with his bushy eyebrows raised, and his hazel eyes peering straight at Zaan.

      “Its . . . private,” he said, hefting his pack on his back. “I’ve come far.”

      “Here,” the man said, motioning for Zaan to sit at the bar. “Have a seat, you look weary.”

      “Is this information for me?” the man asked, as Zaan brought down his pack and sat.

      Zaan nodded, resting his elbows on the clean, smooth bar top.

      The innkeeper brought out a sheet of thin paper from behind the bar top, and a quill and a small, black bottle of ink. “Can you write?” he asked. Zaan nodded again. “Well, if it’s private, why don’t you write it down for me?” His voice was a whisper as he leaned in. His breath smelled like a chimney.

      Zaan took the quill, dipped it in the ink, and then after looking around to see none of the patrons seeming to pay him any mind, he wrote: I was there when a woman died. She had bright blue eyes. She had golden hair, and was killed by another rider, a woman with silver hair. She told me to come here, to tell you.

      He turned the paper around and slid it to the innkeeper, who read it while holding it down below the bar. He squinted while reading it. He then, without expression, turned, crumpled the paper up and lit it on fire from a candle placed behind him. He dropped it into a bucket on the ground, grabbed the clay mug and filled it from ale behind him, sliding it to Zaan.

      He simply nodded to Zaan with a deep look. Zaan nodded back, and took the ale, ready to fling it to his mouth. He took two big gulps and set it on the bar top, wiping the foam from his lips.

      “You in need of food? A bed?” the innkeeper asked.

      “Yes to both,” Zaan said, and then sighed. “I’m afraid I’m a bit low on coin though. If you’re in need of a hand around here, I’d gladly work off a meal, a bath and a bed.”

      “They’re on the house today,” the man said, returning to polishing that same mug with the blue lip.

      “I—I couldn’t sir,” he argued.

      “You can, and you will,” the innkeeper said. “I’ll not hear another word of it. There’s a room upstairs, only one bed’s taken of two. But you’ll have to share the room.”

      “I’ve no qualm with that,” Zaan said, taking another gulp of ale.

      “He’s a peculiar fellow,” the man said, “around your age though. Maybe you’ll get along with him. His name’s Gar.”
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            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      In the musty tavern, which held the aroma of old cedar hanging thick in the smoky air. Zaan wondered what sort of first impression he might make on this Gar . . .  His hair was greasy, almost touched his mug, his clothes were dirty, and his eyes were glazed over. He’d seen his reflection and the bruise that was forming on his jaw.

      “Hey,” a man around Zaan’s age said as he burst through the front doors to the inn unexpectedly, startling Zaan from his dazed state, hovering over his ale. He evidently was speaking to the innkeeper from his gaze at him.

      Zaan spun around in his seat, wondering if this was the man he’d be bunking with. For there was little more than food and sleep in a soft bed on his mind. I’d rather meet this Gar before I nestle up in a bed in his room.

      “Hey-a, young man,” the innkeeper said, polishing a new mug in his hands. Then his eyes fell to Zaan. “Gar, I’d like you to meet this chap, his name is . . . ” He stepped back, with his back straight. “I don’t believe I’ve gotten your name yet . . . ”

      “Zaan Talabard of Fur-lol,” he said, standing up with his hand out to Gar.

      “The name’s Gar, Gar Tilten,” he said with a wide smile, reaching out and eagerly shaking Zaan’s hand. “You sure look like you’ve had a hell of a time on your travels.”

      Gar was probably a full head shorter than Zaan, had dirty blond hair, and was fairly stocky, but not in a pudgy sense. He wore short sleeves that showed veins running down the muscles in his forearms. A dull black ash could be seen under his fingernails. He had brown eyes and something of a mustache, as he probably hadn’t shaven in days. He was dressed in a green cotton shirt and tan pants. And he had a good energy about him, Zaan thought.

      “Zaan will be staying with you a few days,” the innkeeper said, pouring a fresh ale for another patron on the other side of the bar.

      “Won’t be longer than that,” Zaan said, scratching his chin. “Hope it doesn’t put you out at all.”

      Gar’s eyes narrowed as he inspected Zaan, moving his head from side to side as he inched closer.

      “You a weirdo?” Gar asked in serious tone, with his brow furrowed.

      “Uhh. I don’t think so. I’m pretty normal, I think. Are you?” Zaan said with his eyebrows raised.

      “Probably no more than you . . .   I’ve got a little weird side to me, but too weird, and things get just . . . ”

      “Weird?” Zaan asked.

      Gar laughed. “I suppose that’s the word for it. Just don’t be going through my stuff in the middle of the night. I may be smaller than you, but I pack a good hook.”

      “Got it,” Zaan said with a smirk, sitting back down at the bar, and taking another gulp of ale. Then a platter of crisp bacon with four duck eggs was laid before him on the bar-top.

      “You can go ahead and eat,” Gar said.

      He didn’t hesitate. Zaan tore into the food ravenously and had the plate all but licked clean in three minutes. Zaan took a big gulp of the remaining ale, and the barkeep gave him a motion to follow Gar up the stairs.

      Gar smiled, “Follow me, I’ll show you the room.” Zaan followed him up the stairs which lay on the back wall of the inn. They creaked as his boots touched each one, and the cedar smell only grew thicker.

      Gar opened the wooden door, and Zaan saw the mid-size room with two beds and two chests, with one window in the center. The bed on the right was scattered with clothes and papers. The bed on the left was clean and neat. Zaan’s heavy eyes stared at the bed. All of his being only wanted to collapse on the soft linens raised off the warm wooden floor. He never wanted to sleep in the mud again.

      “You should probably get cleaned up first, or you’ll be sleeping in a dirty bed for a while,” Gar said, startling Zaan out of his foggy gaze.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Where should I go?” Zaan asked, wiping his eyes with the soft parts of his fists.

      “Downstairs, the floor below us, on the right, is the washroom,” Gar said. “We can catch up tomorrow.”

      Zaan washed up, went back upstairs to his new fresh bed, and slid underneath the warm, soft, and dry covers. He moved his legs around a bit to create some more warmth, buried the side of his head in the pillow, and fell sound asleep. He didn’t awaken until the sun was halfway up the following day.
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      Zaan awoke to the intoxicating smell of freshly brewed coffee. He dressed in his only clean clothes and headed downstairs, following the trail of the wafting aroma.

      Sipping his afternoon brew, he sat out front of the Raven’s Roost, watching passersby. Auracity’s inhabitants were an eclectic lot. The barkeep and Gar seemed to be kind, and many other well-dressed men and women smiled as they walked the streets in the sunlight. Yet there were others that were solemn, tended to drag their feet, and were mostly dirty, he assumed they worked the furnaces or the mines. He reminded himself that this was Harrow, which the traveler on the road had told him was a nicer part of the city. Zaan didn’t necessarily want to the see the other, dirtier parts of town.

      He pulled out a pencil and parchment, and while sitting under the warm sun, he wrote a letter to his family. It was written lightly and consisted of him arriving to Auracity okay and meeting some nice people. No use in worrying them about him being mugged and almost shivering to death. He gave them the address of the inn he was staying at and left the letter with the barkeep to mail off.

      He hung around the inn for most of the afternoon, lying in his bed, washing his clothes, and making small talk with some of the other patrons in the inn. As far as he could tell, there were around a dozen other occupants there. Most were nice, but private.

      Gar returned before suppertime. “Hey, you woke up. I thought you might have died last night, with how silent you were and how long you slept,” he said as he entered the room.

      “You have no idea how nice it was to lie in this bed. It was a long walk here. Crazy things happened on the road,” he said. “Not to mention back in my hometown. Strange times . . . ”

      “Yeah, I can believe it. My trip here was crazy too. I got robbed a half-day outside of the city. They got almost all of my money. Assholes,” Gar said.

      “I was robbed too . . . ” Zaan said. “I wanted nothing more than to hit those two so hard their heads would spin!”

      “Not much you can do,” Gar said, shrugging his shoulders. “The three that got me had swords. In the stories, the good guy can win against those odds, but in the real world . . . ” He paused. “They get all your coins?”

      Zaan nodded with is eyes at the floorboards.

      “Well, you’ll learn quickly to not keep it all in the same spot from now on,” Gar said. “Speaking of money, what are you going to do for it while you’re here?”

      “I don’t know exactly. I offered to help here, at the inn, but I was told no. What do you do?”

      “I work at Gildur’s Armory, twenty-two streets away. Gildur may be looking for more workers if you’re interested,” he said. “Wanna swing a big hammer and play with fire?” Gar asked with a smile on his face.

      A smile rose on Zaan’s face, and he nodded again.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning Gar and Zaan entered Gildur’s Armory. The smells of iron and flame were abrasive, and heavy black smoke hung on the ceiling. There were eight people around the four-walled building. Some wore masks over their mouths and had thick clear glasses, sometimes on top of their heads. The walls were built from dark rock and mortar, with thick wooden beams laid across the fifteen-foot ceilings. The forges were cradled by huge chimneys that carried up the sweltering heat and smoke up and out of the armory.

      “Gildur should be over there. Follow me.” Gar pointed to the far corner of the room. Together they walked over to Gildur, and Zaan felt all eyes were on him as they drew closer.

      “Hi, sir,” Gar said as he bowed, and he looked up at Zaan and motioned for him to do the same. Zaan bowed.

      “Yeah, who’s the skinny?” Gildur replied gruffly.

      “His name’s Zaan, and he’s looking for work. I can vouch for him,” Gar said.

      Gildur stood up slowly, grunting as he did so. He approached Zaan and walked right up to him, stopping inches away from Zaan’s face and making it challenging for him to not step back. Gildur was at eye level with him, and breathed deeply as he stared into Zaan’s eyes.

      “Open your eyes, boy. More. Open wide,” he told Zaan.

      He stared at him for a few moments. “You a liar, boy?” he asked Zaan, his eyes burned into Zaan, but he didn’t look away.

      “No, no sir,” Zaan replied, straightening his shoulders.

      “I hate liars. You a thief, boy? You gonna steal from me when my back’s turned?” he asked Zaan again.

      “No sir, I am no thief. I hate thieves,” Zaan replied.

      “Don’t be smart with me, boy. You must be a smart one. I don’t like smartass boys.” Gildur was still inches away from Zaan.

      Gildur was an intimidating man. He looked all muscle, his eyes were hard, with many wrinkles around them. On his tan brow were thick black eyebrows, and he had a short, unkempt gray beard. His hair was long and pulled back, a few thin braids scattered throughout. Scars were thick on his forearms and neck, and he smelled like his insides were composed of smoke. His hands were huge and hard like stones. Zaan said nothing.

      “There you go. That’s better. I got three rules here: no lyin’, don’t ever steal from me or no one here, and you always show up for work. Got it?” Gildur said.

      Zaan nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Know anything about forging?” Gildur asked Zaan.

      “Not yet, but I’m a quick learner.”

      “Well, you’ll learn here. Show him around, Gar.” Gildur stared at Zaan as the two walked away, then went back to the corner and sat silently.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next couple of days, Zaan got more comfortable around the armory. It was called Gildur’s Armory, but the only armory was the shop next door, where Gildur sold the things made here. Gildur was known as one of the best smiths within hundreds of miles he’d learned quickly. People came from everywhere, it seemed, to buy his armor and weapons.

      He liked to make full plate and medium-weight armors, and they were magnificent, Zaan thought. Brand new, they sparkled in the sunlight in the shop next door. The bestselling weapons were his one-handed straight swords and axes. He had a couple of extravagant items he seemed to make for fun, like a huge two-handed broadax, and a crossbow Zaan could hardly hold up on his own.

      Zaan found himself enjoying being there, and he liked the hard work. His main responsibilities at first were lifting heavy metals, organizing the inventories, and maintaining the charcoal for the fires. He loved working the bellows when someone was working on the anvils. There were three anvils and hearths in the shop. One was operated by Gildur, in the corner, who made the most marvelous equipment, and two others were for the smithy apprentices, Bomby and Alli.

      Bomby was a quiet man about Zaan’s age, as far as Zaan could tell. Drinking seemed to be his only other hobby. He sweated at the hearth for hours, then replenished with gin at night. He didn’t talk much, but he came to work every day and made exquisite merchandise. He was best known for his shields, which were so reflective they were known to temporarily blind opponents on the battlefield— or so they claimed.

      Alli was Bomby’s girlfriend, and his opposite. She talked as she worked the anvil about anything that came to mind. People loved working by her side: she was incredible at the wares she made, and remarkable at conversation. She was around twenty-six and dressed nicely when not by the hearth. While at the hearth, she would have her long blond hair braided at her back, and her long arms and muscles glistened as the sparks flew from her hammer. She could make six daggers on her most productive day—really impressive for a smith.

      The others who worked in the shop were generally good workers and mostly quiet people. They came and went frequently, for at Gildur’s, if you missed work for any reason that didn’t have to do with life and death, there was no reason to even show up the next day. Gildur wouldn’t even respond to you. Needless to say, Zaan showed up every day, on time, with Gar.

      There was one person to speak of though, Tilda.

      Tilda worked next door at the armory. She was the one who sold the merchandise, and she was good at it. The first time Zaan saw her, she was stuck in his head for days. He went to sleep that first night thinking only of her. She was almost twice his age, with long braided hair consisting of browns and golds with scattered grays.

      She had blue eyes, a thin, perfect nose, and rosy red pouty lips. She was slender but with nice curves and had a black tattoo of a dragon, an anvil, and a sword on her shoulder. He had never seen anything like her. She was so confident and beautiful, and she hardly noticed him.

      Whenever Tilda entered the shop, Zaan was not the only one to turn his head; he would catch a couple of the other guys glancing at her. At least Gar didn’t seem to, which was nice, because Zaan didn’t want that divide in their friendship. During the first couple of days at the shop, Zaan said little more to her than “Hi,” always regretting that he didn’t say more.

      He felt that since he’d been fortunate enough to gain employment at such a place, he may as well stay a few weeks at least. If not to learn more about smithing, getting closer of friends with Gar, but to save enough to hitch a wagon back home.

      Frequently during those same weeks, Gildur said very little to Zaan, but occasionally he would sense Gildur staring at him. He would look up at Gildur to find the smith watching him very intently. When Gildur had something to say to Zaan, he would call over Gar or someone else, and they would deliver the message. He found this confusing, he didn’t know if he was doing something wrong, or if Gildur just didn’t like him. Maybe Zaan had said something in their first meeting that upset Gildur. Regardless, he came to work every day and tried very hard to please the armorer.

      For compensation, Zaan was paid three solids and two slits per week, which was enough to get by. He stayed in the same room he shared with Gar and got to eat at the restaurant next to the Raven’s Roost, which served aromatic ham and cabbage, along with various stews and steaks served with braised greens and lentils. He got to drink coffee, tea, or beer when he pleased. He became friends with a couple of people staying at the tavern, and after three weeks, he sent a package to his father that included some tobacco for him, chocolate from Vallenhalen for his mother, and a dried pork shank for Oscar.

      Zaan and Gar would meet outside the armory a couple of times a week to play a game after work called zantzi. Zantzi was played by two teams facing a wall, with a small ball.

      The thrower would throw the ball against the wall and try to get it to their teammate, but the opposing teammates would also try to intercept the ball, which they could then throw against the wall to their own teammates. The game and rules were simple, but the games often got heated, with players running into each other or even tackling the others when tempers flared. It took at least an hour to finish a game; even two sometimes.

      On a sunny Saturday afternoon, they had a game about to start with five people: Zaan, Gar, Alli, and two others from the shop. The game was about to start, with Gar sitting out for the first part, when Tilda came strolling out from the side of the shop.

      The way her braided hair cradled make her look ravishing in the sunlight, Zaan thought.

      “Hey, Tilda, you wanna play?” Alli called out. “We could use a sixth.”

      “Yeah, come on!” Gar yelled out.

      Tilda dropped her bag and went over. “It’s been a while since I played. I’m probably pretty rusty,” she said, tying her hair back with a leather band.

      “It’s okay, you’ll warm up. You can be on my team; it’s you, me, and Alli,” Gar said.

      Zaan was standing in the back-left side, and Tilda walked over to him.

      “I guess I’m defending you,” she said.

      Zaan only nodded nervously.

      “Okay, ready?” Alli threw the ball up above her and hit it against the wall. Gar caught it quickly with one hand. “One to zero, all right.” Gar threw the ball to Alli to serve again. Zaan’s nerves calmed as the game went on.

      The game went to within one point to win, and everyone was very intent on the ball, focused and excited. Gar threw the ball up, and it hit high off the left side of the wall. It bounced off and was heading at Zaan with a large arc. He stepped back, put his arms up, and in came Tilda. She jumped in front of him and came crashing down, landing directly on top of him. Her face was inches from his, her leg was between his legs. He didn’t know what to say, he was so surprised by her speed and agility. She showed the ball in her hand in front of his face and winked.

      “Sorry, not fast enough,” she said to him with a wink. Her face was so close to his, her breath tickled his face.

      “Yeah, I guess not. Well, next time maybe I’ll be on top,” he said, and then grimaced. He didn’t seem to have control of the words coming out of his mouth at that moment. They just came out. Why did I say that?

      “Doubt it,” she said with a wide smile. She held out her hand, and Zaan placed his into hers. She helped him up, then hugged her teammates, for they’d just won the match.

      A couple of times after that at the shop she would walk by and touch his shoulder or arm, sometimes looking at him, sometimes not. He thought about her often.

      His time went on at the shop, and occasionally Gildur would speak to him, sometimes even giving him praise. Zaan got to learn new things and play with some of the equipment and try some of the fine armor on, and even learned some tips on swordplay from Bomby.

      One day he got a letter in the mail from his family. It read:

      

      Dearest Zaan,

      

      It sounds like things are going well for you in Auracity, and we are happy to hear it. We were excited to hear you found a job at a forge. We hope you like it there. Things are going well here. Your father is enjoying having Oscar with us, and they sit together often. Oscar has been good. He lies around a lot, and I think he misses you.

      Your house has been rented out by a newly married couple. They seem to have made the place quite lovely. I’ve been working less since you left. It’s been nice, but I find myself bored, so I work more around the house. There’s always plenty to do out in the fields.

      We all miss you very much, and we love you very much. Please be safe, and we eagerly await another letter from you.

      

      Love,

      Your mother and family

      

      After reading the letter, Zaan lay back in his bed and smiled.

      Gar asked from the bed on the other side of the room, “Letter from home? Was it good? I hope.”

      “Yeah, it’s good. They were catching me up on what’s been going on since I left. My dog’s doing good, which is a relief.”

      “Maybe I should get a dog. I wonder if we’d be allowed to keep one in the room,” Gar said.

      Zaan’s dreams that night were pleasant. He dreamt of his new life, and how he might become a smith at the shop someday. He also dreamt of Tilda: her touching his arm, looking into his eyes, and her lips eventually touching his.

      There was another part to his dream that night though, a reminder of the bright blue eyes that stared into his as she lay dying. He’d completed her request, but he had a feeling deep down inside him that said his role in this wasn’t over just yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The throne room at the palace of Fordenreign was elaborate and filled with gold statues of heroes past, long red carpets, and marble walls. The throne had been occupied by the current lineage of kings for over ten generations, and its ancient seat currently supported King Hollon Livingston the Eighth.

      He was a strong king, with a large build and strong shoulders and jawline. Yet he had a legendary temper and flashy tastes. He was adorned with a crown of rubies and inlaid turquoise. The king was unmarried, but he’d fathered nine princes, most from different mothers, and they were all named Hollon.

      Essill was in a time of extended peace, and King Hollon used discipline to maintain it. He never wavered in his decisions, and he intended to rule for a very long time.

      He sat at the throne holding a great royal sword with a white gold hilt, and spun it on its tip.

      “Let her in!” King Hollon yelled, his gruff voice echoing off the light marble walls.

      Two royal guards opened the wide jade-laden doors, and in came an exquisitely beautiful woman who walked toward the throne confidently, yet casually. She had long silver hair, appeared to be in her mid-twenties, and wore a tight sparkling purple dress. Her arms and chest showed smooth pale skin. She had lavender eyes with streaks of red in them, and she wore extravagant crimson-colored makeup.

      She approached the feet of the king and curtsied low. “Greetings Great King Hollon Livingston the Eighth. Prosper long the line of Livingstons.”

      “This king welcomes Angela Dragus the Righteous,” the king replied. “To what do I owe your presence in my kingdom?”

      “I come to look upon the power and grace of such a great king and to ask a small favor.”

      “These requests are adding up faster than I can count. What is this new favor, then?”

      “My favor is indeed a request, and you are gracious to honor me and my lord who sent me,” she began. “There is one within your kingdom’s walls who is not favorable to my lord.”

      “This is unwelcome news. There is a heretic within my gates? Another who is practicing religion within my walls? I will not stand for these god-worshiping felons to pass freely in my country!” The king stood and breathed heavily. “Tell me this man’s name, and by the legacy handed down to me from this royal crown, I will make an example of this . . .  trash.”

      “It is not known to me the name of this man, or his appearance. I only know where he came from and when,” she said.

      “Please, then, tell me what you know, and my guards will find this man and punish him,” the king said sternly.

      “The man came from the direction of the small town of Fur-lol or beyond, and he arrived in your town twenty-eight days ago through your main gates. Please, Your Grace, find this man and keep him from spreading his poison.” She looked deeply into the king’s eyes.

      “Have no fear. These favors are the will of the land, and the law! Erolos!” the king yelled, and a knight appeared before him who wore a bright red mane across his back and galvanized shoulders. The knight stood at attention, and the king told him the details Angela Dragus the Righteous had given.

      “Find this man, and put him in my dungeon. He will be hanged for Practice of Religion,” the king told his captain of the guard. The knight bowed and went off through the doors. “You guards may leave as well.” The two guards at the doors left behind Erolos.

      “I give you my eternal gratitude. You are indeed as they say of you. You are a wise, strong, unwavering king.”

      “All right, enough with that,” the king said in a calmer demeanor. He leaned forward in his throne, six steps above Angela Dragus, who stood eerily still and with her chin slightly lifted. “How long must this go on? I’m growing tired of you entering my chambers, asking favors of me, and acting as if your lord has any power over a king of one of the castles of Essill.”

      Angela Dragus took slow steps toward the king, who sat above her on the golden throne. “Oh, Hollon, you mustn’t think like that. Everything I do here is to help you and your kingdom. And as for my lord, he may not have direct power over any of you kings, but he knows what you are really building down there in your bellows, deep beneath our feet.” She climbed the stairs to stand directly in front of him. “If the House of Publica and Excise knew what you were planning, you probably wouldn’t have that pretty head anymore, let alone all of your golden toys.”

      He stood squarely to face Angela Dragus, and though he was taller, she did not flinch. “I do not take kindly to threats.” He raised his long sword up to her throat. “I could cut you down and bleed you out before you could cast one of your spells.”

      “Maybe.” She smiled and leaned in closer to him, and a streak of blood ran down her neck. “Are you sure you want to try? Hmph, didn’t think so. Anyway, you need me just as much as I need you,” she said as she turned her back and walked down the velvet staircase.

      “Speaking of, have you found it?” the king asked as he sheathed his sword at his hip.

      “No. With as rare and precious as they are, it’s possible they’ll never be found. But we’ll keep searching . . . ”” she said as she made her way out of the throne room, letting the large doors close loudly behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Gar and Zaan had woken up about an hour ago, drunk their coffee, and ate breakfast. They were now out back behind the tavern, where they were doing some light sparring with swords from the armory. They liked learning how to use the weapons since they worked around them at the armory, and Bomby had been giving them lessons in their free time.

      Gar and Zaan had become good friends over the last couple of weeks, and they still lived in the same room and spent almost all of their time together. It had been a full month now, and they had become acquaintances with other people at the tavern. Zaan was beginning to feel like this was home.

      It was Friday, the day they would collect their pay and have the weekend off, so after their morning sparring, they walked to the armory. Zaan went about helping Alli set up her hearth and get all of her tools and supplies organized the way she liked.

      He would adjust the heat of the forge when she needed. It was hot, hard work, but he enjoyed it. The exhausted feeling at the end of a long day caused him to sleep like never before. He was especially excited tonight, because after the shop closed there was to be a party for Tilda’s forty-second birthday.

      At the end of the workday, the fires were left cool, the curtains were drawn, and all the tools were cleaned and hung back in their specific locations. Zaan was the last one there, sweeping the remaining debris from the floor. As he swept, he heard a side door open—it was Gildur.

      “Zaan, how ya doing?” he asked.

      “Fine, sir.”

      “Good. Just wanted to let you know I’m glad you proved to be a hard worker, and you’re getting a small raise next week. It ain’t much, but an extra five shims a day won’t hurt. You’ve earned it.” Gildur said this to Zaan with a casual, businesslike tone, then turned and walked back out the door from which he’d come.

      Zaan stood there with the broom in his hand. He hadn’t moved since he saw Gildur enter the room. Noticing his mouth was hanging open, he closed it, and his lips curled into a smile. He raised the broom and yelled into the air, “Yes!”
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        * * *

      

      All of Gildur’s employees met at a place called Tavern of the Twisted Tale. As Zaan walked in he was met by the friendly faces of his coworkers. They were all laughing and drinking, and the tavern sounded as if it had twice as many people in it as it seemed to.

      “Hey!” Gar said, and ran over with a mug of mead for Zaan.

      “Thanks.”

      “What’s wrong with you? This is a party. Don’t be mopey.”

      “I’m not mopey . . .  Gildur just gave me a raise.” Zaan couldn’t hold back his smile when he said this.

      “What? Way to go, buddy!” Gar said as he threw an arm around Zaan’s neck and ushered him over to the bar.

      “Bartender, this lad deserves a real drink. What’ve you got that’s strong?”

      “Are you drunk already?” Zaan asked.

      “Phew . . .  no,” he replied, and took a drink. It poured out of the corners of his mouth and onto the floor. “Well, maybe a little.”

      The barkeep poured a stiff brandy for Zaan, and he drank it. He didn’t care for hard liquor, but this was a celebration.

      “Where’s Gildur, and Bomby? I don’t see either of them,” Zaan asked, looking around.

      “Bomby’s over there, head down on the bar, quite classy if you ask me,” Gar said. “Gildur usually doesn’t come to these things. He thinks it’s in poor taste to drink with employees. You sure you aren’t wondering where someone else is?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Trying to play cool; I get it. Don’t worry. She’s just going to be fashionably late, I’m sure,” Gar said.

      Zaan began to reply, but then Gar’s smug expression shut him up.

      Half an hour later, Zaan was debating with Gar who could run across the city faster, when a roar erupted from all the people at the tavern. He turned to see Tilda walking through the double doors, looking ravishing in a dark blue dress that wrapped her frame perfectly. Her long, slender arms were bare in the candlelight, and her golden braids framed her angelic face perfectly.

      “She looks amazing,” Gar said, and took a bite of the stale bread from the bar top.

      “Yeah,” is all Zaan said.

      Tilda went over and talked to the group on the other side of the bar from Zaan and Gar. Alli nudged Bomby hard enough to get him to wake up from his nap.

      She eventually made her way over to Zaan and Gar, and they had a nice conversation about work at the armory, and talked about Gildur, and she congratulated Zaan on his raise. His nerves calmed as the night went on. He felt that he was becoming more comfortable around her, but he knew the liquid courage had something to do with it.

      Tilda went off and mingled and seemed to be having a good time. She and Alli talked at the fireplace, and she swayed with her drink in her hand as she smiled with Alli. She glanced over at Zaan and tilted her head in a curious manner.

      It was then he realized he had been staring at her, and he quickly looked away, into his half-full mug of mead. Stupid.

      While watching the foam bubbles stir in the amber liquid, he felt someone standing next to him.

      “Hey, you want to get some fresh air?” Tilda asked.

      He looked up at her. “Sure.” He stood up, and they walked out together through the double doors and onto the wooden patio, under the clear night sky. They sat, and she produced a pouch of tobacco and a rolling paper.

      He watched as she rolled the cigarette expertly and lit the tip of it on one of the candles on the thatch table in front of them. She took two drags and delicately blew the smoke up into the light of the moon.

      She held it out for Zaan, who grabbed it and took a long, smooth drag. He let it out into the moonlight. “That’s good, thanks.”

      “I didn’t know if you smoked. I’ve never seen you do it around the shop,” she said.

      “Yeah, come to think of it, I haven’t seen you smoke either. I do it very rarely. I suppose the last time I did I was back home, and it was probably with my father,” he said. She handed it back. He took a drag, and he tasted her lips on the end of it.

      “So, you’re from the south right? I remember Gar telling me something about it.”

      “Yeah, Fur-lol.”

      “Small town, I take it. Is it nice?”

      “It’s exquisite. You can sit for hours and watch the pastures and crops blow with the wind, in the light of the sun, or the moon. The people are kind mostly, but its small like you said. Not much to do, not like it is here.”

      “That sounds like a nice place,” she said.

      “Where are you from?” he asked.

      “Oh, we don’t have to talk about me,” she said, extinguishing the rolled tobacco on a bowl-shaped rock at her side.

      “No, I’m curious, I picture you from a big city, like this place. You probably went to a good school, and traveled a good deal . . .  Am I on the right track?”

      She nodded.

      “From where, then?” he asked.

      “I’m from Vallenhalen.”

      “I’ve heard it’s a magnificent city. I’d like to go there someday. So what else? Tell me more about where you come from.”

      She looked up at the moon, then grabbed Zaan’s mug of mead and took a sip. “It’s not all pleasant, where I come from.”

      “I’m sorry . . .  I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, it’s okay. They say it’s good to talk about these things. You see,” she gave a heavy sigh, “I was married. For a long time actually, fifteen years.”

      “That is a long time. Where is he now? Did it not work out?”

      She looked up at the moon, brimming with its white light as the clouds rolled slowly by. “He died.”

      Zaan scratched his head and brushed his hair back behind his ear. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, still looking up into the moonlight. “Sometimes things don’t go how you want or expect. But we all go to the same place eventually. Gotta live each day the best we can.”

      “How did he die? If you don’t mind my asking.”

      “No, that’s fine. He was a collector for the House of Publica and Excise, a monater. He was doing his job, collecting taxes up at Garmos Castle, and . . .  someone killed him.”

      “Someone? I hope they got theirs in the end,” he said in a soft voice. “That’s really sad . . . ”

      “Yeah, but bad stuff like that happens. It’s just worse when it happens to a good man like he was.”

      “What was his name?”

      “Brand. We would have been married twenty years this month.”

      The double doors to their side burst open suddenly, and the bustling noise from inside was let out. “There you are!” Alli said to Tilda. “Come on. The fiddler just came in! Let’s dance.”

      Tilda stood up and walked past Zaan, then turned back to him. “Thanks for listening.”

      “Anytime,” he said as she went back inside. He rolled another from the pouch she’d left on the table. As he smoked, he pulled his father’s compass out from underneath his shirt. It shimmered in the moonlight as he twirled it in his fingers, and he thought of the story he had just heard from Tilda. He thought of his family, and for the first time since he’d come to Auracity, he felt homesick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      After the full weekend off, Gar and Zaan walked in the shop doors Monday morning, and they saw Gildur standing in the middle of the room, staring right at them.

      He motioned for them to follow him. They did not hesitate. Zaan gave Gar a puzzled look as they walked behind Gildur. They followed him out the back door and walked silently for three streets. He led them to the back entrance of a small dwelling adjacent to the tavern they’d been at for Tilda’s birthday.

      What’s this all about? He’s never done this before . . .

      Gildur used a skeleton key to open the door to the abstractly put-together mortar-and-stone building. They entered the building behind him; it was pitch black. A spark of flint hit the corner of the room, and slowly a blue flame emerged.

      “Shhh,” came from another corner of the room.

      The blue flame was carried around the room, lighting seven other torches hanging from the walls. They were soon surrounded by the flames. The soft blue light illuminated Gildur, Tilda, and four others whom Zaan did not recognize.

      There was an uneasy silence among the group. Gar began to open his mouth to speak, but Gildur spoke before he had the chance.

      “You are here for a very important reason. Zaan, you are in great danger,” Gildur said.

      Tilda spoke. “I’m sure you want an explanation. However, time is short and of the essence. We must hide you; there are forces out there that seek you as we speak.” Zaan was more than confused at this, but he could see the concern in her eyes.

      “These other people with us are here to assist you,” Gildur said, “and you can trust them. We are all part of an Order, and it is very important that we only speak of it inside this circle of blue flame. Never talk about these things outside of the blue flames. They will be able to listen and track you.”

      “Who are ‘they’? And why do they want Zaan?” Gar asked Gildur.

      “Zaan carries something they want.” Blue light reflected off Tilda’s eyes. “The Azulūz,” she said. “Its name comes from a very old language; it means the Blue Light or Blue Flame. Zaan carries it in him. It is very rare and very important to us. They found out that he carries it. Again, time is short, and hopefully there will be more time to fully explain these things to you soon.”

      “Who are they?” Zaan asked with his eyes wide. “Why do they want the Azulūz? How do I have it? What do I do?” They are coming after me?

      A woman’s voice spoke. “There are things in this world that have been hidden for many years. There are dangerous creatures and mighty heroes that exist outside of plain sight. There are false prophets and deep, dark names that, when spoken, unleash a great evil. We are talking about the difference between good and evil, Zaan.” The figure’s eyes glowed blue. “We are the good. The ones who hunt you use many names and guises. The one who hunts you is Armoz the Devil King.”

      “What? Okay now, what are you going on about?” Gar was half laughing as he spoke. “These are just fables kids tell. The stories of the gods ended almost a thousand years ago. Even if Armoz was real, why would a god be hunting people because of this Azulūz?”

      “Armoz is real, and he is powerful and dangerous. He is greedy and hungry for power. He only wants to extinguish the lights of the other gods. Because, you see, the Azulūz is the path to awaken the other gods to save us from him. It was passed to you by Jonji El’Rue, may she rest in peace,” the woman’s voice said.

      “That was real?!” Zaan said, scratching his head.

      “What’s going on, Zaan?” Gar asked, turning to where Zaan was dimly lit in the pale blue light.

      “I thought it was a dream. A rider who was killed shot a blue light at me and knocked me before I came to Auracity. I thought it couldn’t be real, but now they are saying it was,” Zaan replied.

      “Yes, Zaan, you need to leave Auracity. If they find you, they’ll kill you, or worse, and maybe not as quickly as Jonji met hers,” Tilda said.

      “How long do I have? Can I give the Azulūz to one of you?” Zaan replied.

      “It doesn’t work like that. Jonji chose you. It was no accident she crossed paths with you at that moment before her flame was extinguished. You may only pass it on when your time is nigh and another who is worthy can accept it,” one of the voices said. “We know not how the gods choose.”

      A low voice, speaking slowly, came from a quiet man in the corner. “The soldiers and detectives have been asking around the city about anyone who came to Auracity on the day you arrived, and from where you came. They will find you, and when they do, only Ojiin knows what will happen to you. My name is Gogenanth, and I have lost too many to the ones who hunt you. I will not lose another.”

      “Halen Ojiin.” The five in the room said together.

      “What do I do?” Zaan asked.

      “You are to travel north with Gogenanth to Barrier Cliff, to talk to one of the Elders. There are some amongst them with great knowledge of carrying the Azulūz who can teach you to use it. The fortress has been rebuilt over the years to give us a home, and it will be safe there for you. You will travel with Gogenanth along secret roads for more than two weeks to get there. You two must go alone,” Gildur said. Looking to Zaan’s friend, she said, “I’m sorry Gar, you cannot accompany him.”

      “When do I leave?” Zaan asked.

      “Right now,” Gildur responded.

      “I still don’t understand, and . . .  I have so many questions,” Zaan said.

      “We understand you are confused, but you have to go, right now. Trust us,” Tilda said, grabbing his shoulders as she said this.

      Zaan and Gar shared a somber glance of farewell to each other.

      “Gar may go up to visit you at a later time, Zaan. But you must leave immediately,” Gildur told Zaan.

      “Bye, Gar. Thanks for helping me and everything. I guess I’ll see you later,” Zaan said to his friend.

      Gar wiped a tear from his eye. “I wish I could help. I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t really understand what’s going on, but I trust Gildur and Tilda.” He gave Zaan a hug.

      “Just when everything started going so well. I’m worried. What if things don’t work out?” Zaan said, still hugging Gar. “I don’t want to leave.”

      They released from their embrace. “Don’t worry, Zaan. That Gogenanth guy looks big enough. I wouldn’t worry about it. You’ll be fine, I’m sure.” He wiped away another tear.

      “You’re just trying to make me feel better,” Zaan said.

      “Is it working?” Gar asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Just be careful,” Gar said, and looked over at the man Gogenanth. “You’d better protect him, or God help me . . . ”

      The woman in the corner then asked, “Are you ready?”

      Zaan took a deep breath. “I guess. I really don’t want to go, but I trust you.”

      “Okay, let’s go,” the mysterious, large man from the corner said as he walked toward Zaan. “My name is Gogenanth. I’ll be your guide.”

      “Okay, I’m ready,” said Zaan, wiping tears from his own eyes.

      Gogenanth took Zaan’s arm and pulled him toward the front door. “Remember, never speak of any of this outside the blue circle of flame, or they will be able to find you.”

      Zaan took one last look at Gar, Gildur, and Tilda as he was pulled toward the front door. There was his new life, leaving him, and he didn’t know what to do next.

      Gogenanth pushed him through the front door and out into the afternoon sun. “Put this on,” Gogenanth said as he handed Zaan a set of heavy hooded robes. He put on the robes and covered his face with the hood.

      “This way,” Gogenanth said as he pulled Zaan by the arm.

      Zaan couldn’t get a good look at Gogenanth yet, but the man’s grip was forceful and his hand was large. He was powerfully hunched over and pulling Zaan away quickly. As they walked together, the sun began to illuminate Gogenanth’s features. He was tall, strong, and as white as the moon. He had no hair on his face, and a sharp widow’s peak on his brow. He also had a large scimitar at his side.

      They walked quickly through alleys in areas of the city Zaan had never been before. They seemed to go on for miles, treading through some rough parts of town.

      “Don’t stop for anything until we get outside of the city,” Gogenanth said as he handed Zaan a dagger eight inches in length. Zaan quickly grabbed it.

      Zaan pulled back on Gogenanth’s hand. “I need to take a breather really quick, and you can let go of my arm now,” he said.

      Gogenanth didn’t respond but kept pulling. Zaan then pulled his arm out of Gogenanth’s hand with a jerking motion.

      “Stop, I just need a minute,” Zaan told him as he breathed heavily.

      “Okay, one minute. Then we move,” Gogenanth replied.

      “So why are you the one taking me up there?” Zaan asked, trying to understand the big man.

      Gogenanth did not respond; he only scanned the surrounding alleyways and roofs.

      “Get over here!” He pulled Zaan over to his side of the alley, behind him, then pulled the scimitar from its scabbard. “Quiet,” Gogenanth whispered.

      They heard the clacking of many footsteps approaching. As it got louder they heard the rhythm of armor rustling in unison. A group of soldiers then appeared and went by the alley they were hiding in. As they trotted by in single file, they seemed not to notice. The dozen soldiers passed, none of them looking down the alley, except one, the last one, who gave a quick glance in their direction, then continued with the group.

      “Our minute is done.” Gogenanth put the scimitar back in the scabbard.

      “Yes, it is,” Zaan responded.

      They backtracked two alleys, went down a perpendicular alley, and then headed north. They were moving fast without running. Gogenanth did not let go of Zaan, and he kept up now.

      A side gate to the city came into view. Gogenanth stopped and looked at the gate, scanning the area. “Two guards at the gate, and two in each tower; that makes six and any that we can’t see on the other side.”

      “There’s no way we’ll make it through unnoticed,” Zaan said.

      “We are going to walk right through the gate. I’m going to let go of you now. You’re going to walk behind me slowly and quietly. You just keep your head down, and try not to breathe too heavily. Do you understand?” Gogenanth looked directly into Zaan’s eyes. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Zaan replied, calming his breathing.

      “Let’s go,” Gogenanth said as he lowered his head and began to talk faintly. Zaan couldn’t make out the words, but he listened intently. His eyes widened as light wisps of blue smoke crept through the cracks at his feet. He knelt down to inspect them, and they grew in size and began to circle around his legs.

      “What the—?” he asked, and took a step back. “Do you see that?” Gogenanth did not respond, but continued to speak unintelligible words.

      The blue smoke wafted around them until it was swirling in an orb of light. Gogenanth stood, and looked toward the gate. “Let’s go. Be quiet. They won’t be able to see us while we’re cloaked in this.”

      Zaan didn’t understand what this was, but he followed behind Gogenanth. As they walked at a casual pace toward the gate, Gogenanth’s heavy footsteps muffled on the paved street. The guards at the gate made no mind of the two as they approached, yet Zaan was nervous.

      The closer they got to the gate, the faster Zaan’s heartbeat increased, despite efforts to steady his breathing. He closed his eyes to concentrate on calming down his heart and mind. Beginning to feel more calm and relaxed, he stepped absentmindedly onto a broken bottle, and it shattered further under his foot.

      Dread returned quickly to him, and he opened his eyes to see both guards staring straight at him.

      “What in the hell?” one of them said as they both unsheathed their swords. “Stop right there!”

      “Where did you two come from?” the other guard asked. “Hey, that’s the kid!” he said, and began to walk toward Zaan. His face was gnarled and angry.

      Zaan’s heart began to pound in his chest as his breathing grew more rapid. Holding out the blade that Gogenanth had given him, he readied himself for the first knife fight of his life.

      In a flash of movement, Gogenanth appeared next to the soldiers. With amazing speed for such a large man, he hit a guard squarely in the chin with the strength of an ox, then spun and knocked the other guard to the ground with a single blow of his fist. Their bodies both lay limp.

      Zaan wanted to say something, but fear still gripped him. Gogenanth moved both of the bodies into the shadows of the archway, then waved Zaan over to follow him out of the gate.

      Gogenanth whispered in his ear, “Walk casually. The guards above can’t see that spot.” Zaan’s heart sank into his chest. This man he’d just met had knocked out two trained guards in seconds. If the guards had caught me, would they have killed me?

      They walked casually out of the gate toward the northern sky. There was a large grass plain for two hundred yards or so, and on the other side of the plain was the Yelden Forest.

      “We have to make it to the forest. Can you run, Zaan?” Gogenanth asked.

      “I’m tired and a little scared, but yes, I can,” Zaan replied.

      They walked casually for around fifty yards, and then Gogenanth glanced back at the tower guards.

      “Go, now!” Gogenanth began to sprint, holding the hilt of his giant sword.

      Zaan kept up. They ran, and they had quite a distance to cover still. Then they heard it: a great and loud horn call from behind, then another, then another.

      “Keep running. Don’t stop!” Gogenanth said. Zaan began to run ahead of Gogenanth. “Don’t look back. Keep running!”

      Zaan breathed heavily, in and out. He was focusing on the path into the forest as it got closer.

      Then the sound of horse hooves came from behind and was getting louder. Gogenanth’s clacking of sword and hilt was falling behind.

      “Keep going, Zaan!” Gogenanth yelled.

      The sound of the horses was getting louder, and they were catching up to Zaan and Gogenanth.

      “Don’t look back. Keep going!” Gogenanth yelled.

      The forest was close now; Zaan was almost there. The horns were many and fading behind him, but it sounded like the horses were about to be on top of him. Zaan could hardly breathe now as he took his last big leaps into the forest. He fell into some brush and quickly put his back to a tree, held out the dagger, and tried to catch his breath again. There was a lot of noise out on the grass plain still, horse hooves and yelling, but it was hard to make out what was happening.

      Then a crashing came through the woods, coming right at Zaan. It was Gogenanth.

      “Come on. We must hide.” Gogenanth grabbed Zaan and pulled him to a stream a few yards away. “We must be absolutely silent.”

      Gogenanth began to speak softly to himself, and blue smoke came up from the ground and encircled them. Gogenanth continued the barely audible words as slowly twirling and dancing blue streaks of smoke enveloped them and hid them.

      “Where did they go?” one voice said.

      “Couldn’t have gotten far,” another replied.

      “They were just here!”

      The pursuers rode around for a few minutes. There were six of them on large horses.

      “You two, head back and get the trackers. You two head that way. We’ll stay here and search the area. Tell the king’s captain we’re in pursuit of the boy he wants,” Zaan heard one of them say.

      Gogenanth spoke. “We must leave now.” They crept along the stream, the blue mist following them, for hours and miles. There was no sign of the soldiers, or sounds from any people. The forest was dense and beautiful, tall evergreens and crystal clear streams glistening in the sunlight.

      Once the sun had gone down, Zaan did not know where they were, but he knew they were somewhere in Yelden Forest. He hadn’t seen a path since they hit the creek bed, so he assumed this was somewhere safe.

      “We’ll sleep here the night. The guards won’t bother us further,” Gogenanth said as he collapsed to the ground with a loud grunt. He lay on his back on the soft leaves. “We won’t make a fire, but we’ll be safe here until the morning. Tomorrow we’ll go into the mountains.”

      Zaan had a lot to think about, with everything that had happened since this morning. The Azulūz, in particular, was at the forefront of his mind. Then the things Gildur and Tilda had told him and how Gar was gone from his life. He started thinking about all this, but was far too fatigued to continue. There would be time tomorrow to consider what had happened, but now his body and mind needed rest. Gogenanth lay on his side, smoking a pipe. Zaan began to imagine himself safe in his bed in Fur-lol, with Oscar sound asleep at his feet. He then closed his eyes, and fell into a deep sleep.
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      Zaan had dreams of lying in bed in his old home in Fur-lol. He dreamed of petting Oscar, who lay on his chest. He could feel the soft fur between his fingers. It tickled his fingertips. He stared at the beams on the ceiling of his room in the dusk. He dreamed that he would go to see his mom and dad the next morning. He dreamed about how hard it would be to get up in the morning, but he had to get Oscar outside quickly to urinate or he might do it inside by accident.

      He was awakened by the bright lights of orange and red burning torches. It took Zaan a couple of moments to gather his wits. Gogenanth was hanging from a tree, his toes barely touching the ground, and he was gasping for breath. He hung by his neck from a whip, and at the other end of the whip was a giant knight dressed in silver plate. He wore a red mane of fur across his back and at the neck. Accompanying him were a handful of other soldiers.

      “You fools. You really thought you could escape? The king has decreed that you both are to die, and we do not fail our king. Right, boys?” The others huffed loud grunts. The knight gave a smug look at Zaan. “But . . .  he did not mention . . .  how you are to die,” he said. “One of you is going back to the castle, but which one?”

      Zaan noticed that there were many torches all around him. At least a dozen. He looked back at Gogenanth, who looked back at Zaan, his eyes bulging as he suffocated. “Please, let him go. We haven’t done anything,” Zaan said.

      “That’s not what I heard. What do you think, boys? What are we going to do with them?” the silver knight asked of the others. He pulled tighter on the whip, raising Gogenanth inches higher from the ground.

      Not one responded.

      “No one has any ideas? Well, I have one. A profitable one at that,” the silver knight exclaimed, looking at Zaan. He then nodded his head.

      Zaan heard a dull thud, felt a sharp pain to the right side of his head, and fell to the leaves, losing consciousness.
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      Zaan awoke, but it was difficult to open his eyes. They were heavy, and his nostrils burned. A dark blur slowly shifted to recognizable shapes. The first image he awoke to was a faded rock ceiling.

      He sat up and looked around, trying to gather his bearings. He was in a cave of sorts, with a barred iron door. The door was locked, and he was trapped inside. He shook the door, which was sturdy.

      “Hello, anyone, hello,” he called out.

      No one came. He could not tell what time of day it was, as there was not sunlight. He was hungry. Reaching down to his neckline, he felt for where his father’s compass usually lay, but it was gone, taken from him. For hours he lay in a bed, covered in blood and sweat, thinking of what had happened during the previous days. He was scared and worried about where he was, and who had the key to the door.

      He heard footsteps, and a woman came to the gate. Zaan sat at the edge of the bed. She reached under the door and laid a bowl of rotten bread and a cup of murky water on the floor.

      “Hey, where am I?” Zaan asked the woman.

      She looked at him. Her skin was pitch black and her hair was short and greasy. Her eyes were pale green. She did not respond. She put her head down and started walking away.

      “Hey! Where am I? What’s going on? Talk to me!” Zaan yelled as the footsteps disappeared. “Somebody talk to me!” he yelled in the dark.

      Hours passed. Zaan took turns lying on the uncomfortable bed and pacing back and forth. His head still hurt, and it carried a large lump now. He went through fits of anger and rage, pulling at the door and trying to break it. What will I do if the door breaks, though? Where will I go? He didn’t even know where he was. He also went into a state of great fear. He cried in the corner of the room. The thoughts of his family in Fur-lol or Gar in Auracity made him immensely sad. He grew tired of crying and finally was able to fall asleep.

      Footsteps sounded again—this time two sets. A stocky bald man slipped a key in the lock and opened the door. He pulled out a short sword and pointed it at Zaan. Another man stood behind the bald man, seemingly uninterested.

      “Down,” the bald man said.

      Zaan slowly knelt. “Where am I? Can I talk to someone?”

      The bald man put the sword to his side, walked toward Zaan, and kicked him in the face. Zaan fell to his back. His nose bled and he screamed in pain. The bald man kicked him repeatedly in his sides and back. Zaan screamed for help, but no one came. The pain was excruciating, and he was terrified and helpless. The blows intensified as they hit the same areas over and over, for what felt like an eternity.

      The man stopped when he must have gotten tired. Tears and blood ran down Zaan’s face. He was curled into a ball in the corner of his prison cell, trying to catch his breath.

      “Get up. Or do you want more?” the man said.

      Zaan mustered all of his strength and made it to his feet. He was at the brink of consciousness and terrified of being hit anymore. The bald man held his sword toward him while the other tied Zaan’s hands in front. He pulled at Zaan’s restraints and led him out of the cell. Zaan could hardly see—his eyes were cloudy with tears and stung from sweat. It was hard to breathe; the air was thick and heavy.

      The men led Zaan out of the cell, and they walked through what seemed to be a maze of caverns. Torches hung on the walls about every three yards. Walking was difficult, because the rocky floor was uneven and hard to see. The men pulled at Zaan when he fell behind their pace. The cavern twisted and turned. He heard a slight clicking sound ahead of them—metal hitting rock. It got louder as they approached.

      Clack clack, clack clack. The sound was getting louder and harder. It finally came to Zaan where he was. They turned a corner to a large opening with dozens of people, all of them covered in soot, with pickaxes, hitting the walls of the cavern. He was in a mine. He was in the one place the traveler on the road had told him not to go.

      The bald man untied Zaan’s hands, bent down, picked up a pickax, and handed it to Zaan.

      “You run, we catch you. You steal, you lose your hands,” the bald man said, inches from Zaan’s face. The man’s breath was like a stagnant sewer.

      Sharp splinters covered the pickax’s handle, but he held it firmly, his first instinct was to put it in the bald man’s head. Rationality and fear gripped him, though: Even if he did get a swing at the bald man, the other was there right beside him, and both were armed with real weapons made for killing, not a rusty pickax that made Zaan’s hands bleed just by touching it.

      The bald man pushed him toward the other workers with his foot.

      Zaan took the pickax up over his head and hit the rock wall. He didn’t even know what he was looking for, but he mustered as much strength as he could and kept hitting it. His sides and head burned from the beating earlier. He looked around, and not one person looked at him in return. No one spoke; they only hit the walls with their own pickaxes.

      The air in the chamber was thick with black dust, and it burned Zaan’s nose and eyes. He took his shirt up to cover his mouth and nose and hit the wall, over and over. His hands bled, and he had no idea how long it would go on. Surely they would get a break soon. Surely they would be given water. His thirst was unbearable, yet he was too afraid to ask anything of the monstrous men who watched the entrance. They laughed and told pointless stories to each other. Every now and then, they would whip in someone’s direction if they thought they weren’t working hard enough. They even whipped one woman along the arm once. She cried out in pain, but then started hitting the wall twice as fast.

      Exhaustion and thirst weighed heavily on him. He could barely lift the pickax up over his head when a third man entered the cavern, said something to one of the guards, and left.

      The bald man exclaimed, “Okay, maggots.”

      All of the clacking ended suddenly. Zaan was relieved. He thought he was about to pass out at any moment, and he was seeing double. The people being forced to mine placed their pickaxes on the walls by the entrance and walked in single file, following one of the guards. Zaan stumbled behind.

      They turned corners, and every now and then a torch would appear to light another tunnel. They did not need to walk far until they approached a black gate. The guard in front shook some keys and opened the door. The miners entered into the cell, Zaan last in line and last to be ushered into the room before the door closed behind him and was locked. The guards lit one torch on the side of the room and left. Most of the prisoners sat at the walls of the cell and hung their heads. There were slight whimpers and sobs from them.

      The room they were in smelled of urine and feces. Zaan himself squatted in the corner and relieved himself. Not one person spoke. Zaan approached the oldest man in the group.

      “Hey, do you know where we are?” Zaan asked.

      The man did not answer, and it didn’t seem that he would if further pressed.

      Zaan went up to the woman hit with the whip earlier.

      “Can you talk?” he asked her.

      “Yes,” she replied, turning her head away from him.

      “Hey, look at me, please,” Zaan asked her. She slowly looked toward him and into his eyes. He looked back into hers.

      It was the same woman with the pale green eyes that had laid the bread and water out for him before. He now noticed that her skin was not black, but covered in soot.

      “Does anyone know where we are?” he asked her.

      “Hell. If there is a hell, this is it,” she responded. Her dry lips smacked together as she said this.

      “How long have you been here?” Zaan asked.

      “Forever, it feels. Maybe around a year, or two?” Her eyes welled up as she looked up at the ceiling. “Listen, the sooner you realize this, the better off it will be for you: We are going to die here.” She gave a deep sigh. “I used to dream of someone coming to save me, or of escaping.” She looked at the locked gate. “If you scream and holler, you get beat bad.”

      Zaan looked blankly at her. He didn’t want to believe that. He wanted to believe that someone would be there to rescue him, and quickly.

      “One of us goes every couple of weeks. They take you away and dump your body, or we slowly die down here. Be careful of the red-haired guard; he’s the worst,” she said, and turned away again. She scooted her back up against the back wall of the cell and let her greasy hair fall in front of her face.

      The light of a torch came creeping around the corner. A man carried a bucket of water in one arm and another bucket of something else in the other. The bald guard followed him.

      They opened the gate, walked into the middle of the room, and laid down the bucket of water and the other bucket. They turned and locked the gate, a red braid fell between the shoulder blades of the guard who’d carried the buckets. He must be the bad one.

      Once the guards disappeared around the corner and the light was gone, everyone rushed to the bucket of water and drank with their hands. As Zaan watched them literally crawling over each other, they looked like animals. He tried to squeeze in between the others to get at the bucket, but by the time he made it he got only two handfuls of dirty water.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, staring at the bottom of the empty water bucket in disbelief. “They’re going to bring more, right?” He looked around and received no response. He then realized the truth; no more was coming. “How can they expect us to work like that and not give us fucking water!”

      His blood boiled, and he went over to the gate. He was about to shake it and scream and tear it off the hinges when a gentle, callused hand touched his arm.

      “Don’t,” she whispered to him.

      He realized then that he would probably be beaten again if he reacted like this. He tried to calm his breathing and went to the other bucket. It was half-filled with food barely fit for swine. People took turns picking through the half-rotten vegetables and grains. It was hard to see in the torchlight what they were eating, and it might be better not to know. Tears welled up in Zaan’s eyes.

      He didn’t sleep well that night. He was thoroughly exhausted and in need of sleep, but every time someone urinated in the corner of the room, or he caught himself shivering, he would wake back up. He was frightened and alone. If he hadn’t gotten caught, Gogenanth and he would be in the mountains by a warm fire, probably eating warm meat.

      “I don’t want to die here,” he whispered to himself. “Not like this. Not like this.”
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      “We’ve got to rescue him!” Gar said, “We’ve got to go after him.”

      “Gar, we don’t know where he is, and I’m sorry to say this, but he’s probably gone,” Gildur replied.

      Gar started to cry. “No! He’s not dead! They wouldn’t!” Gar’s fists were clenched, and his face turned bright red.

      Tilda put her hand on Gar’s back. “I’m sorry, Gar. I truly am. I know that he was your friend, but we must focus on the matter at hand. Gogenanth is to be executed at noon tomorrow. We have to save him, but we need help.” Her face was illuminated in the blue torchlight.

      “We must free him from his cell. A midnight jailbreak is more feasible than a daylight rescue,” a woman said in the soft blue lights. Her eyes glowed the color of the clear afternoon sky. She was lean and had excellent posture and long wrinkles along her face.

      “Yes, Elindrill, you are right, but Gildur is too known and Gar is too new to assist in the break,” Tilda said. “I’ll get him, but I’ll need help. Elindrill, can you call for help from one of your kin?”

      “I want to help. I can help,” Gar said.

      “Yes, you could, lad, but you’re not trained. You’d be more burdensome than helpful,” Gildur responded.

      “I’ll call for help from my kin. One will come; I’m sure of it,” Elindrill said.

      “We’ll free Gogenanth tonight. Then we’ll focus on Zaan,” Tilda said.
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      Tilda suited up for the jailbreak, dressed in dark leather leggings and a light breastplate under a black leather jacket. She wiped black ash on her face and hands. She carried a hardened steel short sword and a thin, sharp dagger.

      Accompanying her would be Astor Delasius, who had arrived in Auracity one hour prior. He had come at the beckoning of Elindrill, his aunt. Astor was less than six feet, was thirty-two years of age, and had slicked-back blond hair, a lengthy goatee, and a lean face. His skin was the color of mahogany, like Elindrill’s, and he had ivory earrings in both ears. Tonight he wore all black and had two heavy short swords. He covered his face in a dark, canvas mask.

      “Ready?” Tilda asked.

      “Ready,” Astor responded confidently.

      They left the security of the blue flame circle and went off in the direction of Fordenreign Castle. They hid in the cover of the alleyways, where they had the advantage of darkness. Heavy clouds hung low and hid the light of the moon. Tilda was at the lead, Astor at the rear, as he did not know Auracity as she did. Stealth was key to the rescue of Gogenanth.

      They did not know exactly where he was held in the prison. However, they did know that all prisoners sentenced to death were held in a certain cell block in the east corner of the dungeon building. This was done intentionally so they could see the gallows from their windows. All of these cells had windows.

      They crept in and out of the alleys, dodging the streetlights and patrolling soldiers. It began to rain, and then they heard the crack of thunder. As they approached the walls to the dungeon building, the ash began to run from Tilda’s face. The rain came down on them as they attached the spikes to their boots. Thunder crashed loudly as lightning lit up the sky.

      “This storm may be good for us this night,” he said.

      “Yeah, as long as it stays like this and doesn’t get much worse.”

      “What now?” Astor asked.

      “We’ll go from north to south along the wall.”

      They stuck the spikes into the stone along the wall, climbing upward slowly and checking their footing before advancing. They stopped as, below them, two guards ran by and went into the door leading into the building. They continued climbing. The windows they were heading for were on the third floor. They reached them, and Tilda slowly peered over the first window on the north side of the east wall, seeing the cell door was open and a guard sat at the entrance facing the hallway.

      She took her head down quickly and shook it sideways to Astor. Then she climbed to the left and peered into the second window. A man lay in bed, but he was not nearly the size of Gogenanth. She drew her head back and checked the next window to find another empty room; she was beginning to worry that Gogenanth was held elsewhere. She checked the following window, and it was empty as well. There were only two windows remaining. She shimmied over to the next window, high above the ground.

      She looked into the cell and saw a man sitting on the bunk on the side wall of the room. He was looking out of the window at the rain, and his eyes met hers as soon as she peeked up over the stone. Gogenanth’s smile was impossible to hide, but he knew better than to overreact. He slowly stood, stretched his large arms up into the air, then held out two fingers on one hand for her to see, indicating to Tilda that there were two guards at the entrance of his cell. She nodded to Gogenanth, then looked down to Astor and held up two fingers.

      She took a piece of copper colored metal out of a pouch and held it against the top of one of the bars in the window. She whispered a chant, and it began to glow dull blue, then bright white. The bar slowly melted away until it was nothing more than a thick pool of cold steel. She did this to the remaining two bars. Stealthily as a cat, she entered the room, squeezing through the window. Neither Gogenanth nor Astor would fit through the window, so this would not be the escape route. Astor put one of his two swords through the window, and Tilda handed it to Gogenanth.

      She whispered into his ear, “We’ll have to deal with the guards. Do you know the way out?” He shook his head no.

      “Well, we’ll have to improvise.” She went to the bar-less windowsill and whispered to Astor, “We’re going to head toward the east door.” He nodded back to her. The rain came down in hard droplets on his head.

      Tilda crept along the floor and placed a small piece of the copper metal into the backside of the lock on the door. She didn’t make a sound and was not noticed by the guards, one of whom was even asleep, she noticed. She crept back and uttered the same chant as before, and the metal glowed again.

      The color attracted the attention of the guard to the left. “Hey! What the . . .  ?” he said.

      Tilda pulled the door open quickly, and Gogenanth rushed out. Before the guard could react, Gogenanth put a strong fist into his stomach. It knocked the guard down to the ground in agony. The guard who was sleeping awoke, raised his sword, and was met with Tilda’s knee in his groin. A solid thump with the hilt of her sword had him asleep again. She kicked the man Gogenanth had hit in the face, and he slept as well.

      They headed down the hallway toward the eastern door.

      “Hey, take me with you,” the man in the second room said.

      As they made their way down the stone corridor illuminated in torchlight, the prisoners started to speak louder and louder. Soon all of the inmates on the floor were yelling. Then came the clacking of metal on metal as the guards met Tilda and Gogenanth at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Drop your weapons!” an armed guard yelled at them. Four guards were with him, holding out swords.

      Gogenanth pretended to put down his sword, but then brought it up to knock one of the guard’s swords away, and then another. He rushed at the main guard who’d yelled at them and put his shoulder into the guard’s face. It knocked the guard’s helmet off, and Gogenanth fell hard on top of him with his shoulder still pressed into him.

      Tilda went after the other two guards and, with her sword and dagger, pushed their swords out to the sides. She plunged her dagger into the neck of one of them, and blood spewed from the wound.

      The other guard dropped his spear and lunged with a sword at her, slicing into the lower part of her arm. She winced in pain and slashed wildly but methodically back at him. Their swords met, and they battled back and forth. Her blades danced through the air, and she seemed patient as she drew the guard toward her. She found an opening amongst his wild and angry attacks and knocked his sword away with hers, then thrust her dagger into his heart. He died almost instantly.

      She turned to see Gogenanth pulling the short sword from a guard’s chest. The last remaining guard, who had the look of a scared child in his eyes, began to run. Tilda ran after him, quickly catching him and spattering the walls with his blood. They moved past the downed guards toward a door to the outside, but they heard more guards coming from behind them.

      “Halt!” they heard repeatedly.

      They came to the east gate door and unlocked it using keys they’d taken from one of the guards. Gogenanth pushed the door open to find Astor in a sword fight with four guards, two already lying on the ground. Tilda held the door shut to keep the soldiers behind from entering the fray.

      Astor’s sword moved swiftly and silently through the air, and he struck a soldier in the leg, who then went down screaming wildly. Gogenanth attacked the other soldier from behind, knocking the sword from his hand and lifting him up above his head, grunting loudly as he threw him to the ground. The guard hit with a clash of metal hitting stone, and he didn’t get back up. Now all four soldiers were down.

      From behind, Tilda yelled, “I can’t hold the door much longer.”

      Astor pulled a soft-looking wedge from his pouch and put it into the side of the door. Tilda moved away and the wedge held the door tight, even with the soldiers on the other side rushing into it.

      “They’ll be coming from the sides of the building and from the barracks. We need to flee,” Astor said.

      Gogenanth murmured a quiet chant, and blue wisps of smoke and light swirled up around them, enveloping them in an orb of blue, and they disappeared from sight.

      They ran to the nearest building and climbed the back stairwell. They headed north, jumping from rooftop to rooftop. Tilda and Astor were as silent as the wind, and Gogenanth tried to land as softly as he could.

      The city soon was a ruckus of soldiers shouting, dogs barking, and fires being lit. Gogenanth used his Azulūz to hide them as they jumped from rooftop to rooftop. Eventually, they made their way back to Gildur’s Armory.

      “This is where we separate,” Tilda said.

      “Thank you, and you,” Gogenanth said to them, and shook their hands.

      “Where will you go?” Astor asked him.

      “The mines. I must rescue Zaan,” he replied.

      “Zaan! Where is he?” Tilda asked.

      “I heard the captain talking about a place to the east of the Cascades, a place where he would never see the sun again,” he said. “I’ll find him.”

      “And I’ll accompany you,” said Astor.

      “Good. I must stay here, as to not draw suspicion upon Gildur and the group,” Tilda replied.

      Gogenanth and Astor started off, as a glowing orb of blue majesty began encircling them, and they drifted into invisibility as they crept through a gate to exit the city. They moved quickly and quietly through the fields and made it into the forest in short time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Zaan hit the wall hard, again and again. The pain in his hands had become duller over the last few days. Hard calluses had formed, and it was the reopening of scabs each day that became the most troubling issues. His head and body had recovered from his beating, but the muscles he’d gained from working at the armory were beginning to diminish. He was starving, and the lack of water was wearing on him.

      Two days prior, they had lost one from their group in the night. She’d fallen ill and was taken away by the guards, hardly crying. She was a young girl, but Zaan didn’t know her name because the slaves in these mines did not share personal things with each other. They all felt names formed emotional attachments within the group, and with death so common, it wasn’t worth it to them.

      The constant darkness in their cell, where they sat up to twelve hours at a time, was another issue. It drove many mad. Zaan guessed it was just a part of this cruel punishment, to deprive everyone from sunlight. He thought about how close the exit was to where they were held. How many footsteps to see the light of the sun? He thought about the guards walking in the sun to come to the caves, smiling as they did so.

      Zaan was not completely devoid of hope. He had not been in the mines long enough to have forgotten about his life, and the others who were thinking about him. He did suffer, though. The thought of his family living on, and their not hearing from him ever again, or not hearing any of what had happened to him, was the worst. The one consolation he had was the thought that if he did die, he would be with his sister. He thought about Emilisa a lot in the dark of his cell with his fellow prisoners. The group hardly ever talked to each other except to utter warnings amongst themselves. So he would have conversations with Emilisa to himself. They started in the second week or so.

      “Remember when Oscar was young? He would run as fast as he could after a stick, then bring it back and not let go of it, no matter how hard we tried. He was so proud to show it off and growl, but he wouldn’t let go,” he said, and he laughed.

      “You know that Mom and Dad are watching him, I bet it’s good for them to be with Oscar. He can keep them company. You know how Mom is: she’s always moving around, like a busy bee collecting pollen. I bet Dad and Oscar just hang out all day, Dad smoking his pipe and Oscar lying in the sunlight in the kitchen. I can almost smell that vanilla pipe smoke.” Zaan smiled, but it soon faded. He knew it was crazy talking to her, and it made him even sadder. Dropping his head into his arms, he cried.

      “I’m going to see you someday, Emilisa. Hopefully I’ll survive this, and if I do I promise to take care of Mom and Dad. Maybe I’ll even have kids of my own. I’ll name one Emilisa after her aunt, so you’ll be remembered. I need to get out of this place. I can’t die here. Please don’t let me die here.”

      The footsteps came again, two pairs. The slave’s backs tightened up as the guards approached. “Get back!” the red-haired guard said with his long sword held out.

      Everyone got their backs up against the wall and put their heads down. No one would argue with the man with the sword.

      “You,” he said as he pointed to the oldest of Zaan’s group. “Come over here.” The old man didn’t move.

      “I said get over here!” The guard’s face turned red as he yelled this, and drool fell from his mouth. His snarling yellow teeth showed.

      The old man dropped to his knees. “Please, don’t hurt me,” he said in a most pathetic tone. He was like a mouse pleading to a fat cat.

      The bald guard was standing next to the red-haired one. “Ha, like we would waste our time . . . ” he began. But before he finished, the red-haired guard started toward the old man and with one large sweep hit him in the temple with his powerful fist. The old man’s body fell to the floor.

      “When I tell you to do something, you . . . ” The guard began as he let out a puff of air. He brushed his long red hair out of his face. Taking a step back, he stood there looking at the elder shaking on the cold rocks. The old man shook for less than a minute, then stopped and lay still on the ground.

      The bald guard went over and nudged the old man with his foot. “Well, he ain’t going nowheres now.”

      The red-haired guard walked out of the room, his body tense and shoulders hunched.

      The bald man stood over the dead man and tried to figure out what to do next. “Hmm. Oh well, he was shit with an axe anyways.” He turned his back, locked the gate, and left Zaan and the group in the dark with the corpse. Everyone wept in the darkness, softly, so that the guards wouldn’t hear them and return.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next couple of days, Zaan tried to figure out ways to keep his sanity. The work was so hard, some would give up and get whipped. When they couldn’t lift their arms over their head, they would cry and be punished and be made to work harder. If they refused, they were taken away. Their corpses would be put on display in one of the passageways of the cave until the stench grew too bad for the guards. This was surely a deterrent to anyone considering putting their pickax down. When it came to staying alive, the key was to keep a steady pace. It was all endurance, and overexertion was the enemy.

      Water was the biggest worry, and the most important key to survival. When water was brought into the cell, everyone would forget everything—their own names, the fact that they were people. They became animals, clawing, biting and growling at each other. For the brief moments that there was water to be had, it was survival of the fittest. The newcomers who came and sat at the sides and watched soon became animals themselves.

      So to keep his sanity and pass the time, Zaan would pick at his fingernails, in a specific pattern. He would clean the underneath of his nails from his left to right hand, one by one, getting each nail ten times. He would do this one hundred times. If he lost count, he would have to start over. When he completed this, then he would do his feet. He enjoyed making it to his feet, because his toenails were thicker and made a louder clicking sound. While he did this he would try to remember the colors of leaves on trees or the feel of grass between his toes. He continued to have conversations with Emilisa.

      “Things would have been so different if you hadn’t died. You probably would have gotten married young, like the others in town. By now you’d have a couple of rugrats calling me uncle. Maybe I would have even stayed in Fur-lol, to be closer to the kids,” he said.

      “Mom and Dad would be different too. Dad aged a lot after you died. I think you were their favorite. I’m not sure I ever made them proud, but by the way that we still talk about you, you can just tell. Ugh, I don’t know if I’m ever going to get out of this place, Emilisa. I’m afraid I’m going to go crazy. How can anyone live through this? I’m always hungry. I’m always thirsty. What did I do to deserve this? What could anyone do to deserve this? I don’t even understand what this Azulūz is! Why do they do this to people who have it? Why did this happen to me? I would give anything to look into the light of the sun and feel it on my skin. But look at me. I don’t have anything. I am nothing. I feel like if something doesn’t happen soon, Emilisa, I’m going to die, but at least we can be together then.” Zaan put his head down, his shoulders sank, and he tried to remember Emilisa’s smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The early-morning sun crept up over the high exterior walls of Auracity. Long streaks of golden light touched the door of the prison at the city center and shone off the silver armor and red fur mane of the captain of the king’s guard. Erolos knelt down and removed the wedge Astor had placed in the door a few hours before. Holding it up into the light of the sun, he examined it. “Curious.”

      Behind him, soldiers watched him and walked around, waiting for someone to give them direction, as an escape like this had never been so brazen.

      “It’s a doortrap,” Angela Dragus said as she walked up behind Erolos. He turned to see her. She was wearing an elegant ivory-and-crimson-colored gown that exposed her shoulders and one of her pale legs. “They’re produced in the south, a trade secret from the Worforgon, rare in this part of the world.”

      Erolos held up the doortrap to Angela, and she took it into her hand, examining it. “I’ve never seen one of these before. What about whatever they used to melt iron bars up there? Any ideas how they did that?” he asked.

      “That, Erolos, I do not know exactly,” she said as she looked up at the bar-less windowsill above. “Tell me how you think the king is feeling right now about a heretic escaping the day before he was to be publicly executed.”

      Erolos glared at her. “This is your damned fault. You didn’t tell me the big man knew magic, or whatever the hell they used to get out.”

      She took a casual step to his side and slowly walked around him. “You think the king is going to blame a woman for this mess? No, no, no. He is going to be furious, probably kill any man who was here last night. He may even kill most of these prisoners, but I doubt you will be able to walk away from this unscathed. At least after I have a discussion with him about it.”

      “You damned witch!” he said. He unsheathed his long sword and swung it at her in a large arc. Her arm moved quickly to her side, and with a violet glow with red wisps, she caught the sword in her hand.

      Erolos’s eyes grew wide, and he did not move. The purple and red wisps crawled up his blade toward his hands, and he suddenly dropped his sword on the stones. All the surrounding guards watched in awe and fear.

      Then his sword rose from the ground and hovered in the air, all the while dancing in the wafting wisps of purple haze. It turned end over end to point itself at him, and he took a slight step back. “What in the devil are you?!”

      “Where is the boy you caught with the foreign man Gogenanth?” she asked as the sword inched closer to Erolos. She took a step forward, her face beginning to show her anger. “Where is the boy from Fur-lol?”

      “I . . .  I told you, we killed him out in the woods, and buried him in an unmarked grave.”

      “Your king told you I wanted that boy.”

      “He, he told me he wanted him dead, so that’s what we did. We killed him,” he said, his eyes fixated on his sword spinning in place.

      “My lord wanted that boy. I swear if I find out you sold him to one of those slave traders on the black market . . .”

      “What? I would never . . .  slavery is illegal.”

      “I know what you do on the side, Erolos, and I care not,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she grabbed the sword, “until it gets in the way of what I want!”

      Erolos stood there frozen, watching her hold the sword out, the tip was a mere inch from his eye.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen. The next time you are ordered to find someone for me, I want them whole and breathing, do you understand?”

      “Yes ma’am, I understand you.”

      “Good,” she said as she held up the sword in the early morning sunlight, examining it. “This is a good sword. I wouldn’t recommend you give it away so easily again.” She flipped it in her hand, holding onto the sharp end and holding the hilt out to him. He grabbed it, and the soldiers around watched in awe.

      She started walking back in the direction she’d come from, the long white tail of her dress dancing delicately along the ground as she disappeared around the corner of the prison.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky was lit with ribbons of auburn reds and streaks of heavenly golds. Gogenanth walked along a deer path in the Yelden Forest, Astor trailing behind him. The stars began to appear, scattered throughout the tops of the trees. A chill came in through the forest, as most of the leaves had already fallen. Tonight would be cold, Astor thought to himself. He knew shelter would be needed. Gogenanth was thinking the same thing and was now a fugitive, wanted by the Crown for escaping death. He was sure there was a generous bounty placed on his head. There would be no fire tonight.

      Astor hadn’t planned on such an impromptu journey, but he was a survivalist and had grown up in the woods. Elindrill was his aunt, sister of Astor’s father, Valor. Valor Delasius was a member of a guard unit for a lord in Vallenhalen, a castle in the southeast where the Rangk River met the Elden Sea. It was a magnificent castle that had stood for thousands of years, serving as one of the major trade ports in the east, its many bridges traversing the scattered delta’s islands. The bridges stretched out like a spider’s web and all converged on the Tower of Lūr, a beacon that could be seen from many points on the Elden Sea.

      As Valor’s eldest son, Astor was kept at the family farm northwest of the castle; but came to the castle frequently to learn archery and swordplay. Astor hadn’t been the tallest or strongest kid, but he was fast. He was naturally skilled at archery, but he truly excelled with a blade. Fencing taught him that the sword follows the mind until the arm can be trained to move faster than the mind—a powerful skill indeed.

      “Do you think Zaan is still alive?” Astor asked Gogenanth, whose brow furrowed.

      Gogenanth was descended from people in the far east, in the land of the Arr. From there he’d traveled to the continent to the south, the Worforgon, where he spent years working for various organizations before coming to this continent, Essill.  He was two full heads taller than Astor, with a black widow’s peak and a large broad nose. His strong chin and jaw and clear white skin were unusual for people from the east. It was rumored among their group in Auracity that he was a general in an army of the Worforgon. He was generally a man of few words, so people didn’t know much about him other than that he was a skilled warrior and hunter.

      “Yes, yet I fear for his safety. I do not know of the place they spoke. But there are places around here with people who know things,” Gogenanth replied.

      “Where do we begin looking, then? We can expect that you won’t be welcome in many places within a hundred leagues of Auracity,” Astor said.

      “There is a bar in Tarluus. We will start there. It is not a safe place though,” he said as a smirk lit up his face. Astor smiled back. “There are a couple of slave traders who go there. The big boss, Yemes Hartfell, is who we should find.”

      That night they slept in the forest, no fire to warm them in the late autumn breeze. The night sky was clear and the stars shone brightly down upon them. They both slept well, as they knew the next day would be long and arduous. And they knew they must travel swiftly and silently to avoid unwelcome attention.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      During their journey the next day they moved in the direction of Tarluus, a haven for slave traders and other types of thugs. They moved through water often to avoid being tracked by dogs.

      They traveled fast and took breaks infrequently. The only food they ate was what they could grab while running, such as wild fruits, until they could make camp. It would be another forty miles or so to Tarluus. As they traveled they held the Cascades to their right, moving north to their destination, staying hidden in Yelden Forest to avoid detection.

      A day and a half later they were at the edge of the forest, and Tarluus was in sight. It was early morning, and the sun had another couple of hours before it would show. They decided the best course of action was for Astor to go in alone. It was dangerous, but the sight of Gogenanth would rally scores of soldiers instantly. Tarluus was known for its foulness and corruption, where a handful of wealthy people with money had more power than the lord of Tarluus himself.

      Astor moved at a normal pace into the town. Upon entering, the smell of manure and rotting flesh was almost overwhelming. At once he knew why, because at the gate to the city were two corpses tied to stakes, both wearing signs around their necks that read Heroes Die in Tarluus.

      Moving at a casual speed, he walked to the city center. Tarluus was composed of mainly shabby wooden structures and huts. The people were dirty and moved slowly. Astor gathered that this was a poverty-stricken part of town. It was early still, and the sun was just rising. In a place like this, he knew there would be people still up from the night before, probably stone drunk.

      He arrived at the door to the Hunter’s Foe, a bar at the backside of a brothel north of the city square. The wailing of whores and the smoke of cheap tobacco was all around as he entered the bar. There were two men asleep on the bar, and a loud man to the side with a whore on his lap who heckled him. There were two men in the corner of the room. They were staring right at Astor, and he acted as if not to notice and went to the bartender.

      “What’re you havin’?” the bartender asked him, coldly looking at him.

      “Ale,” Astor said, looking down at the bar, but really weighing up the two men in the corner, who now appeared more interested in their own conversation than Astor.

      “That’s four slits,” the barkeep said, handing Astor a poured ale. Astor laid the money on the bar and held out two solids more for the barkeep to see.

      “What’s yer business here?” the bartender asked. His heavy brow was furrowed in curiosity, and his hairy arms were covered in tattoos and scars.

      “The two men in the corner . . . I’m looking to buy some merchandise. They the people I want to see?” Astor asked.

      “Hmm. Depends on the merchandise.”

      “People, that is the merchandise.” Astor gave a wink and smirk to the bartender. The bartender took Astor’s money.

      The bartender turned to his left and pointed. “The one on the left there is Franco, and the right one is Yemes. They be the ones you should talk to.”

      Astor took a drink from his ale and went over. As he approached, Franco stood up and showed the hilt of his sword from underneath his shirt. Yemes remained seated and relaxed.

      “What?” Franco asked Astor.

      “I’m looking to do business.” He looked at Yemes. Yemes was dressed in a fine, white silk shirt, wore a white brimmed hat, and had a thin curled mustache running across his smirking, thin lips.

      “We don’t want your business. Get lost,” Franco said, and he took a large step toward Astor.

      Astor did not move or flinch but instead casually looked over Franco’s shoulder at Yemes. “I need workers. I heard you’re the man to talk to.”

      “Ha!” Yemes said. “Now, Franco, why in the world would we present ourselves so unbecomingly to such a gentleman?” Yemes stood up and gave an eccentric bow to Astor. Franco stepped back from Astor.

      “We are all businessmen here. Surely we may be able to attend to your needs . . .  I’m sorry . . .  My name is Yemes, and this is my chatty acquaintance Franco, so now you know our names, but we are unaware of yours,” Yemes said, his face wrinkling as he squeezed his chin into his neck and puckered his lips.

      “I’m sorry, how rude of me. I’m Adem, Adem Holden,” Astor said.

      “Well, what a name that is indeed. Quite easy to remember, if I do say so myself, Adem Holden. How can I help you, Adem Holden?” Yemes asked as he bowed to Astor.

      “I’m looking for three workers to work a mine outside of Auracity,” Astor told Yemes.

      “Well, you have come to the right place. I have what you seek. I assume you are looking for the usual young, strong backs?” Yemes made the gestures to match the descriptions.

      “Yes, that would do fine. I would like to see them prior to transaction. I’m sure you understand,” Astor exclaimed.

      “Ah.” Yemes leaned as far back as he could and gave an exasperated laugh. “Of course! This is a professional arrangement, my dear. It would be my honor to escort you to peruse my inventory.”

      “Ah, yes, that would do fine. If it is in your best interest as well, the sooner the better. I have traveled far and, as you can see, I’m a little worse for wear.” Astor held out a corner of his dirty shirt for Yemes to see.

      “Oh dear, yes, I’m sure your maid has enjoyed her break. Ha! I will tell you what, I’ll even throw in a clean shirt with the purchase of three today! Let us have one quick drink then be on our way. What do you say? Alex, a round for us and our new friend Adem Holden, please?” Yemes said with an eccentric wave of his hand.

      Alex, the barkeep, came over with two ales and a clear stiff-smelling drink for Yemes in a tall thin glass. They touched glasses and drank quickly, then left through the back door of the bar and began walking down the alley.

      “Let me ask you something, Adem, if that’s all right,” Yemes asked Astor.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Do you think me a fool?” Yemes looked into Astor’s eyes.

      Astor fell to one knee.

      “I know every slave trader within fifty leagues. And, my dear, I have never heard of an Adem Holden,” Yemes said as he leaned over Astor.

      Astor began seeing double, staring at the dirt, and he let the other knee touch the ground. He vomited and spoke. “You got it wrong.”

      “Oh, I do, do I? Are you calling me an idiot? Let’s see who is wrong when you are begging like a dog!” Spit flew from Yemes’s lips as he yelled at Astor’s back.

      Astor fell to the ground, and strong hands picked him up and carried him away.
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      Water hit Astor’s face, and he gasped at the stark coldness of it. He went to wipe his eyes but quickly realized his hands were bound, and he saw Franco in front of him with a now empty bucket.

      He was in a large room, sparsely populated with boxes and crates, and the air was thick and heavy. There were no windows, but light from holes in the ceiling illuminated dark blood stains dried on the floor. The same light also shone upon a stake in the middle of the room, and there were shackles chained to it.

      Astor thrashed his hands about, trying to wriggle them out of his rope bindings. Then a door creaked open and in entered Yemes and a woman with ratty blond hair and one black eye. Astor didn’t recognize her.

      “Hi, Adem Holden, long time no see. Now that we are in proper order, why don’t we see what you really want? We know it’s not three slaves now, don’t we?” Yemes tilted his head and put a finger to his mouth.

      “Fine, my name is not Adem, but I know who you are, and whatever you are planning is very unwise. It would be best if you just untied me, and I might forgive this outrage.”

      The woman Astor didn’t recognize walked up and hit him squarely in the jaw. Astor’s head flew to the side, and he spit out blood on the floor.

      Yemes approached Astor. “Listen, you! Nobody walks into my town and tells me what to do! I own this town. I could kill you in the middle of the public square and people would ask if I needed help hanging your body on a stake. Now tell me, what did you seek me out for, and to what end?” Yemes turned bright red, and a bead of sweat fell from his brow.

      “Yemes, you seem like an educated man. So, okay, the real reason I came is because I am looking for a place, and well, this place seems to not exist. You see my dilemma,” Astor said, keeping his composure.

      “Look at the jester tied to the chair! Looking to get information from you,” Franco said.

      “Now, now. Maybe there is still business to be had. Information of that sort can be quite costly, depending on the nature of the information. What do you have to barter for such information? I do hold secrets quite well, and these places that don’t exist, don’t exist for good reason. They don’t exist because certain people don’t want them found. What do you have to offer that would make my friend go over there and untie you so that we could shake hands?” Yemes asked Astor.

      “Well, it seems we have a predicament here, because I was not looking to negotiate, you see. I’m looking to threaten.” He smiled and looked squarely into Yemes’s eyes.

      Yemes squeezed his thin-fingered fists and yelled, “Show this boy how we deal with threats in my town!”

      The unnamed woman approached Astor and hit him in the gut, knocking the wind from his lungs. Then she hit him in the face twice. Astor smiled and spat more blood.

      “So I don’t yet know the name of this place that the sun doesn’t shine on, but . . . ” Astor looked up at Yemes, who was fuming mad.

      “Harder! Hit him harder!” Yemes screamed.

      The woman rolled up her sleeves and punched Astor a few more times, hard enough that any normal man would be crying and begging.

      “You see, my friend’s at this place, and I’d really like to see him again,” Astor said with his head down, not looking at Yemes this time.

      “Oh, now I get it. You see what we have here, a certified hero going to save his girlfriend.” They all laughed in unison. “Didn’t you see what happens to heroes in my town? Boys, show him what happens in my town!” Yemes said as he crossed his arms and smiled at Astor.

      Franco pulled out a thin dagger, took a couple of steps toward Astor, and lunged toward his stomach. But before he could put the blade into him, Astor had spun the back of the chair toward Franco. Franco’s hand was struck by the back of it, and the knife was knocked away from Astor, but Franco managed to keep it firmly in his hand.

      “That all you got? A chair?” He spat at Astor.

      The chair fell to the ground, and Astor’s hands appeared in front of him; he had used the blade to cut apart his bonds with the force of the spin. He rubbed his wrists, looking up at the three men, with bruises on his face.

      “Now, Franco, I can safely say I really dislike you. But I can now say I really don’t care for you two either.” Astor pointed at the woman. “But you, Yemes, you take the cake. People who pay people to hit people but won’t lift a finger themselves. Ugh, it drives me mad.”

      Franco went at Astor with the knife, but Astor grabbed Franco’s wrist and spun into his body, elbowing him in the gut, and spun toward Yemes. Yemes threw his hands back and up in the air.

      “I give up!” Yemes said as Astor spun to Yemes’s back. Astor now held Franco’s blade up to Yemes’s neck.

      “So this place that doesn’t exist, it does exist, doesn’t it?” Astor whispered into Yemes’s ear.

      “Y-Yes, but I can’t tell you . . .  It’s . . .  It’s where people go to disappear. Whoever you are going after, they are as good as dead. No one survives that place. They pay a very high price for the slaves who go into those mines.” Yemes had tears rolling down his cheeks.

      “Well, money is about to be the least of your worries. I think your hired guns would leave you in a heartbeat right now if they could, take your money and leave you to bleed. Tell me I’m wrong,” Astor said, looking at Franco, who was still trying to figure out how he lost his knife.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you,” Yemes whimpered.

      “Ah, ah. Not so fast. We are now negotiating. What else do you have to offer me for your life?” Astor asked. Yemes rolled his eyes back at him.

      “What?” Yemes asked.
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      Franco opened the iron-barred gate to a dimly lit cellar that reeked of blood and rust. The four of them walked down the stairs to a row of dozens of cells.

      “You are not going to make it out of here alive,” Franco spat at Astor, who still held the knife to Yemes’s throat.

      “The keys,” Astor said to the unnamed woman.

      “No,” she said.

      Astor took the knife from Yemes’s throat and stepped back slightly, then stood on Yemes’s ankle quickly and forcefully as a loud cracking was heard. Yemes screamed in pain and fell to the ground holding his broken ankle.

      Franco and the woman rushed at Astor, and the woman flashed a small dagger. Astor stood his ground, and then as the two came in close, Astor jumped high and put a knee to Franco’s nose and a foot in the center of the woman’s chest. Both went down hard. Franco was bleeding from his face and blinded from the thick blood. The woman couldn’t breathe, but got up to see Astor now wielding both daggers.

      “The keys,” Astor said again.

      The woman reached over and grabbed the keys off the side wall and extended them to Astor.

      “They are not for me,” Astor exclaimed. He had bitterness on his tongue.

      The woman looked at Franco and Yemes. Grave concern was written on their faces.

      Yemes looked up at Astor. “You can’t do this! Please.”

      Astor filled his lungs with air. He could feel the anxiousness in the cells with the brief battle. “You have all been taken from your homes. These men and women became rich from holding you and selling you like cattle. I can open your doors and offer you freedom, but it is your freedom you deserve and must fight for.”

      A mumbling came from the cells. Astor went over to the petrified woman and took the keys from her hands and threw them into one of the cells.

      “I leave their fates in your hands, but remember, what mercy would they show you?” Astor turned his back to leave.

      “You coward, you would just leave us with these animals? We already told you what you wanted to know,” Franco said to Astor, tears of anger gathered in the corners of his eyes.

      “Who is the coward? I didn’t separate us with bindings or a key and lock. I defeated you like a man, and you fell like a sick cockroach. You deserve what you get. This was what caused all of the wars of the Olden Age: slavery and damned religious crusades. This was outlawed for a reason . . .  equality and freedom,” Astor said, looking into Franco’s eyes. Then he turned and walked out the door.

      He walked half a street down the road, hearing screams in the cellar. Once the screams were done, the door opened and people started scattering into the light of dusk. The clouds above began to glow red. Astor nodded to a couple of guards as he left. They nodded back.

      By the time Astor was at the front gate, he hadn’t heard anything out of the ordinary, apart from the crackling of small fires and the smell of burnt thatching. He did see people running silently from Tarluus, keeping their heads low in the tall grass.
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      It was evening then, and the sun was showing its last glimpse out over Yelden Forest. The tops of the tall pines rustled in the howling winds above. Gogenanth peeked up out of the brush to see Astor returning to the tree line, walking casually. A small fire was burning in Tarluus, the smoke growing into the blood-stained clouds. The fires grew larger as Astor got closer to the forest.

      “Wow, I didn’t expect you to burn the city down. What happened?” Gogenanth asked Astor.

      “I met Yemes, who was not so friendly. I asked him if I could buy three slaves like we talked about, then ran into a little bit of a tiff between us. But we resolved it.” Astor smiled.

      “What happened to your face? A tiff, huh?” Gogenanth squinted in the dim light at the bruises on Astor’s face.

      “Well, it was really more of a disagreement. Well, I had a knife to his throat, actually.”

      “Hah,” Gogenanth laughed. “Then what?”

      “He told me the name of the mine Zaan is most likely at, and where it is. It’s known as the Black Cave; it’s to the east of the Cascades, almost two hundred miles from here,” Astor said. Gogenanth’s brow dropped.

      “It is not a place that people come out of, it sounds like,” Astor said. “We should leave at dawn. We must travel through the mountains.” Flames and smoke roared in the background.

      “So what happened with Yemes?” Gogenanth asked.

      “As part of our deal, I said I didn’t want three slaves, I wanted them all.”

      Gogenanth curled his lip and raised his brow.
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      “You’re back. What news do you have? Where is Astor?” Gildur asked eagerly, his bearded and scarred face illuminated in the circle of blue torches.

      “We accomplished our task, and with minimal casualties,” Tilda replied.

      Elindrill started in quickly, “And where is Astor? What casualties?”

      “Astor is with Gogenanth, and as for bloodshed . . .” Tilda held out her arm to show the cut from the soldier. “Blood was spilt, more from the other side.”

      “Whew, and what of Gogenanth? Is he is in hiding?” Elindrill asked, relieved that her kin was okay.

      “Gogenanth is in pursuit of Zaan.” Tilda looked at Gar, whose face lit up with joy and befuddlement.

      “Go on,” Gildur said.

      Tilda went on to explain in depth the prison break and escape. They listened intently, and knew Tilda was a great warrior, but such brazen acts against the government were very dangerous. King Hollon did not like to be antagonized.

      Gar then asked, “So where is Zaan? Did he tell you any details?”

      “Gogenanth only overheard that they were taking Zaan to a place where he wouldn’t see the sun again. But trust me, Gar, if there is anyone who can find Zaan, it is Gogenanth. He and Astor are both expert trackers and warriors,” Tilda said.

      “I’m relieved that Zaan might be alive, but I’m kinda worried now that he is still in trouble, and suffering. Should I tell his family?” Gar asked.

      “You do what you feel is right, but I would remind you that we have people in pursuit to save him, and his family still believes him safe here,” Gildur told Gar. “You must never mention anything of what we discuss in these circles outside the blue flames. If you tell his family, leering eyes may discover where he is, or may even go after them.”

      “Can I help go after him?” Gar asked.

      “No. It is too dangerous. However, we believe you are ready to be trained,” Elindrill told Gar.

      Tilda went over and put her hand on Gar’s shoulder. “It will be very difficult training, and if you quit, you will not be given a second chance. Do you accept the terms?”

      “Yes. What kind of training is it?” Gar asked.

      “It is training of the mind, body, and soul. If you complete your training, you will be an honorary member of the order,” Gildur said to Gar. “We are the order to salvage the relationship with the true gods.”

      “You mean the Forgotten Gods?” Gar asked.

      “Yes, but that is not entirely true. The names of the gods are not all forgotten, only some. Armoz the Devil King has been relentless over the last millennia to erase the memories of the gods above,” Gildur said. “Always remember, through these times, the gods have not forgotten about us; they are only slumbering, and it is time for them to awaken!” The blue torches flickered as he said this. “Ojiin is the one true god, and the one name that has survived in secret these last nine hundred ninety-nine years.”

      “Herel Ojiin,” Tilda, Elindrill, and Gildur said.

      “If we give them our hearts and hands, they will give us their minds and eyes,” Gildur said.

      Gar was speechless, as the energy and feel of the room was glowing. Gildur’s strong voice shook the walls and floor beneath them. Gar was trembling from anxiousness and excitement.

      “Your training starts now,” Tilda said to Gar.
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      He’d lost count of the days long ago. Zaan labored and hit walls, slept when he could, and fought for basic human needs. This day was no different. He’d awoken about an hour ago to silent whimpers from those imprisoned with him. He’d managed to avoid a beating since the first day he appeared in this God-forsaken place. This was not true for his cellmates though; beatings were frequent, and deaths occurred.

      As he hit the wall with his pickax he tried to figure out what they were mining for. They were moved to different areas of the vast caves every couple of days, so it was hard to determine if they ever even found anything. Or maybe they weren’t looking for anything and this was some unusual form of torture that he had been sentenced to. He tried hard not to go mad. However, it seemed that at every turn there was something that gave him the opportunity to do so.

      They were pressured by their captors to keep mining. Every now and then, if anyone stopped, cried, or fainted, they were beaten. This would send fear and panic throughout the others, and they would all hit harder and faster for a brief spurt.

      Zaan had become one of the incommunicative. He now understood why no one spoke, and followed suit somberly. What was there to speak of? Except the torments they endured daily. There was not much reason to speak of the past, because the future looked so grim. It was torture in itself to think about past memories, and freedom.

      He was hitting the wall with his pickax, as he had thousands of times before, when something strange happened. He hit the wall just as hard as he had every other time, and instead of black rock coming down, a small speck of red fell to the floor. Zaan tried hard not to panic, and he kept hitting the wall and casually peered over to the guards. They had not noticed him, it seemed. He then pulled the pickax over his head and swung, and missed the wall. While his hands were close to the ground, he picked up the small red stone and held it in his hand. The guards were now looking directly at him.

      “What’re you doing? Hey, get back ta work!” the bald guard yelled.

      Zaan’s callused hands picked the pickax up and hit the wall twice as hard now. He was clutching onto the red stone, which was in the palm of his hand.

      When the work was done, he quickly put the stone in the corner of his mouth and laid his pickax down as he walked past the guards. It tasted like soot.

      Later, when they were returned to their cave, the door was locked and the guards left. Zaan then pulled the stone from his mouth and twirled it in the torchlight. It was transparent and glowed white when illuminated. He thought that maybe this was what they were looking for, but he hadn’t seen a single one in his time in the mines.

      The thought of trying to use it as a bartering chip to be released crossed his mind, but he eventually realized he would be beaten or worse if he tried. He occasionally thought about escape and how that might be possible. It would be difficult, especially in his weakened state. He hadn’t heard of anyone ever making it out alive, although some did try. They were not given a second chance. This was a place where people were sent to die.

      Once he had the stone, he started thinking about what they had said to him about the Azulūz. He knew that they were being hunted for it, and that he was going to be taught to use it in the city of Barrier Cliff to the north. But other than that, he had only the dreamlike events of that night on the road to Auracity for knowledge of it, and of course, that fantastic showing of Gogenanth using it to hide them from the guards. That night on the run, he’d been too tired and panicked to think much about it while it was happening, but he wondered if he could use it to escape this hell.

      When Gogenanth had used it to conceal them, he’d chanted something. There was no way that Zaan could simply repeat it or remember it, but he’d been told that the Azulūz was inside of him. He just needed to figure out how to use it. After thinking about this, he began to doubt himself: if any of it was real or if he was going mad. He figured it wouldn’t hurt to think about it, and he didn’t have anything else to do to try to stay sane, since he was trapped in his own mind and at the brink of starvation.

      Then, seemingly out of nowhere, Zaan remembered something from his past. He was standing in the cold rains with his mother. Remembering the way he felt then, it was overwhelming sadness. In a small circle they stood in the fields behind his parents’ house, in front of a cottonwood tree swaying from heavy raindrops. They were at Emilisa’s funeral. His mother stood next to him while he stared blankly at the casket, and gloom and despair hung over him. He remembered her pulling him in close to her, and she whispered into his ear, “Life isn’t always lived under the warm sun, but remember: If you ever find yourself lost in the dark, you have to find the road to light, and follow it, or you’ll be forever lost.”

      Sitting in the light of the torch, in the middle of the cell, with the other slaves around him, he held the red stone in his hand firmly, thinking of the colors he saw that night when Jonji El’Rue stopped on the road and passed onto him her Azulūz. Zaan felt calm. Nothing out of the ordinary happened, but he felt relaxed. He tried harder. He concentrated more on the thoughts of those overwhelming and powerful blues and golds from that night. He felt the air entering and leaving his body as he breathed deeply. He smelled the stagnant aroma around him, and the faint trace of smoke from the torch. The smoke was intoxicating. He felt euphoric. Wisps of black smoke entered his nostrils—he could taste it in the back of his throat, and it warmed his lungs.

      He lost track of time and everything else around him except . . .  the smell of that smoke. As it entered his body he felt replenished, and the hunger and thirst dissipated. He breathed great big, deep breaths. A smile crossed his face for the first time since he could remember.

      Zaan then heard out of the distance, “What’s going on down there?”

      He quickly opened his eyes and realized what had happened. All his fellow slaves had their eyes open wide and their mouths agape; they were all illuminated by blue light. Zaan was higher than he could reach by standing, but he was sitting—not on the ground though. Rather he was floating in the air at the middle of the cell.

      Down the corridor came the clacking of armor and metal, accompanied by the heavy trotting of dull footsteps. When Zaan heard this, the blue lights quickly faded and he fell to the ground. A small plume of dust rose into the air. He quickly scooted his back to the rock wall. The lights quit just in time for the red-haired guard and bald guard to show up at the gate.

      “What the hell was that? You maggots! One of you better answer me or you are dead! You are all dead!” screamed the red-haired guard, his face a deep red and veins protruding from his brow. “One of you had better speak up!” He looked through the bars, but no one moved or spoke. They all sat with their heads down. “If you do, I’ll give you some fresh water,” he said.

      It didn’t take long for one of the smaller girls in the corner to raise her arm and point to Zaan.

      “Well, we got a winner. What do you say, boy? What the hell was that light?” the red-haired guard asked Zaan, expecting a quick answer.

      Zaan raised his head, and he looked in the guard’s eyes. “I don’t know what happened. I was asleep.”

      The red-haired guard looked at the bald guard. “What the hell is going on?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, some kinda magic, or maybe the mines gettin’ to us. Maybe the mines is evil er cursed er sumthin’.” The bald man’s eyes danced wildly, looking around at the cave, and he took a step back.

      “Don’t be an imbecile. There’s no such thing as magic or curses,” the red-haired guard said, and he looked around at the walls of the cave. He took a step back as well. “Hell with it. Leave the maggots for it! If I hear a peep from any of you tonight, something bad is gonna happen, I promise you that.”

      They left, but the girl in the corner didn’t get her water. Zaan was sure she wanted to cry and ask for it, but was too terrified to do so. Zaan didn’t blame her, as they were all at the point of starvation.

      Zaan was then left with his thoughts, and he reached down to where his father’s compass had been around his neck, before it was taken. He thought about what had happened, and how he could do it again.
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      The Cascades are fierce and treacherous mountains. This night, the clouds themselves were giant peaks of dark violets overhead. A storm was coming. Gogenanth and Astor made the decision to press on instead of finding shelter. Time was not on Zaan’s side, they thought.

      They were attempting to climb between two smaller mountains, in the direction of the Black Cave. The forest line was behind them, and trees were sparse at this elevation. The rocks were slick with the light rain coming down, but that did not slow them.

      Astor’s footing was light and quick; Gogenanth’s large feet hit sure but heavy on the slick rock. They approached the ridgeline, and Gogenanth’s breathing was heavy from the thin air. There were the lights of a fire on the other side of the ridge. They got down on their bellies and climbed low to peer over the cliff. There on the other side was the small fire, being battered by small droplets of rain. On either side were two large tents, well tied to the rocks, swaying slightly in the wind. They could see the grassy plains in the distance at the base of the mountain, past the tents.

      “What do you think?” Astor asked Gogenanth.

      “Well, I have no idea who or what are in the tents, or how many,” he replied.

      “Tracking back really isn’t an option, it would take far too long, but we could try to sneak around.” Astor looked down at Gogenanth’s large boots.

      “If we can’t go around, then we gotta go through,” Gogenanth said.

      “I’ll flank to the side and hide. You go straight through, and be ready,” Astor replied.

      Astor was soon out of sight. The big man stood up tall and began to walk toward the fire. He approached with large steps and stopped at the base of it. There was no stir from the tents.

      “I’m passing your camp. I bear no bad intention.” He stood there waiting for a response, but none came.

      He took another step forward, and then came the whistling of an arrow. He took his foot back just in time, and the arrow bounced off a rock at his feet. He drew his great scimitar and looked around in the dim lights and the rain. It took his eyes a moment to adjust, then arose many figures around him. They held bows pointed in his direction.

      “Disarm yourself,” he heard one of the shadowy figures call out to him. He knew he stood little chance with a sword against so many bows, and it would take too long to use the Azulūz to hide and escape. He only hoped Astor was hidden still.

      “Okay, I’m puttin’ it down,” he said, and placed his scimitar at his feet.

      “What’s your business on this mountain?” called a voice from the shadows.

      “Just passing through. Heading into the valley,” Gogenanth replied.

      “Where are you heading?” called the voice again.

      “Who wants to know?” Gogenanth replied. He heard bowstrings become taut. “Listen, I’m not here to do any harm. Just let me pass.”

      “Well, see, that’s where we have a problem,” and a figure emerged from the shadow. He was tall; wore dull, thick black armor; his eyes were hidden. “A big mule like you is worth a lot in the right market.”

      “You don’t want to do this,” Gogenanth said to the shadowed figure.

      “You are in no position to bargain, big man,” the figure replied. “Kick your sword out and get on your knees.”

      Gogenanth followed his instructions and fell to his knees. Two figures approached from behind and tied his hands behind him. They picked him up off his knees and held him out to meet the figure. The man who spoke came into view in the firelight. He had tan skin, a long thin beard, and heavy silver piercings along his face. A long scar crossed along the nose.

      “Now, who do we have here?” he asked Gogenanth. Gogenanth did not reply. “Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter anyways. Here’s how this works: You are going to travel with us to a place back through the mountains, and you will find a new home. Sound good? The better you cooperate, the less pain involved.”

      “Since I’m now your possession, why don’t you tell me who you are and who your party is?” Gogenanth asked.

      The man’s face twisted as he hit Gogenanth with all his might squarely in his temple. “Who we are is no concern to you! I should cut your tongue out of your mouth for thinking you are in any position to ask anything of me. You are to remain silent, or you will feel the edge of my sword.” The figure stared into Gogenanth’s eyes with intensity. “If you make a peep on our way to Tarluus you will regret it; I promise you that!”

      Gogenanth’s head fell back, and he started to laugh.

      “What? What are you doing?” The man was fuming with rage as he said this, and he looked over at one of the men at Gogenanth’s sides. The man hit Gogenanth in the stomach with the hilt of his sword. Gogenanth let out an exhausting breath, but continued laughing.

      “So you haven’t heard?” Gogenanth mustered the breath to say.

      The man looked at Gogenanth, his knuckles turning white from holding his sword so tightly.

      “You plan to sell me to Yemes in Tarluus, I gather?” Gogenanth looked up into the man’s eyes with a smile. The man was taken aback by this. “I guess news travels slow to the stupid. You had better find someone in one piece to sell me to, catch my drift?”

      “Enough! Put him down, like a dog! Put him down now. Kill him!” But calmly and with a great amount of strength, Gogenanth snapped his rope bonds apart from behind his back, with only his bare arms. He then stood there and smiled at the man with the scar across his nose. The leader put his hand up above his head, and then down at Gogenanth to tell the surrounding men to loose their arrows, but nothing happened. His confusion was apparent, and then he held his sword out in front of him.

      “You think to enslave me?” Gogenanth said. He came closer to the leader, and the man took a large swing at him, but Gogenanth came in faster than a man his size should be able to. He hit the leader hard in the chest with his strong fist. The leader staggered back but stood his ground, his sword held out in front of him.

      “You are dead! Dead I say!” He moved his sword back to swing at Gogenanth, but then he felt the unmistakably cold of steel hovering by his ear.

      “That’s enough. You’re done. Put it down,” Astor said. He was holding one of his arrows in his bow, cocked and ready, at the leader’s head.

      A fiery eruption went over the leader’s eyes as he swung his sword at Astor, who ducked under the weapon’s arc. Then Gogenanth came in with an earthquake of a hit at the body of the leader, who went down hard, with Gogenanth and Astor standing over him.

      “Now, as you seem to be a professional in the slave trade, you may be able to help us,” Astor said.

      The leader spat at them. “I will do nothing to help you dogs.”

      “If there’s one thing I know about your kind, it’s that you care about one thing.” Astor held out a pouch and shook it and the sound of clacking coins was heard. The leader touched his side, to find that Astor had stolen his purse. His eyes went wild with rage. Astor took the pouch and held it over the edge of a crevasse that fell deep and far down into the rock.

      “You are going to show us the way to the Black Cave, or you will end up like Yemes, broke and dead.” Astor now had the reflection of the fire in his eyes. The leader looked at his money, then at Astor.

      “My life and money for the Black Cave. You have a deal . . .  However, how can you be sure whatever you are looking for will be there? It is not a place known to spit things out, only swallow them whole.”

      A glint sparkled below the slaver’s throat, reflecting the warm orange glow of the fire, and Gogenanth made large strides toward him. Nervously, the slaver’s demeanor turned fearful as Gogenanth approached quickly and reached for his throat.

      He grabbed at a golden chain hanging from the slaver’s neck and pulled it up over his head. Astor saw the glow of it as Gogenanth twirled it underneath his outstretched fingers.

      “What is it, Gogenanth? A compass?” Astor asked.

      “It’s Zaan’s compass. I’d recognize it anywhere.”

      “How did you come to acquire this? Tell me now,” said Astor.

      The slaver gave a sigh. “From a boy”—he gulped—“I sold to the place I’m taking you.”

      Astor saw the hatred flash in Gogenanth’s evergreen eyes.

      “For your sake, we’d better find him alive,” he said.
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      The next morning, after not getting much sleep, Zaan awoke to the sound of guards approaching the cell much earlier than usual. All three were there: the red-haired one, the bald one, and the quiet one. They opened the door and went straight at Zaan. The bald one and quiet one each grabbed an arm and began pulling him out of the cell.

      Zaan began to panic, because when he had seen this in the past, the person never returned alive. He started to struggle. The red-haired guard slapped him forcefully across the face.

      “Stop that! You resist and you’re dead! Got it? Dead!” Zaan was looking into the red-haired guard’s eyes for the first time, and they were terrifying.

      They carried him out of the gate and locked the door behind them. Carrying him down a different path than he had been on before, they traveled maybe fifty yards until they came to a small dead end with two chains and restraints hanging from the back wall.

      “Strip him down and search him, and if you try any of that witchcraft shit, you’re dead,” the red-haired guard said to Zaan.

      Zaan was worried. Not only was he about to be chained to the wall, but possibly tortured and left there to die. They would also be sure to find the red stone, which was hidden in his clothes.

      The two soldiers took his clothes off, save for his underwear. Zaan stood in the corner with his arms behind his back.

      “Uhh, these things stink,” the bald guard said.

      “Search them good. There’s something strange about this kid,” the red-haired guard said. “You. You’re the expensive one they brought in from Auracity. What did you do to get brought here?”

      “I . . .  I ran away, but got caught,” Zaan said, looking down, not wanting to look in the guard’s eyes again.

      “Hmm, figures, prob’ly stole sumthin’ from the castle,” the bald guard said while sifting through Zaan’s belongings.

      “Well, maggot, what happened last night with that light? If you try any of that shit here . . . ” the red-haired guard said.

      “I . . . ” Zaan began.

      The quiet guard then nudged the bald guard and held out a tight upturned fist. Everyone watched as he slowly uncurled his fingers. The bald guard’s eyes lit up in excitement.

      “My . . . ” The bald guard looked into the other guard’s hand. “My, my, so that’s it.” The small red stone looked like a glassy pumpkin seed in the large, sweaty hand. He held it up to the light, and he seemed enchanted by it.

      “Can it be?” the red-haired guard said. “It actually exists down here?”

      “Where did you find it, and why did you keep it secret?” the red-haired guard asked as he turned back to Zaan, anger written across his face.

      “I found it . . . ” Zaan said slowly.

      “Answer me!” the red-haired guard pressed him.

      “I found it about a week ago, I guess,” Zaan replied.

      “You are going to show us exactly where you found this, after we send it out,” the red-haired guard said.

      “Well, hold up now. We could give it up, but what if we’s sold it?” The bald guard walked slowly toward the red-haired guard. “We wouldn’t have to tell no ones,” he said. The quiet guard nodded in agreement.

      “That stone is not yours! Hand it over!” The red-haired guard unsheathed his sword and held out his hand toward the other two guards. “That stone belongs to Angela Dragus the Righteous.”

      “Who made you boss? There’s two of us, and one o’ you. That lady ain’t here to protect you now. This here is ours. Put yer sword down!” The two guards were both standing in defensive postures with their swords drawn.

      Zaan still stood in the corner. He felt like a speck on the wall—not noticed anymore with all the commotion going on.

      “Put it down!” the red-haired guard screamed.

      “Make us,” the bald guard replied confidently.

      The red-haired guard went at the bald guard, but the bald guard blocked and came back with a swipe of his sword. The quiet guard stood at the side, then moved behind to flank the red-haired guard.

      “I’ve always hated you two. A couple of snakes is what you are,” the red-haired guard said as he took a mighty blow at the bald guard, which knocked the bald guard back.

      The quiet guard came in to stab at the back of the red-haired guard, who knocked the sword aside and kicked the quiet guard in the chest, knocking him to the ground. The red-haired guard winced in pain as the bald guard hit him in the leg with his sword. The red-haired guard was lightly armored, but the sword hit a spot at the knee and slipped through.

      “You son of bitch! You snake!” The red-haired guard hit down twice on the bald guard, and he was much stronger and bigger than his opponent. Both hits were blocked, but he hit down harder and closer each time. He hit a third time, and the bald guard’s wrist gave under the force of the blow. The sword pierced his skull, sinking in just enough to kill instantly.

      The quiet guard, waiting for his chance, came up from behind and stabbed the red-haired guard in the left shoulder blade, while his sword was stuck in the skull of his victim.

      “Ahhh! You are dead, you snake! I’m going to kill you!” the red-haired guard yelled as he squared up against the quiet guard, the sword in his right hand.

      He swung at the quiet guard. “You are dead! You are dead!” he yelled as he swung repeatedly at the quiet guard, who parried the blows well. The quiet guard came in with a quick slash across the chest of the red-haired guard, who yelled furiously. His armor knocked it away, but his fury was ravenous now.

      The red-haired guard laid his swings harder and harder the more enraged he became. “I’m going to kill you!” he continued to scream.

      The quiet guard, who was moving fluidly, landed a hard hit across the armored shoulder of the red-haired guard, who yelled in fury as he came down with a hard blow between the shoulder and neck of the quiet guard. Blood pumped quickly from the wound.

      “I told you I would kill you, you maggot, you snake! How dare you! Now the stone is mine!” the red-haired guard yelled at the quiet guard as he lay in a pool of blood, his life ebbing away as his heart’s blood left him.

      “What did I tell you? What did I—” The red-haired guard was cut short by the tip of a sword coming out through the front of his neck, splitting his Adam’s apple in two. He gurgled blood from his mouth. “What? How dare . . . ” He turned to find the long, thin arms of Zaan holding the bloodied sword of the dead, bald guard. He grabbed at his neck to stop the bleeding but fell to his knees, looking up with wild, furious eyes at Zaan.

      Zaan said nothing but looked back into the red-haired guard’s eyes. The light of the guard’s eyes slowly extinguished as Zaan’s eyes grew bright iceberg blue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      They lay at the edge of the Cascades now, hiding behind a large, gnarled rock formation. Looking out into the distance, they saw sweeping grassy plains that stretched on as far as they could see.

      “Which way?” Astor asked the slaver.

      He slowly pointed straight ahead of them. “That way, a little over three days’ walk.”

      “Who said anything about walking?” Astor said. “And if you can’t keep up, I’m sure my friend over here would be just as content to drag your ass.”

      And then they were off, running a quick pace through the tall, soft grass, Astor at the lead, moving gracefully through the fields like a gazelle. Gogenanth was behind him, moving quickly for a big man, and he was barely winded. The slaver ran behind, clumsily and laboriously, with his hands bound.
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        * * *

      

      Two days passed, as they ran during the day, stopping only as they needed. A warm fire refreshed their bodies in the evenings.

      They were now looking out at the entrance to the Black Cave, which had two guards.

      “Are there any more guards on the inside?” Gogenanth asked of the slaver.

      “I’m not sure. I’ve never been inside before. The doors are sealed with solid iron bars. You would need a key to get in,” the slaver responded.

      “Do either of those guards have the key?” Astor asked.

      “Don’t know. Look, I got you here. Now you should honor your part of the bargain. Let me go,” the slaver said to Astor.

      “Honor? How dare you speak of honor to me, you coward. You are coming with us until we find our friend alive, and if he isn’t, well, the terms are changing,” Astor said to the slaver. “You are going to end up just like your men back there at your camp: rotting in the sun.”

      “They are heavily armored, but they shouldn’t be too difficult to take down. They will move slowly, but they have long swords. Try to get in close,” Gogenanth said.

      They moved through the waist-high grass to the back side of the entrance to the Black Cave. They crept low and silently until they came upon the entrance and jumped down onto the guards, who were caught unexpectedly. Gogenanth and Astor made quick work of the two: Astor sent a dagger through the neck of one, and Gogenanth slit the throat of the other.

      “Anything?” Gogenanth asked of Astor as they each searched a body.

      “No, there’s no key on this one,” Astor responded.

      “Damn. Not here either,” Gogenanth said as he approached the iron-barred gate. He put his hands on the bars, and pulled and shook, but the door did not budge. He tried to catch his breath after.

      “I could try to pick it,” Astor suggested, “but I don’t have the tools, and I’m not so skilled at lock-picking.”

      “Me neither,” Gogenanth said. He looked at the slaver. “I don’t suppose you . . . ” He was cut short by the sound of a key entering the keyhole from the other side of the lock.

      The lock slowly began to turn, and Gogenanth and Astor took defensive positions. They expected an army to come out, slashing and stabbing at them. They had no idea how many would be hidden beneath the ground. The gate slowly opened, and instead of an army, a lean figure covered in ash emerged. A smile grew and white teeth brightly shone in the sunlight. Gogenanth dropped his sword, and disbelief washed across his face as there stood Zaan, who held out a bloody blade.

      “I don’t believe it,” Gogenanth said, astonished at what he saw.

      Zaan’s eyes were closed tightly, because the sunlight was blinding to him. As soon as he could open them slightly, he noticed Gogenanth standing before him. He walked toward Gogenanth, his smile growing and tears of happiness emerging, and gave Gogenanth a strong embrace.

      “You came,” Zaan began to cry as he held Gogenanth. “You came for me.”

      “I did. You are safe now, Zaan,” Gogenanth said as he looked up to see others slowly walking out of the gate, all of them with their eyes closed. A few fell to the ground on small patches of grass.

      Astor was speechless, the filth and starvation of the miners making him sad and angry. Very angry.

      “You are indeed a marvelous sight, Zaan. We were afraid . . . ” Gogenanth said to him as he held him out, holding him by his shoulders.

      “Do you have water?” Zaan asked, barely able to open his eyes still. Gogenanth held out his canteen, and Zaan drank in large gulps, grunts of ecstasy coming from his throat. Astor gave his canteen to the others, who drank wildly.

      Slowly the slaves were able to open their eyes. They looked up at Gogenanth and Astor, but a few of them saw the slaver, panicked, and tried to hide behind the other slaves.

      Astor and Gogenanth scowled at the slaver.

      “Now, we had a deal. I got you here. You are to return my gold and let me go,” the slaver said angrily.

      Gogenanth approached the slaver with his large scimitar in hand.

      “Fine, keep the gold, I don’t care, but unbind me. I won’t trade anymore, I swear.”

      Gogenanth lifted his big scimitar.

      “Gogenanth, don’t . . . ” Zaan said.

      Gogenanth looked back at Zaan and let the sword fall to his side. “But he deserves it. He made a living kidnapping and enslaving innocent people. He deserves to die,” Gogenanth said.

      “Yes, he does, but you don’t need his blood on your hands. I can think of a more appropriate punishment,” Zaan said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hours later, Zaan, Gogenanth, Astor, and a few of the others were walking away from the Black Cave, northward. They could feel the breeze blowing through their soot-covered hair. The sun still stung their retinas, but it felt warm on their skin. Some of them took their shirts off and lay in the grass or drank cool deposits of clear water. Astor and Gogenanth gave all of their food to the freed slaves. Many of them cried loudly; some of them laughed with tears as they ate the food. Their time in the prison was over. The slaver, however—his time had just begun in the Black Cave. The only key to the gate that imprisoned him was given away to one of the slaves. It was given to the wife of the elderly man who had perished from the red-haired guard’s attack in the cell.
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      The plan was to head north to Barrier Cliff, which Zaan and Gogenanth had originally set out for, months ago. All of the former slaves were offered safe haven there, although none of them decided to take it. They one by one gave praise and unwavering thanks to Zaan. They spoke of him as a legend and savior, and many of them would not even look him in the eyes. He would tell them they were welcome and that he didn’t do anything worthy of being a hero—that he was just in the right place at the right time. The former slaves dismissed this, as most of them had been there to witness his blue majesty as he floated in the air before their freedom. They thanked him and believed he had been sent by some god to save them.

      Gogenanth, Astor, and Zaan sat by a fire after the escape. The others had left, returning to old homes or went out to start fresh, new lives.

      “So, how long will it take us to get to Barrier Cliff, Gogenanth?” Zaan asked, his thin, now clean face glowing in the firelight.

      “It will take around two weeks or so. It is not an easy road to travel, not to mention you must regain your strength. There are mountains to traverse, and with winter fast approaching, we need to prepare.”

      Astor then said, “Food first. We must hunt tomorrow and head to a town and resupply. I am starving. I could eat a horse! If you only had a little more meat on your bones, Zaan . . . ” Gogenanth scowled at Astor.

      Zaan laughed. “I suppose I would make a poor meal to anything right about now. I’m pretty sure a tiger wouldn’t give me a second look like this,” he said, looking down at his disheveled clothes.

      It made Gogenanth sad to look at Zaan; he felt guilty for getting captured that night the king’s guard had slung him up from a tree by his whip. All of the pain and torment they had gone through would never have happened if Gogenanth had only stayed awake that night, or if he had done a better job of covering up their tracks. There were many regrets of things he could have done to prevent their capture. It had been keeping him up at night. The one thing that could help him with this was, he thought, revenge. Who could he kill to make himself sleep at night? The king’s captain of the guard? He was really only doing his job. The king? How had the king even known Zaan was there, and why did he care? There was someone else in the mess—someone who had yet to be revealed. Armoz, for sure, was behind this deception, but he was a god, unkillable. What Gogenanth had really wanted was to slay all of the guards in the Black Cave, and save and free Zaan, but that revenge had been taken from him, as he had only slain one. He told himself that the important thing was that Zaan was safe and sound.

      “So the three guards fought, and two of them were killed by the red-haired guard you told me about. That is, before the slaves rioted, killing all of the remaining guards,” Astor said to Zaan. “But you managed to kill the red-haired guard with a sword through his throat.” Astor couldn’t help but smile largely at this. “Why did they fight each other, and why weren’t you bound?”

      “They were going to chain me to the wall, but I kept my hands behind my back. Maybe they thought I was already tied up, or they just forgot, well . . .  because of this.” Zaan held out the small red stone in the fold of his palm; it was little bigger than a fingernail.

      Gogenanth and Astor crept over to peer at the stone. They both examined it. Astor took it from Zaan’s hand and held it up in the light of the fire. “I have no idea what this is. It is beautiful, though. The fire seems to burn slower when looking through the gem.”

      Astor handed it over to Gogenanth, who almost dropped it as it fell across his big hand. He held it up to the fire and into the sky. He shrugged his shoulders and handed it back to Zaan. “Maybe one of the elders at Barrier Cliff will know what it is.”

      “And you say that they fought over this stone. Hmm, interesting. They even killed one another for it,” Astor said as he looked into the air, scratching his chin.

      “Yes. The way they talked about it, it’s like this one stone is what everyone had been mining for. I hope somebody knows what it is. Actually, there is something else about it.” Zaan told them the story of the one night in the locked cell where he’d tried to use the Azulūz, and when he had held the stone and smelled the intoxicating smoke from the torch.

      Gogenanth and Astor listened intently. “Well, that is something,” Gogenanth said. “The Azulūz is mysterious and behaves differently in each person, but flying . . . That is miraculous. My powers are of an illusionary variety. Yours may be, well, I shouldn’t guess. But I can’t believe you used it without any training. That’s amazing.”

      “I haven’t tried to use it again. Just that one time,” Zaan said.

      “What about now? Could you try to use it now?” Astor asked.

      “I don’t know. I could try, I guess,” Zaan replied. “What do I do, Gogenanth?”

      “Well, what they will train you to do up north is to create chants to focus on the Azulūz, to envision what you want to create or do, and to repeat it until it becomes natural,” he said to Zaan, who was focusing in on his words.

      “Okay. I’ll give it a try.” Zaan closed his eyes, held the stone in his hand, and focused. He tried to smell the smoke from the fire, and envisioned himself floating above it, high in the air. He started to feel like he became lighter, and he could feel the warmth of the fire beneath him. “How am I doing?”

      “Well,” Astor said, “you do look like you are trying.”

      Zaan opened his eyes, and he was still in the same spot.

      “Like I said, they will train you up north,” Gogenanth said with a smile.

      “What about you, Astor? Do you have the Azulūz?” Zaan asked.

      “No, Zaan, I don’t. I’m what you’d call an honorary member. My aunt Elindrill has it, and I believe you met her briefly. It was at that same meeting where you met Gogenanth, actually. She is how I met him as well, rescuing him.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here to help us. It feels so good to be free again, it’s impossible to put into words. And now to be back with friends; it is the best feeling imaginable.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot, Zaan.” Gogenanth reached into his pocket and produced the golden compass. The reflection of the warm, golden fire made it appear to glow.

      Zaan reached up and grabbed it eagerly. He looked at it, and a smile grew across his face, and his lip began to quiver. “Thank you, thank you for this. It is all I have left of home. Thank you.”

      The rest of the night they caught up on stories; their faces were illuminated by the golden fire in front, their backs lit blue from the circle of blue fires around the camp.
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      He was stirred awake by the intoxicating smell of sweet, smoky pork. Zaan’s mouth was watering. Gogenanth was roasting an entire wild pig over their fire. Zaan looked at the pig, wide-eyed, but didn’t notice the saliva spilling out of his mouth. Gogenanth took a small piece of crisp skin off the side of the now hairless animal and held it out to Zaan.

      “It won’t be cooked for another hour or two, but you look hungry,” he said.

      Zaan took the piece of meat from him. The cooked skin was hot on his fingers and crunched between the force of them. He held it up to his nose and breathed deeply to fill his lungs with the aroma. Then he slowly laid it on his tongue, to let the fat melt slightly before he bit down. It crackled in between his teeth, and he swished it around his mouth. An exhalation of pure satisfaction came from him.

      “I rubbed it with a smoked salt from the south,” Gogenanth said. He took a bite of the skin. “Pretty good.”

      It was the single best bite of food that Zaan had ever taken in his life. It was at that moment that he truly realized how horrible it had been in the mines and could look back and recall what had happened. He began to cry, and soon he was sobbing into his arms. He thought about the things he had done to survive, the talks with his sister, and the animal he had become. The way they would claw and shove each other out of the way to get water and moldy food. He felt different now. He couldn’t quite describe it, but the world felt smaller and less frightening to him. After he caught his breath, he thought to himself that he was ready for anything now.

      “When do we leave for Barrier Cliff?” Zaan asked.

      “We will leave for Holdenbrook this afternoon, after Astor gets back,” Gogenanth replied, licking his fingers.

      The air was cool, but the sun was warm this day. The three of them walked along the edge of the forest, their bellies full. Zaan had been given the slaver’s shoes, and he smiled while wearing them, walking tall and proud. He had also been given the slaver’s sword. It was a long thin blade, strong and shiny. The hilt was silver, and it had a tiger’s head at the bottom. It was engraved with the words “power” on one side and “strength” on the other. In his other hand he held his father’s compass, which had been taken away from him in the mine.

      In total, they made it to Holdenbrook in twelve hours of walking. On one of Zaan’s feet a blister had formed at the heel, but he thought little of it, as he wore the soft slaver’s shoes and basked in the sunlight. He brushed back his black hair behind his ears as Holdenbrook came into view. It was a small stone town with many people visibly working the surrounding fields. It was fairly obvious this was a farming town, and it reminded Zaan of Fur-lol. As the three walked through town, almost everyone gave a nod or a hello, and they all stared at Gogenanth’s size. His pale complexion, and strong black widow’s peak made him very distinctive-looking to the townspeople. The children stood quietly and watched him and his large strides. Gogenanth was still a wanted man, but he doubted word had made it to this small town.

      As they approached the market, Zaan noticed the beautiful array of colors from the produce available. Even as winter approached, these farmers were able to grow many things he had never seen. Hearty striped squashes and big root vegetables, even a bright yellow small fruit called a zigfruit. He tasted one; it was tart, but slightly sweet.

      “Here, try it with this,” the merchant said as he held out a small glass of a red wine.

      “Wow, that’s remarkable,” Zaan said. “The sweetness of the wine makes the fruit taste even sweeter.” The merchant smiled. Zaan liked touching all of the vegetables around, because it was amazing to him to have so much food, and he could have any of it if he wanted.

      Astor and Gogenanth shopped and bartered with the merchants until they were fully supplied. They bought Zaan a pair of pants that were clean and free of holes. They were fairly heavy, because it would be cold where they were going. They got him a hat that covered his ears, and a new jacket. It felt large on him, but he would grow into it when he got his weight back, he thought.

      The next thing was for Zaan to find where the post was in town. It was a small stone building at the end of the market. In his room in the tavern, he sat by the window, looking out at the forest and the mountains in the distance. He held the quill in hand, not knowing how to begin. Then he wrote:

      

      Mother and Father,

      I’m sorry it’s been so long since I’ve written. I got your letters in Auracity, but I moved away. I don’t know what my address is or will be yet, but when I do, I’ll let you know. Things have been okay for me. I’ll have stories to tell when I get back. Right now I’m in Holdenbrook, and heading for Barrier Cliff. I am safe, and I am traveling with friends. We will be traveling for a while, so I won’t be able to write, I’m guessing, but I will stay safe.

      I hope everything is going well at home, and I hope Oscar is being good. I miss you all, and I think of home often. I want to hear more of your stories when I get back, Father, and I dream of your cooking, Mother. Life is so much bigger and stranger than I ever imagined. I’ve grown weak and strong in the months since I left Fur-lol. I wonder if you will even recognize me when I return. I do believe that things are happening to me for some reason, and my life will never be the same. The thought of living in Fur-lol, tending a farm or going to your house every Sunday, makes me laugh. Not that it would be bad, but things are just so much different out here, and I can’t imagine not being a part of it.

      I know you would tell me to be safe, Mother, so I will be. I have good company, and people are looking out for me. I love you both very much. Please take care of yourselves and don’t worry about me. Whatever happens, I think of you both every day, and that’s what makes me keep going. I want to make you proud.

      Love, your son,

      Zaan Talabard

      Gogenanth talked Zaan into rewriting the letter without what town they were in and where they were going. He even made him leave his name off. But Zaan was sure his parents would know who it was from, even without his signature at the bottom.
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      They started off northward, the three of them. Astor led the way, with Zaan following, and Gogenanth took the rear. They were finishing crossing the plains with the northernmost of the Cascades in view. The plains they were on now were filled with dying grass that crunched under their feet. The air was cool and the wind was bitter. The fields around Holdenbrook behind them were filled with green crops and live grass. Indeed, the people of Holdenbrook held some tricks up their sleeves.

      As they progressed closer to the mountains, Zaan grasped the words Gogenanth had spoken about their trip, about it being dangerous. Being from a small town, Zaan had never traversed large mountains before. As they came closer into view and he became smaller in their presence, he felt fear, and excitement.

      He looked back at Gogenanth, looking at some of the strange features of his face and skin, as pale as it was.

      “Are you good at climbing mountains?” Zaan asked. Gogenanth gave a shrug. “I haven’t done it much, myself.”

      “Fair, I guess. Why do you ask?” he replied.

      “I was just wondering where you are from. Did you grow up climbing mountains?” Zaan asked as they continued walking toward the great Cascades.

      “Actually, the opposite,” Gogenanth said with a pause. “My people are desert people.”

      “Oh, from the Bolgivish Desert to the west?” Zaan asked.

      “No. I am from the lands of the Arr,” Gogenanth told Zaan, a look of curiosity on his face. Gogenanth continued, “The Arr is on the other side of the Elden Sea to the east, we call them the sands. It is a beautiful place. It is filled with golden lights that hang in the three great cities, with thousands and thousands of fountains of fresh water that sparkle like diamonds. The most beautiful women imaginable live there. But it’s a far different world over there. Religion isn’t outlawed there. Its mandatory. And their gods, well . . .  let’s just say things are much better here.”

      “I’ve heard only rumors about the Six gods and their wrath over there,” Astor said, scratching his pant-leg. “Its not a place I’m eager to venture to.”

      “May I ask a question,” Zaan asked Gogenanth, who nodded. “Your skin seems quite pale to have been born in the desert.”

      “Yes, I’m of a rare breed known as the Lu-Polini,” Gogenanth said with a sadness in his eyes. “It’s a curse. Those of us born like this are used for our ‘strength’ by the gods. I escaped luckily. But there are many others forced into lives I’d never wish upon anyone, let alone the children that are forced into it over there . . . ”

      “Will you ever go back?” Zaan asked him, who turned and looked to the east. His dark hair whipped behind him as a strong wind blew through.

      “That, young Zaan, is a story for another day.” Gogenanth looked up toward the mountains. The ground was now loose rock, and very little grass was around. Zaan didn’t reply but pulled his jacket up to cover his lower face as the wind swooped down from the rocky hills before them.

      Astor began to climb large rocks and help the other two up and over. He stopped every now and then to assess the best route around and through. He told Zaan a few times that a great danger about climbing is getting somewhere you can’t get out of. He would say it’s sometimes easier to climb up than down, and to plan ahead so you don’t get stuck. After a while Zaan began to see what he was talking about. At one point the troop climbed down onto a ledge that Gogenanth had to hang from to be able to drop down safely.

      It was tiring work, and Zaan had never experienced such elevation. It was more difficult to breathe, and he became lightheaded easily. He would frequently ask Astor if they could stop and rest. Astor always obliged, but Zaan could feel the sense of urgency the other two had.

      “There is little more than an hour left of sunlight remaining. We must find a suitable area to camp,” Astor said as he scanned the area. “Down there looks good.” He pointed fifty yards down to a fairly flat area between two large, jutting rocks.

      Gogenanth and Zaan did not respond, but followed him down.

      “I will start a fire. Why don’t you just sit and warm yourself, Zaan. Are you doing okay?” Astor asked.

      “I’m fine, just tired. I had no idea it would be this hard. My knees feel like wet mud. I’m glad I have these shoes, or my feet would be torn up from these jagged rocks.” Zaan pulled the shoes off and stretched out his long toes while Gogenanth removed his pack and began putting together the tents.

      Astor soon had the fire going, and Zaan found the heat soothing on his face. The three sat silently, looking into the dancing flames and listening to their pops and crackles. This fire reminded Zaan of the one he had made on the road to Auracity many months ago, on the night his life had changed forever.

      They ate a meal of hot pork stew with some root vegetables from Holdenbrook. It was deliciously earthy and salty. With a full belly, Zaan was soon tucked away in his tent. His eyelids were heavy, and his limbs sank into the soft linen on which he lay.

      He awoke some time later to a hand on his shoulder. It was Gogenanth. “Zaan, wake up. Get up, be quiet.” Zaan sat up.

      “What?” Zaan asked, but Gogenanth silenced him with a shushing gesture.

      “Quiet. There is something out there,” Gogenanth whispered. He made a signal with his hand for Zaan to follow him. They both climbed out of the tent.

      Zaan saw Astor with his back to the fire, an arrow pulled taut in his bow. Gogenanth pulled out his scimitar, and Zaan pulled his thin-bladed sword from its scabbard. All was deathly silent. There they stood, waiting for something. A bead of sweat fell from Zaan’s brow.

      “What are we looking for?” Zaan asked the two.

      “Shhh, listen,” Astor replied.

      A low growl came from the near distance. Astor and Gogenanth both turned that direction, and then another lower growl came from behind them.

      “Come in close,” Gogenanth said to Zaan, who stood next to the fire in between them.

      Zaan’s heart raced as beady yellow eyes began to appear around them, illuminated by the firelight.

      “Damn, wolves,” Astor said, “they must have followed us. Listen to me, Zaan. These are very quick animals. They are big, yet slender. Always keep your sword between you and them. They don’t like fire, so keep that between you and them as well.”

      Then one of them came into view in front of Gogenanth. It was huge, Zaan thought. It stood almost as tall as Astor, and it was wiry and filthy with thick, gray fur. It snarled at Gogenanth, and Gogenanth snarled back. Zaan guessed it was to scare the wolf. More snarls sounded around them.

      “Kill it, Gogenanth!” Astor yelled as he quickly turned and shot an arrow at the wolf. The wolf dodged it with great agility, but was caught off guard by Gogenanth’s speed and a great sweep of his scimitar. Gogenanth’s sword fell into the left shoulder of the great beast. It let out an unworldly snarl, made with pure anger and pain, then lurched at Gogenanth and snapped its giant sharp teeth. Gogenanth dodged to the side and swung his sword at the beast, distracting it while an arrow whistled and struck the wolf in the side of head, directly below the temple. While it writhed in pain, Gogenanth darted to the side of the beast and drove his sword into the back of its neck, nearly cleaving its head clean off. Deafening howls sounded all around them then. Zaan had to cover his ears, dropping his sword.

      Gogenanth held his bloody blade up, and Astor kept his bow and arrow taut. Zaan’s hands shook as he picked up his sword and held it out. Slowly the howling dissipated around them and it was silent again. Astor turned and stoked the fire.

      “I’d imagine they won’t bother us again tonight, but I’ll stand first watch,” Astor said as he put his hand on Zaan’s shoulder. Zaan knelt down to look at the wolf’s head and body on the rocks. Its head was massive, like a still boulder with dull, yellow garnets for eyes. A pool of blood lay at its base.

      “That was amazing, Gogenanth. I can’t believe you can move that fast.” Gogenanth only stared at the wolf’s head.

      “It was either us or her,” Gogenanth said.
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      The thought of a wolf tearing through the thin canvas kept Zaan too alert to sleep soundly. He emerged from the tent flaps under the early-morning sun to see Gogenanth sitting by the small flickering fire. Astor was in his tent, Zaan assumed, because the tent flaps were shut.

      “Hey,” Gogenanth said to Zaan.

      “Hey,” he replied. After a moment he asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, but this trip just became much more complicated. We must hurry out of these mountains,” Gogenanth said, looking north.

      “Why? You killed the big wolf. Won’t they run away and leave us alone now?” Zaan asked, impatiently but hopefully.

      “Not with these wolves. These are Cascadian mountain wolves. They are rare, and even rarer still do they approach people. But when they do, they are notorious for their ruthlessness. They must be starving, or be after us for some other reason out of the ordinary.” He then looked at Zaan. “When it comes down to it, these are kill-or-be-killed wolves. We must leave these mountains.”

      Zaan did not reply; but stood still, as he could read the nervousness in Gogenanth’s words.

      “We are to leave as soon as Astor is back,” Gogenanth said.

      “Astor is gone? He went out on his own? Why would he do that?” Zaan asked nervously.

      “He went to the high cliffs to survey the area. He will be fine, as he has had experience with big wolves before. We must be packed and ready to leave the moment he returns,” Gogenanth said.

      As they packed and ate, they did not speak, but they both kept their eyes on the surrounding area. Every now and then, they would hear a muffled howl in the distance and would both turn that direction. Once they were finished, they sat and waited, sitting with their backs to each other so they could keep their eyes on the rocky area around them.

      A couple of small rocks fell to the ground a few yards from Zaan’s feet. They both stood and faced the direction of the large, round rock there, swords drawn. Astor then jumped down, rolling quickly, and then springing up to his feet gracefully.

      “Well?” Gogenanth asked.

      “It is bad. This is a large pack—two dozen or more,” Astor said, slightly huffing. “Our best bet is to climb up and around the east side of this mountain. It may be too steep for them, but they will assuredly try to follow whatever path we take. You killed one of the big females.” Astor looked at Gogenanth.

      “Can’t we just go back?” Zaan asked.

      “That isn’t a good option. It would still be a dangerous road back, and we would have to travel into the Rion Sea to get to Barrier Cliff that way. It could take a month to take that route,” Astor replied.

      “Well, let’s go,” Gogenanth said.

      They started off in the direction Astor had come. It was steep, with many large rocks to climb. They wanted to keep their weapons drawn, but they took turns guarding each other as they climbed. Zaan thought Astor had the most dangerous position of it, as he could never really be sure what was at the top of some of the embankments they were climbing. With Gogenanth the last to climb an obstacle, it wasn’t as scary for Zaan because Gogenanth was so tall that he could quickly climb almost anything if something came up from the rear after him.

      It was a long and excruciating day, with Zaan’s nerves spent and his legs sore. As they set up camp that evening, the air was thin and cold, which made it harder to get the fire going. It was comforting once the flames burned hot, Zaan thought, but would it really help against the wolves?

      The spot they picked that night to camp was against a long cliff with a tall cliff above it. No human or wolf would jump down from such a high cliff, so the watchmen could remain focused on a smaller area in front of them.

      Zaan did sleep better that night, after Gogenanth and Astor both assured him he would be safe and they would wake him if anything happened. He awoke the next morning to see Gogenanth again tending the fire.

      “Looks like they left us alone last night. That’s good, right?” Zaan asked.

      “They did not try to attack us last night, but they did come,” Gogenanth replied.

      “Did you see them?” Zaan asked.

      “I could see their devilish eyes. I think they are scared of my sword and the fire, for now,” Gogenanth said, with malice on his breath.

      Astor arose from his tent shortly after Zaan. He stretched, and they ate breakfast and wrapped their tents up. They all went off up the great mountain without saying another word. Gogenanth kept his scimitar unsheathed as much as he could. Desperate howls were heard back at their campsite.

      They kept a steady pace as they traveled up the winding cliffs. Zaan’s hands began to bleed from his old calluses from the Black Cave, as holes began to appear in his gloves. They reached a point where Astor believed they didn’t have to climb any higher, but could traverse around to the other side of the mountain. It was hard going for Zaan, as it seemed easier to climb up than to shimmy around boulders and steep sides with such tired legs. He lost his footing a couple of times, but there was always a hand to grab onto his coat or arm, even if he didn’t need the assistance.

      As the sun began to glow more dimly, the wind bit at them, and they looked for another place to camp. Heavy clouds hung low, and the air felt thick.

      “Rainstorm. Maybe ice,” Astor said.

      “Hopefully no lightning. That will make using our weapons just as dangerous as not using them at all,” Gogenanth added.

      “Over there,” Astor said, pointing to a semi-flat area a hundred yards or so on. “Let’s hurry, to beat the sun.”

      They made their way over and set up camp promptly, just in time for the rain to start. They positioned their three tents back to back so they could all peer out of the fronts of their tents instead of having someone stand in the freezing rain. It was not a full-proof plan, because they were fully lying down on their stomachs, not a great defensive position. They all left their metal outside of their tents as well, in case lightning decided to strike.

      It was a cold, bitter night. The open flap to look through made the air freeze in Zaan’s tent. His body ached from shivering half of the night. They decided to make a fire in the morning, mostly so Zaan could regain his stamina and recuperate. Afterward, they set out again. Astor said they had probably two more days’ travel to get off this mountain and then head down to the seashore, although there was no certainty the wolves would not follow them there.

      Halfway through their journey that day, they began a descent down the mountain, the Rion now in view from that side of the overlook. As they began to climb downward they heard more and more howls behind them. If the wolves decided to attack, they could now attack from behind and above, and have the high-ground advantage. Gogenanth went slowly, so that he could keep sure footing and hold out his sword as much as he could.

      As Astor said, it was dangerous climbing down the mountain, especially with how tired Zaan was, and how slippery the rocks were. At one moment, Zaan’s foot slipped as he was climbing down a steep cliff, and he slid so fast that he fell off of the cliff and was hanging by only a few fingers. Gogenanth quickly grabbed his wrist.

      Loud howls sounded as Gogenanth held onto Zaan. A loud snarl bellowed, and Astor quickly grabbed Zaan’s dangling feet and guided him down. Gogenanth disappeared above, amidst snarls, hisses, and snapping jaws. He grunted as he swung his scimitar, and with a loud growl appeared above them holding a wolf almost as big as him over his head. With a mighty roar, he hurled the bleeding wolf over Zaan and Astor down the mountain toward the passing mist below. Zaan looked over at Astor, who watched in astonishment. The wolf’s body contorted and tried to grab onto anything as it fell farther and farther through the air, until it disappeared into the fog.

      Gogenanth climbed down the cliff quickly. He was holding onto his left arm. Astor removed the big man’s bloody hand from his arm to reveal a pair of long cuts made by teeth or claws.

      “The bastard had me by the arm, so I pried his jaws open and threw the devil,” Gogenanth said.

      “Well, it could be worse,” Astor said as he took his pack down and began to bandage his arm. “Are you able to climb still?”

      “Yes, I’m fine,” Gogenanth said.

      Zaan felt very small at this moment, to witness such an amazing feat of daring and survival. He felt like he was endangering the safety of his companions. “I’m sorry I slipped, Gogenanth,” he said as he hung his head low.

      Gogenanth lifted Zaan’s head up with his good arm. “You are important, Zaan. We need to get you to Barrier Cliff where you will be safe. Do not worry about us,” Gogenanth said, looking into Zaan’s eyes to further emphasize his statement.

      They continued climbing down the cliffs, stopping only briefly to regain strength or breath, or to check Gogenanth’s wounds.

      The party stopped to make camp that evening. The shoreline was in view from their vantage point. The sky was clear and illuminated by millions of stars. The fire was bright and big that night, because the air was not as thin at that part of the mountain. The moon was almost full, and cast down the shadows of the trees on the three travelers. They reminisced about Gogenanth’s fight with the wolf, joking whether anyone had ever thrown a full-size mountain wolf off of a cliff before.

      There were many loud howls that night in the distance, but none of them seemed to approach the camp. Gogenanth had killed another one today. Surely they will be afraid enough of him to stay away, Zaan thought.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Zaan awoke to a cool, wet fog encompassing the camp and struggled out of his tent. After rubbing his eyes, he opened them to see his nervous companions. Gogenanth and Astor stood silently with their weapons drawn.

      “We are surrounded,” Astor said to Zaan. Terror shot up through Zaan’s stomach and throat, and he quickly drew his sword. Gogenanth began uttering a chant that was only barely audible. A blue mist came up from around the three of them. It swirled and slowly engulfed them in a blue orb.

      “We need to go, quickly!” Gogenanth whispered. “Leave the tents. Grab what’s necessary.” They began to climb down the cliff, and Zaan saw a dozen big wolves walk into the camp and sniff around, surely confused about where they had disappeared.

      “I don’t know how well my Azulūz works against scent, so we must be quick,” Gogenanth said as Astor picked up his pace. After the first couple of hurdles of steep cliffs the mountain mellowed out into smaller rocks and pebbles that they could run through. The mist was still heavy, but they could see the shoreline. They sprinted down the rocks, and Zaan stumbled but regained his footing. Loud howls came from the campsite.

      They approached the shoreline, winded and exhausted. It was past midday now, and they were hungry and thirsty.

      “We made it. We made it!” Zaan yelled out.

      “Yes, we made it. I must say, Gogenanth, I have never directly seen the Azulūz used like that before. That was incredible. It saved us,” Astor said.

      They sat and ate what they had left on them, and made a fire and relaxed. They wouldn’t have tents to sleep under for the remainder of the trip, but it was a small price to pay to escape. There was a chance they would be able to find things on the shoreline to use as shelter. They lay against rocks and bundled up in their clothes by the large fire they made that night. They looked up into the sky, with those same millions of bright stars looking down on them, and the moon was now full. Now heavy, thick, flashing clouds came moving in from the Rion.

      Loud howls sounded in the mountains again. Astor awoke quickly and sprang to his feet.

      “Up and awake!” he yelled at Gogenanth and Zaan, who were fast asleep. “To arms!”

      Gogenanth and Zaan grabbed their swords. Six wolves were walking toward them, slowly, their fur straight and tall on their backs. The lead wolf was the biggest yet, standing at eye level with Gogenanth. A large scar ran across the great mountain wolf’s face, and one eye was missing.

      Heavy raindrops began to come down on the party. They stared into the beast’s yellow, devilish eye.

      “It’s the alpha male. There is no escaping this fight. Zaan, stay back. The wolves in the back are going to be after you. Gogenanth, you must take on the alpha. He has come for you, anyway,” Astor said, assessing the situation.

      Gogenanth let out a monstrous yell that seemed to shake the earth beneath them; it was coupled by loud thunder behind them on the sea. Zaan and Astor yelled after, accompanied by more thunder and lightning behind. The wolves let out loud snarls and grunts with the full moon and tall mountain at their backs.

      Gogenanth held up his scimitar into the light of the full moon. He then ran at the alpha male. Astor shot a quick arrow from his bow, and it went into the side of the alpha, who didn’t flinch a muscle, but jumped onto Gogenanth, knocking him onto his back. The other wolves began to encircle the party.

      “Stay at my side, Zaan!” Astor yelled, and shot at one of the smaller wolves.

      Gogenanth got up to his feet quickly and squared off against the giant mountain wolf. “Is that all you got?” he yelled at it.

      Astor let another arrow fly at the alpha. It struck solidly into the hind leg, but the wolf didn’t even seem to notice it. Gogenanth lunged at it again and took a mighty swing at the beast, which it quickly dodged. Then it easily jumped over Gogenanth to land close to Zaan— so quick Gogenanth lost track of it for a moment.

      Zaan, full of terror, held his sword straight at the beast, who was a mere three yards away, and at least four times Zaan’s size. Astor let another arrow loose, but it ricocheted off the side of the alpha.

      “Dear lord,” Astor exclaimed.

      “Hey, devil, come at me!” Gogenanth screamed as lightning and thunder came on hard. The rain was now heavy and about to become a squall. “Was that your bitch I killed the first night? Huh? She smelled like shit while she rotted!” The alpha showed its teeth and snarled loudly, then took a step toward Gogenanth.

      “What about that mutt I threw off the mountain? Your bastard, I assume!” Gogenanth yelled again, his scimitar glistening in the moonlight. Heavy and ferocious winds pounded in, and the surrounding wolves encircled them all. “Come on, you devil! It’s you or me!” Gogenanth threw off his heavy hood and cloak and stood there, his long, pale muscles in the moonlight making him look supernatural. “You coward devil, come at me! Let us see what you have!”

      “Gogenanth. The weather! It’s the Aterax!” Astor yelled, barely able to speak over the sounds of the punishing winds, blinding lightning, and ear-shattering thunder. “You have to put the beast down! We can’t stay here!”

      The wolf hung its head low and took two slow steps toward Gogenanth, then leapt. It jumped a full eight feet into the air, and with its huge maw open and claws extended, it fell onto him. His skin instantly tore from the sharp claws, but he held his ground. Holding his sword sideways in the maw of the alpha, he cut the sides of its mouth, and blood ran into the sand. Even with the sword in its mouth the alpha still tried to bite at Gogenanth, who held out the sword as far as he could. Lightning struck the sea behind them, and thunder clapped.

      The alpha’s claws sank deeper into Gogenanth’s arms.

      “Is that all you got? You monster! Show me what you got!” Gogenanth screamed, fury in his words, as if a beast had come alive in him.

      Astor let fly another arrow, and this one sank into the alpha’s one eye. It winced back in pain and released its claws from Gogenanth’s arms. Gogenanth took his large scimitar from the alpha’s mouth and raised it high above his head. The sky turned white, and a giant shot of lightning came down onto Gogenanth and his scimitar. It was blinding as bright light and power rained down on him as he took a mighty blow down onto the alpha wolf. The sword sank deep into its head with all of the power of a god’s thunder and lightning behind it.

      The bright, white light quickly faded, and as Zaan’s eyes began to readjust, there stood Gogenanth in the downpour. He was holding his sword deep into the alpha wolf’s skull. Smoke rose and came off both of them. They stood there together momentarily, like a mighty statue, and then they both collapsed in unison. The surrounding wolves stood there briefly, probably in disbelief and fear, and then fled. Zaan and Astor ran to Gogenanth. Black burns littered the big man’s body, and his eyes were closed. Astor put his ear down to Gogenanth’s lips.

      “He’s breathing!” Astor said.

      “Of course I am,” Gogenanth choked, and spit up blood. “Do you think this is the first time I’ve been struck by lightning?”
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      Gogenanth smiled, with blood and char marks covering his face. He then closed his eyes, and his head fell to his shoulder.

      “This is not good.” Astor gave Zaan a look as they fought the biting, fierce winds battering them. “We need to move quickly. He is still alive, but greatly injured.”

      Zaan looked at his unconscious friend with concern.

      Astor surveyed the area as the rain pummeled them, lightning lit up the sky, and thunder shook the ground itself. “Go find two long pieces of driftwood taller than him, but each the same length.”

      Zaan did as he asked, walking low, trying not to be blown over. He walked toward the shoreline. Examining the wet ground of pebbles and sand, he managed to find two pieces long enough to move his hurt friend with.

      Heaving the two pieces of wood behind him, fighting the winds that wanted to take them for itself, he made his way back up the shore and returned to Astor.

      “I’ve bandaged him best I could, but we need to form a stretcher and get moving. If the Aterax doesn’t get us, then I fear the wolves could return, and you and I won’t stand much of a chance in this. Needless to say, neither does he,” Astor said, looking down at Gogenanth.

      Astor and Zaan went hard to work, forming the stretcher and heaving Gogenanth’s heavy body onto it. They then began hauling him along the beach northward.

      “How far do we have to go? Will he make it?” Zaan asked.

      “I’d say about six miles. At this rate, if we push hard, we should be there soon, but we must keep a good pace. As for Gogenanth, it is up to him if he will survive. I’ve done all I can.”

      They continued along the beach throughout the night. Slowly the winds calmed and faded, and the clouds overhead gave way to a clear sky reminiscent of a master’s painting. Their stretched shadows shortened as the night progressed and the moon rose higher in the night sky. As time went by, the mountains to their left began to shrink and treading through the shallow tide off the beaches of the Rion Sea, they walked past the tail of the mountains. The great peaks of the Cascades fell farther behind them.

      Finally, hours later, with Zaan’s breath short and his muscles all but useless, they saw the blue lights in the distance.

      “There it is. Do you see it? Do you see the blue flames? That’s Barrier Cliff. We are almost there,” Astor said, with great relief in his words.

      They picked up their pace and turned up onto the rocks that led the way up to the high towers of Barrier Cliff. Zaan looked up in amazement at the place. It was built onto a tall, singular rock structure that overlooked all of the surrounding area, including the Rion Sea. It had three similar-looking towers that stood above the town, and each had a massive light on top of it. Zaan was sure no other place could look like this one. Black stone walls surrounded the town, and everything seemed to be built vertically; there were stairs jutting in every direction. The most distinct feature of the city was that it seemed to be made out of what could best be described as black glass, Zaan thought.

      As they dragged their friend up the steep stairs and approached the front gate, Astor yelled out. “Oi, we need help. We have an injured man here!”

      “Who approaches? Yell out all your names,” came a voice from above the large black iron gate.

      “Astor Delasius, Zaan Talabard, and Gogenanth of the Arr. Please, open up!” Astor yelled with anger and desperation.

      A roar of iron rose as the gate slowly lifted up, and two women ran out and grabbed the stretcher. They walked off with Gogenanth, out of view. A man walked out slowly. He was not a tall figure, a full two heads shorter than Zaan, with a beard that fell below his belly. He wore golden armor and helmet. As he removed his helmet his bright blue eyes appeared beneath heavy brown eyebrows.

      “Astor, what happened? Are you okay?” the bearded man asked.

      “We are fine. Gogenanth, however . . . ” Astor began but was cut short by a wave of the bearded man’s hand.

      “He is already in the process of healing. Do not worry any more about him. Everything that can be done is being done,” the man said. “So, this is Zaan Talabard, you say?” The man looked up at Zaan and nudged him on the arm, nearly knocking Zaan over. “Hmm, not quite what I pictured. Skinnier . . .  and shorter than I thought,” the man said at Zaan, speaking to Astor. Zaan was caught quite off guard by this comment.

      “Zaan, meet Major Gylem Hearthstone. He is the general of Barrier Cliff,” Astor said. Then he sat on the cold stone to breathe a sigh of relief that his friend Gogenanth was finally safe. “Major, this is indeed Zaan, he was imprisoned at the hidden Black Cave, and even managed to escape on his own, the first to do so.”

      “To escape such a dire place is remarkable,” Major Gylem stated. Zaan did not reply, as he was too busy drinking from a canteen given to him by a nearby guard. “Not to mention making it here with the Aterax coming as it did. Helluva thing to be caught out in with an injured man. Well, I’m sure you both are exhausted. Let us find you some beds after we have some medics look you over,” Major Gylem said as he motioned behind him for guards to come help them to their feet.

      A sense of relief and calm fell over Zaan as he felt the guard’s hands help him up gently to take him to rest. In his fatigue, he remembered what is was like for him in the Black Cave, and remembered how far away that place was behind them, and that he was finally safe.
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      Vines crept along tall oak arbors, and the sun glistened off of the clear ponds that lined the king’s Royal Garden in Auracity. Pathways lined with daffodils and petunias held a crisp, sweet aroma.

      King Hollon walked heavily and was accompanied by two guards. His thick, black hair fell from the jeweled crown, and its gemstones flickered in the sunlight. They made their way down a long, paved stone path lined with bright, delicate golden flowers.

      As they approached a carved marble birdbath at a rounded intersection, they met Erolos, the king’s captain, in full armor, wearing his signature red mane at his back. He held his helmet at his side, and his strong brow with blond eyebrows and sky blue eyes showed slight concern.

      He fell to a knee, with his head lowered. “My king.”

      “Arise, Erolos,” the king replied. “What news of the man from the Arr?”

      “He is on the run, and we will find him, my king. I promise you, people from every corner of Essill will be looking for the man, Gogenanth.”

      King Hollon breathed heavily through his nostrils, and his face reddened. Even a man of Erolos’s stature felt nervous in his presence, given his reputation for severity. He squinted his eyes and looked long into the eyes of his captain. “I was to make a public display of the felony of religion in my own city, and you robbed me of this. Not only did a man escape from within my own walls, but you also bartered away the only other one who could have been made an example. Do you know how this makes me look to my people? I cannot be shown to look weak. I will not be known as a weak king!”

      “My liege, I . . . ” Erolos began, but trailed off as he caught the exotic scent of a perfume made from a rare flower from the north—a scent he recognized all too well.

      “All who know the name King Hollon Livingston the Eighth know that he is not a weak king,” said Angela Dragus the Righteous as she rounded the corner hedge to the side.

      She approached wearing a long, bright dress of blood red and heavenly oranges that floated in the slight breeze. Her silver hair caressed her face angelically, but the concern on her face made her appear much the opposite.

      Angela Dragus began to circle around Erolos, looking up at him.

      “What is this about?” Erolos asked.

      “This is about you, and what you lost,” she replied.

      “Erolos, you have been my captain for years, and you understand we have lost on two fronts now. Have you any idea where Zaan Talabard is?”

      Erolos was slow to respond, but Angela Dragus did not hesitate. “Most likely he is heading to Barrier Cliff.”

      “Barrier Cliff . . . Why would he go to such a barren city?” the king asked.

      “There are things happening there. I can feel it. It is the one place my lord cannot see into, though,” she said.

      “That city has become sparsely populated in the last few decades, but I assure you, Angela, there is nothing there of great concern,” the king said.

      “How did this happen?” Angela asked the king, and then looked at Erolos. “This makes me furious.” Her eyes burned crimson. “How did you lose my prey?”

      Erolos was speechless, yet entranced with her eyes.

      “Not only did you not bring Zaan to me, you sold him to that slime Yemes, and then . . .  he sold him to my own mine?” she said, walking toward him until her face was inches from his. “He should be in a dungeon waiting for death, not walking out in the sunlight freely. King Hollon, this has not only embarrassed me, but it has also exposed the best operation we had to find what you seek. What are you going to do about this?”

      “Erolos, you have failed me twice, and gravely. You are to be taken into custody. I will deal with you later,” he said, and the guards approached Erolos, took him by his arms, and led him down the pathway, back into Fordenreign Castle.

      “King Hollon, let me be in earnest with you. My lord wants these religious zealots captured, and if they are not taken to him, they must be eliminated. We followed and hunted down one with long, blond hair on the road south of your town, but before we got to her, she . . .  gave something away. Something I desperately want for my lord. You failed me in finding this boy. This does not sit well with my powerful lord.”

      “Angela, I will make up for this failure. I am a man of my word. What do you wish of me? I will do as I must, for what I seek, and to spare me the wrath of your lord.”

      “There . . . ” she began, a serpent-like smirk creeping along her face. “There is another, and I want this one. No failures this time. I want this one, unscathed, and unharmed. Do not fail me in this.”

      The king, with his strong presence, knelt down to Angela. “I will not fail you in this. I give you my word. Tell me where I can find this person, and what to look for.”

      “You can find this person in your city now, as we speak, with her family. You must look for lovely golden curls. The person I seek, her name . . .  is Lily.”
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      Hours after their strained conversation, Angela Dragus left the king’s castle and exited Auracity. She appeared alone, with the elegant curves of her face shining in the firelight and the paint on her face glowing like a blood moon on the cold sea. The sky was dark that night; nary a star in the sky.

      “I appreciate you meeting me down here,” she said, looking into the flames, which darted in the reflection of her eyes. “I know you have made a long trek to meet with me.”

      She paused. “You know whom I serve, correct?” After waiting for an answer and not receiving one from the darkness she said, “I’ll take that as a yes. You see, these people here, these captains, and kings, they do not see. They do not . . .  They don’t know what the Olden Age held, and why to keep the peace, we have to hunt. We must hunt down the Azulūz and destroy it by any means necessary. These men and women who carry it, they know not what it is—they only use it like a toy. But they have the capability to destroy what we have built. Do they not see?

      “They may be in the long-ruined city of Barrier Cliff. Interesting . . .  as if they are gathering there. This would be my lord’s will, to find this information out, but that will be for later.”

      Angela stared into the fire, and her eyes reflected the whips of the flames. “There will be a time when their blue flame is extinguished, and the world will silently praise and thank us for this work we must do.”

      “That is why I requested your help. Your reputation is . . .  significant, and I cannot trust these meek people of these cities. I need to be sure that my lord’s will is done and that my work is complete.

      “You,” she said, and looked up at the leaves of the tall trees rustling in the wind. “You . . .  are strong. And together, we will find these people, and we will bring them to an end.”

      A strong gust of wind blew through the camp, and a voice bellowed from the empty area around Angela. “I . . .  I will eat them . . . ” The voice sounded like fire and ash meeting broken stone. “I . . .  will eat them all.”

      Angela smiled. “Yes, you will get your meals. You will consume them until your belly is full to the brim. Yet remember: I want these two alive, and taken to my lord. He wants them both. Armoz the Devil King wants Zaan and Lily for himself.”
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      The next morning, Zaan awoke to a hand gently nudging his shoulder. “Hey, wake up.” The sunlight flowing into the room showed the smile of a familiar face. Zaan opened his eyes to see Gar standing to his side.

      Zaan’s eyes widened. “Gar!” He reached out and gave his friend a strong hug. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been here a week or so. It took you long enough,” Gar said, smiling wildly. “Actually, Gildur sent Tilda and me up here after the prison break with Astor. Then we’d heard you’d arrived here with him.”

      “Tilda? Tilda is here?” Zaan asked.

      “Yes, I’m here,” she said. Zaan hadn’t noticed that she was sitting on the other side of the room. She stood up and walked toward him. He struggled to maintain his composure as she came in and kissed him on the cheek. Her lips felt soft on his face, and it was the most meaningful human contact he’d had in what felt like years.

      “You have garnered quite the reputation since you have been away, Zaan,” she said to him, as she sat by his side on the bed.

      “Yeah, you’re like a legend now, saving all of those people!” Gar said.

      “Gogenanth . . . ” Zaan said with wide eyes, suddenly remembering his injured friend. “Is Gogenanth okay?”

      “He’s okay. He’s still healing. Astor told us about what you had been through.” Tilda gave a brief giggle. “Gogenanth’s already received a few new nicknames around here; Lightning Bearer and Wolf Slayer are two of my favorites,” she said with a smile. “We are so glad you are okay. You are okay? Aren’t you, Zaan?”

      “I . . . I honestly don’t know.” Zaan looked out the window. “My life has changed so much since I left Fur-lol, I don’t know if I can go back to being . . .  normal, ever again after all of this.”

      “I’m so sorry you had to go into that cave, Zaan. I can’t imagine what you went through,” Gar said, tears welling in the corners of his eyes. Zaan’s eyes stayed dry.

      “It was bad, and I don’t know how to really explain it. I guess I just really felt close to death the whole time. It’s hard to describe that. I haven’t had the time to process it; it doesn’t feel real,” Zaan said, looking into Gar’s eyes.

      “Well, you are safe now, and you have no idea how happy we are to see you, and how worried we were,” Tilda said. Zaan looked over at her.

      “Actually, I can imagine, seeing you two right now, it is really amazing.”

      “Well, we should leave you to get dressed, but let’s get some breakfast,” Gar said, wiping his wet eyes. “They want a meeting with all of us after this.”

      They ate a meal of duck eggs with golden, silky yolks, and pan-fried bread with honey. Sipping on warm, black tea, they recalled their memories from Auracity and talked about their journeys to Barrier Cliff. Zaan’s was a much more interesting story.

      After breakfast they walked together to the first tower by the entrance to Barrier Cliff. The city was indeed composed of stairs in all directions, of many different sizes. It made Zaan feel like he had traveled back in time to some medieval castle—which to some extent, he had.

      Two rows of people stood on either side of the hall as the friends entered the main chamber of the tower, and at the end stood three more people. Zaan recognized Astor, another looked familiar, but he did not know the man standing in the center.

      “Approach, Zaan Talabard,” one of the figures exclaimed.

      Zaan looked at Tilda and Gar, but Tilda motioned with her head for him to proceed alone. So he walked hesitantly to the center of the room.

      The figure in the middle spoke. “My name is Mäezer Palanzal. I am the headmaster of Barrier Cliff. To my left here is Elindrill Delasius, and as you well know to my right is Astor Delasius.” Astor winked at Zaan as Palanzal introduced them.

      Mäezer Palanzal was an old, slender man, with sea-colored silk robes hanging over his bony shoulders. He carried a tall ebony staff, had on small spectacles, and had straight, long gray hair.

      “As headmaster of Barrier Cliff, I would like to welcome you, and you have had quite the journey, as we understand it. I want to assure you that you are quite safe from harm’s way here.” Zaan slipped his hand into his pocket and slid his fingers around the red stone, considering showing it to the headmaster of Barrier Cliff, but decided he should wait until a better time. Instead he looked around the room at the blue torches hung along the walls and the golden sunlight creeping through the windows.

      “You possess the spirit of the Azulūz, Zaan Talabard. Here, you will learn to understand and control its powers. Yet as a possessor of the Azulūz, it is not guaranteed that it must be used for purposes positive for life. Here, before your peers and friends, you must vow to use it only for the protection and well-being of life. That is to say, for good only,” Palanzal said.

      “Yes, of course, I will.”

      “Then repeat after me,” Palanzal started. “I, Zaan Talabard, vow to wield the righteous Azulūz of the great god Ojiin for good.”

      “I, Zaan Talabard, vow to wield the righteous Azulūz of the great god Ojiin for good,” Zaan repeated.

      “I, Zaan, vow to uphold the most honored traditions of the Order of the Azulūz, and to not let in the dark light of the evil darkness below,” Palanzal said. Zaan repeated this vow.

      “Finally, I, Zaan, vow to become a member of the Order of the Azulūz, and will not only protect the order, but will wield the Azulūz for the greater good of awakening the great gods to protect us from the evil below,” Palanzal said, and Zaan repeated.

      “Halen Ojiin, welcome to the Order of the Azulūz, Zaan Talabard. You are henceforth known within the circle of blue torches as Zaan Talabard, the Crusader,” Palanzal stated.

      “Halen Ojiin!” exalted the crowd in the room, and great thunderous applause sounded.
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      After the initiation ceremony, Zaan was greeted by a crowd and introduced to more new people than he could remember. The main tower of Barrier Cliff housed a very eclectic group of people of all shapes, sizes, and skin tones. It seemed to Zaan like Barrier Cliff was a gathering place. It was unlike Fur-lol in that people were born there, and died there. Barrier Cliff felt like a meeting hub for humanity.

      After the constant shaking of hands and occasional hugs, people began to fizzle out the door. Palanzal and Astor’s aunt Elindrill had left out of the rear exit, and Astor stood waiting where he’d been during the ceremony. Zaan, Gar, and Tilda went over to give Astor warm embraces and smiles.

      “We made it,” Zaan said to Astor.

      “That we did, my young Crusader,” Astor replied with a warm grin.

      “Crusader. Why did they name you that?” Gar asked, looking at Zaan.

      “All members initiated to the circle this lunar year will be Crusaders,” Astor told the boys. A slight look of curiosity crossed Zaan’s face. “And you may be the only one.”

      “Zaan Talabard the Crusader. That does have a nice ring to it, don’t you think, Zaan?” Tilda asked him.

      “Sure. I don’t feel like a Crusader, or any different than I did yesterday. Well, I guess I’m not running from wolves who wanted to eat us anymore. My parents are not going to believe any of this when I tell them some of this stuff.”

      “The title of Crusader is actually quite a rare one, Zaan. It only happens about every thirty years or so,” Astor told him.

      “Do you have a title, then?” Gar asked Astor.

      “Yes, if you are a part of the order. We all do,” he replied.

      “Astor Delasius the Dragon,” Tilda said.

      “And Tilda Hildenbred the Tangier,” Astor added.

      “Excellent,” Gar said.

      “And Gar, after your training is complete, you will be given a title as well,” Astor said, and Gar struggled to contain a smirk. “But not until then.”

      “Zaan, how are you feeling?” Astor asked Zaan.

      “Fine. A little overwhelmed. I wasn’t expecting to walk into that today. How is Gogenanth?” he asked Astor.

      “Better. You will be able to see him shortly. He is resting right now. I’m sure he will be upset he missed your initiation ceremony. I will take you to him later, but first you have been invited by the headmaster for a private audience. I will show you the way, and you can visit with Tilda and Gar afterward,” Astor said, and Zaan said his short goodbyes to his friends. Astor took him out the rear exit of the tower room, which led to a circular set of black stone stairs.

      As they approached the top of the tower from the circular stairwell, a bright light shone down through the cracks in the stairway, flickering like a windmill in the sun. The light once they reached the top was blinding after being in the torchlit room below. After Zaan’s eyes adjusted, he was able to pick out three figures seated in a lush room of soft fabrics with many framed portraits on the walls. Old glass windows made up half of the room. The bright light was coming from above, which Zaan assumed was the beacon light at the top of the tower.

      “Greetings, Zaan, you did well down there,” Palanzal said. “You remember me introducing you to Elindrill, Astor’s relative? She is the assistant headmaster here. “

      “How do you do?” Elindrill asked Zaan. He lowered his head and bowed.

      “There is one more person here I would like you to meet, Zaan. This is Zelestiana Xa the Lion. She will be your instructor.” Palanzal introduced them, but instead of bowing to her, Zaan stared at her, standing in awe of her presence.

      With his eyes adjusted he could see Zelestiana was powerful. She had long, firm arms that glistened in the sunlight and had broad yet feminine shoulders. He had to look slightly up at her, and she had glassy black hair pulled back and a silver ring around her brow. Her dark-lined eyes were elegant, with her eyes themselves the color of rolling wheat fields. She had slender rose-red lips, and he caught a scent of tomato vine on her. She had the complexion of an oak in the fall. She nodded subtly to Zaan and did not say a word.

      Palanzal clapped his hands once loudly. “Well, now that you two know each other, we will take our leave. Let us know if there is anything you need while here in Barrier Cliff, Zaan.”

      Elindrill, Astor, and Palanzal left down the circular staircase. Astor gave Zaan a nod and a smirk on the way out, which gave Zaan an uneasy feeling. He turned and looked at Zelestiana. She stared into him and he tried to hold her gaze, but he had to look away twice.

      There they stood, the two of them, for what felt like a day to him, neither saying a word. Zelestiana gave an unimpressed sigh, then turned and looked out the window to the east. Zaan stood there, waiting for her to say something, to end this silence. She stepped away from the window and took large strides toward him, then stopped a few feet from him. She reached out and ran her long, slender fingers down the side of his face, then bent to peer into his eyes.

      “So,” Zelestiana started, and then paused. “Do you think yourself special?” she asked sternly.

      “No, I guess not,” Zaan responded after a moment.

      “Hmm,” she replied. Zaan thought she sounded dissatisfied with his answer.

      “I guess . . .  I mean, no . . .  I don’t think I am special,” Zaan said, fumbling over his words.

      “Well, you are special. You are special because you have a gift that has been given to you, but do you deserve that gift? That is the question we will find out,” Zelestiana said while walking tight circles around Zaan.

      “Jonji El’Rue was a great warrior, and my friend. I certainly hope she made the right decision to pass her Azulūz onto someone as weak-looking as you,” she said, still encircling Zaan. He did not respond.

      “Let us get something straight here, boy. I am not here to be your friend, or mentor, or guide. I am here because it is my duty to make sure you are strong enough to be worthy of the gift given to you.” She stopped and looked into his eyes again. “Well, are you ready to go down the long road ahead?”

      “Yes’ ma’am, I am,” he said, and straightened his back.

      “Good. You have a journey ahead, and not just with your training. But know this: Your life will never be what it once was. The bearers of the Azulūz not only carry a gift from the Old Gods, but a curse.”

      “You are referring to whatever is hunting me,” he said.

      She nodded. “Yes, and until a new age comes, that is the fate of all like you and me.”

      “Are there many who carry the Azulūz?”

      “I believe Mäezer Palanzal would like to answer that question himself,” she said. “Until that time, I will help you discover the essence and triggers of your gift.”

      He nodded, with his shoulders squared and his jaw tight.

      “Meet me at the entrance to the eastern tower at dawn tomorrow, and Zaan . . .  do not be late.”
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      The infirmary door opened slowly, creaking and screeching, and Zaan saw his friend Gogenanth wrapped in bandages head to toe, motionless on a cot at the back of the musty-smelling room. Tilda sat by his side, and she looked over at Zaan, smiled, and looked back at Gogenanth. Zaan thought Tilda looked like an angel, with her soft blond hair shimmering in the sunlight. It reminded him of dancing fields of sunflowers in the breeze.

      “How is he?” Zaan asked.

      “He is resting. He’s been asleep for a couple of hours now, which is good,” she said.

      “Have you been here long?” he asked her. She nodded to him. He went over to the side of the bed she was on and put his hand on her back. She laid her head into his side and sniffled, then wrapped her arms around him. Zaan felt his stomach in his throat. She stood up and looked into his eyes.

      “Want to take me for a walk?” she asked him. He didn’t respond immediately, with old feelings welling back up in him, so she grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the room and into the sunlight on one of the main roads of Barrier Cliff. She let go of his hand, and they began to walk side by side. The area around the infirmary had small plants lining the walkways that were all but dead this time of year, and this far north.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Tilda asked him.

      “Yeah,” he answered.

      “No, it’s not. This has got to be the bleakest castle around,” she said, and they both laughed.

      “I guess it is,” Zaan said. “Auracity had some pretty unkempt parts, though. In my mind when I was back home, looking at the smokestack in the distance, I pictured it differently. When we learned about it while I was in school, it seemed more sophisticated. But it ended up more brutish and rough than I pictured.”

      “You are right about that,” she said as they walked down some stairs, looking out to the Rion.

      “How’s Gildur?” Zaan asked.

      “He’s good. He wanted to come, but he’s got the business, and he thought it best to give it time before he leaves, so as not to raise suspicions. Gogenanth has a higher price on his head than anyone, alive, except maybe . . .  you.” She paused. “You seem so different than when I first met you, Zaan. You are still shy, but you have a presence now; it feels good to be around you. You . . .  you remind me of happier times.” As she said this, his whole body felt warm. His nervousness was beginning to leave him.

      They walked for a while like this, silently for many minutes, and then he spoke. “What are you doing for dinner later?”

      “Nothing, why?” she said with a delicate smile that was more beautiful to Zaan than the warm sun hanging over the outstretched sea behind her.

      “We could eat together, if you want,” he said.

      “I would like that. Around seven?”

      “Sure, seven o’ clock. Where? I don’t know this place well yet,” he said.

      “Come to my place. I’ll put something together.”

      “Okay, your place then,” he said, trying to hide too-wide of a grin.

      They started back up the curving obsidian-colored stairs and split ways soon after to turn down different paths. He was heading back to his room, and as he approached the entrance, he saw Gar sitting by the front door, waiting for him.

      “Hey!” Gar yelled out.

      “Hey.” Zaan waved.

      Gar ran up. “Hey, what you doing?”

      “Nothing. I tried to see Gogenanth, but he was resting,” Zaan said, letting out a small smile.

      “You wanna go check out the city? It’s impressive. I still haven’t seen all of it. The east side of town by the sea is supposed to be loaded with secret passageways, and down below that, the market it supposed to be a pretty good one,” Gar said. Gar’s enthusiasm was a warm reminder of their fond times together, and Zaan realized how much he’d missed his friend while he was imprisoned in the cave.

      “Sure, let’s go,” Zaan said, clapping Gar on the back.

      They went over to the east wall and walked down it, looking for any switches or secret doors, but they found none. The sky over the ocean looked majestic to Zaan. He had never seen an ocean before the day Gogenanth got hurt, and it hadn’t occurred to him then to admire the landscape. Its beauty left him speechless. With the sharp, fresh air whipping his hair into his face, he had to squint to see where the last waves were, and where they stopped. Occasionally a fin would poke out of the water, and he wondered what kind of fish they belonged to. They must be big fish to live in such a far-reaching sea.

      As they approached the market Zaan asked, “What have things been like at Gildur’s?”

      “Not boring,” Gar replied. “Well, like when you were there, things were fun. Now, guards come in all of the time and search for stuff, and wreck the place, and sometimes steal things. That pisses Gildur off to no end. I hope you never have to see Gildur like that.”

      “I don’t think I would like to see that either,” Zaan said, eyeing some various soft cheeses as they walked through the market. He caught many delightful smells as they perused the array of foods and drinks.

      “Ever since you were captured and Gogenanth was broken out of jail, things have been different for us in Auracity. The king did not like someone escaping from his dungeon, especially someone that was to be executed,” Gar said. “You like that one?” He was referring to the hard, pale yellow cheese in Zaan’s hand.

      “Yeah, it smells good. Like the ones we make in Fur-lol. Nutty and mild—goes great with dried fruits,” said Zaan.

      “Here, I got it.” Gar reached in his wallet. “You know, I think Tilda took it the hardest when you went missing,” he said, looking up at Zaan, waiting for and seeing his smile. “It’s true. She sat quietly running thin string through fabric most days, making dark-colored dresses for the other women at the armory. She wasn’t her normal, warm self.” He paid for the cheese. “We gotta get some fresh bread, though, and we should get some meat and ale for tonight, too.”

      “Actually . . .  I have plans,” Zaan said hesitantly.

      “Oh, that’s okay. I’ll see what Tilda’s up to then, no worries,” Gar said, and Zaan chuckled. “What?”

      “Well, I’m actually going to Tilda’s for dinner,” Zaan said, now feeling awkward. Gar stood there with a raised eyebrow and narrow eyes.

      “Oh! I understand,” Gar said, as his eyes opened wide and he crossed his arms across his chest. “You two want to be alone. I get it.”

      “No, you should come . . .  I’m sure she would have invited you if she’d seen you. It’ll be fun.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s go get some ale.” Gar started off down the stairs into the lower part of the market.

      Zaan stood there scratching his head, wondering if he’d made the right decision.
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      Tilda opened the door to see Zaan. “Hi, come on in.” As he came in, Tilda began to close the door, but a heavy boot got in the way.

      “Hey, aren’t you going to let me in?” Gar asked, surprised.

      “Oh, heavens, yes, I didn’t know you were coming, Gar. Yes, come on in.” Tilda played it off perfectly, so much so that Zaan couldn’t tell if she was upset that it was not going to be just the two of them for dinner.

      Zaan looked at Tilda in her home in Barrier Cliff. It felt warmer than most of the dwellings, with its dozens of candles around and a maple-wood archway at the entrance draped with hanging thin curtains of a gold hue. She was wearing a dress he assumed she’d woven, of bright colors like a sunset, with a trim of ocean color. She smelled of oranges, and lavender, and her hair draped casually behind her shoulders, and his heart beat strongly when her sky-colored eyes met his.

      “Well, it’s nothing special for dinner. I just made a mutton stew, with some dried fish to eat first,” Tilda said.

      “It’s okay. We brought some things, and some ale. You want some?” Gar asked Tilda. “It’s supposedly a smooth, lightly malty ale from Dillengrad.”

      “Sure,” she said, and Gar went to the kitchen to search for glasses. “Zaan, I didn’t ask you, but how was your meeting in the tower earlier?”

      “It was fine, I met my . . .  instructor? Her name is Zelestiana. I hope she’s nice. She seems stern,” he replied, scratching the stubble on his chin.

      “I’m sure it will be okay,” she said as Gar gave her a glass of the cool, frothy ale. He also gave one to Zaan, keeping one for himself. “Be nice to her; she’s a friend.”

      “Cheers,” Gar said, holding up his glass. “To being together again, after all this time. How great is this?” Tilda and Zaan looked into each other’s eyes, and her eyes widened slightly.

      After eating all of the cheese and bread with some salty dried fish, they were already feeling pretty full. They hadn’t even touched the stew, but they polished off the ale just fine. Zaan’s cheeks were sore from laughter.

      “Excuse me,” Tilda said as she got up to go into the other room.

      Once she was out of the main room, Gar said, “Damn, we ran out of ale quick. Maybe I should go get some more.”

      Zaan enjoyed their time catching up with each other. They reminisced about Auracity, and the taverns of the city, and the armory. He was glad Gar had come.

      “You know what, maybe I’ll just head out now. I’m feeling pretty beat,” Gar said, as he stood up and adjusted his tan, wrinkled jacket. “Tell Tilda I said goodbye, will ya?”

      “You don’t have to go just yet. You can stay,” Zaan said, being sincere in his words. “We haven’t even started on the mutton yet . . . ”

      “It’s all right. Have a good night. See you tomorrow,” Gar said as he crept out the front door just as Tilda was coming back into the room.

      “Where did Gar go?” Tilda asked.

      “He had to leave. Said he was tired. Probably had to use the bathroom, and only likes to use his,” Zaan said with a straight face. The joke wasn’t as funny as he’d thought it would be, as she didn’t laugh. But her focused on his.

      He was stuck there, staring at her from across the room, without a single word coming to his mind to say. He only stared deeply into her eyes, and she into his. Tilda walked casually up to him, and he took long strides toward her. He presses his lips delicately on hers as they wrapped their arms around one another. And he felt her, finally.

      She moved her hands to his face. He moved his hand down to her hips. They kissed each other wildly as she ran her fingernails though the hair on the back of his head.

      He couldn’t get close enough to her. She guided his face down to her neck, and he kissed it delicately from her ear to collar. As he gently kissed her neck, he wanted this moment to last forever.

      Holding his hands on her lower back, she held him in close. He was thinking of nothing but the rush of excitement coursing through his body, and the urge to keep this moment pure. And then the strangest thing that could happen . . .  happened. Suddenly, without him knowing why . . .  she pulled away from his grip and looked away, covering her mouth.

      “What are we doing? We shouldn’t be doing this,” she said, as if speaking to herself.

      “What? What do you mean?” he asked, stuck in place with his hands still out, and feeling as if a tornado had come in the room and destroyed everything around him.

      “We . . .  we shouldn’t be doing this. It’s not right,” she said. She was looking at the floor, still with the back of her hand covering her mouth.

      “It’s okay. It feels right to me. Did I do something?” Zaan asked, taking a step toward her.

      “I think you should go,” Tilda said, holding out a hand, yet refusing to look in his eyes.

      “Tilda,” he began.

      “Just go, please. I can’t do this right now,” she said, and she began to sob softly into her hands. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      “I . . .” he hesitated. “I’m sorry if I did something wrong.”

      She lifted her head up from her hands, and Zaan’s heart sank as he watched the streams rolling down her cheeks. “Just go, please,” she said as she rushed off into her bedroom.

      Zaan, baffled and still trying to run the sequence of events through his head, slowly left the room and shut the door behind him.

      He looked up at the partially full moon in the sky in front of him. His confusion turned to anger at himself. What did I do to mess this up? he asked himself. He picked up a handful of rocks and threw them out over the wall as hard as he could. Only moments ago had been the best moment of his life. Most definitely the best he had felt since the Black Cave. What did I do? What could I have done differently? He played this in his head over and over again as he walked through the torchlit city. He was soon at Gar’s door, and knocked once firmly.

      “Hey,” Gar said, and then quickly asked, “you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m just a little worked up. You wanna get some drinks?” Zaan asked, trying to remain calm.

      “Sure, let me get my jacket,” Gar replied.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, they were full to their eyeballs in a place called the Folk’s Inn. There were many people at the inn’s bar that night. It was loud and jolly, and Zaan was having a great time.

      The music was loud, the place was full of laughter, and Zaan and Gar had the adrenaline of young wolves. They pounded down whatever was laid down in front of them. The night got fuzzy for Zaan, but he did remember telling himself who needs her out loud a number of times.

      The night ended with Gar and Zaan hanging their legs off the high east walls of the city, watching the sunrise. They were starting to sober up and clear their heads. As the waves crashed in on the beach below them, Gar said, “Well, I guess I should turn in. Good luck with Zelestiana today.” Zaan’s eyes sprang open, and he looked over at the rising sun.

      “Oh, shit,” he mumbled.
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      He was in a full sprint as he took the turn to head up to the second tower. Immediately he saw Zelestiana waiting for him at the entrance to the tower. He ran up to her with his head down.

      “I am so sorry I am late. I just . . . had a bad night I guess,” he said.

      “Hmmm,” she responded, then leaned toward him and sniffed him; she leaned back. She stood up straight with her arms behind her. “Tell me about yourself, Zaan Talabard.”

      “I, umm, I like to be with friends and family, I’ve always wanted to travel, I’m from Fur-lol,” he said, trying to keep his weary eyes focused on her.

      “No, no, no,” Zelestiana replied. “Those are trivial things that tell me little about you. Tell me what attributes you have.”

      “Okay, I’m, um, this is a hard one. Maybe I’m . . . ” He trailed off, trying to think of the words to say. He wanted to say “reliable,” but he was late to his meeting with her. He wanted to say “fun,” but she wouldn’t care to hear that. Even a usually good term like “responsible” didn’t work now.

      “Let’s try something else.” She paused. “Describe the attributes of a little boy to me.” She stood straight and tall, looking over him.

      “Well . . .” He didn’t like this game, but had to respond. “Immature, irresponsible, impulsive.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Those are indeed the attributes of a young boy.”

      He did not reply, but felt embarrassed, and in his current state he had neither the muster nor soberness to argue with her.

      “So, since you were late for your first day of training, your first lesson is about ego and respect,” she said as she walked down the adjacent black stone stairs and beckoned him to join her. “The Azulūz is something that comes to its carrier not by chance. It is easy for the carrier to think themselves better than others, or more important. The fact is that we are neither, but we do carry a special gift. It is our responsibility”—she said this word with great emphasis— “to use it to help create a better world.”

      Zaan walked behind her as she walked along the wall of the city, looking out over to the Cascades to the west. He was weary, but calm and patient while listening to her.

      “You asked me how many of us there are, that carry the Azulūz with them. There are many fewer of us left than you may have assumed. We strive to bring those who have this gift here, to Barrier Cliff, to the Order of the Azulūz. And you, Zaan, once you are fully trained, if you are ever fully trained, you will become a great warrior of our order.”

      “I understand. I’m sorry about being late. But I really do want to be trained, and to learn everything there is to know about the Azulūz: where it came from, why we have it, and how I can use it.”

      “We have some answers here, and when you speak with Mäezer Palanzal, you may receive some of them. There is a single text that has survived the almost thousand years since the Battle of Dürmant and the end of the Olden Age and the birth of the Age of Peace. This text is called the Revelation of Secrecy and Light. It is our greatest possession. In it, it refers to the gods above. Here, the only god whose name we know of is Ojiin, the great and good creator above,” she said, looking into the sky. “He is our savior.”

      “I’ve heard about him. Do you believe He has forgotten about us?” he asked her.

      “That is a difficult question to answer, because so much having to do with divinity is belief-based. I believe He hasn’t forgotten. It’s more like He is asleep. But He will awaken, on a day of great reckoning, where the Devil God below will shake and quiver and remove himself from this world. This is what the Order of the Azulūz is. We are the ones who wait for the Great Awakening, and when that time comes, we will be ready to fight.”

      “So,” Zelestiana started again. “Where do you fit into all of this?”

      Zaan thought hard, then spoke. “I will be a Crusader of the Order of the Azulūz and fight for good.”

      “Close. First you are to show up on time, when you are told to do so. As of now, you have no use of the Azulūz, no special power whatsoever, and you are no better than anyone else here,” she said. “This is the beginning of you becoming something. If you become arrogant and look inward, the Azulūz will travel further from your grasp, and it may even leave you. You must be humble, and become a part of something greater than yourself.”

      He looked at her. “I think I understand. I am sorry for being late today. It won’t happen again.”

      “That had better be true. I will not be forgiving next time. I am not above putting you through great physical labors. I could tell you to climb that mountain.” She pointed at the tallest peak visible. “Before I train you further, if I commanded, you would do whatever labor I asked and I would hold you to it.” No expression came across her face except that of sincerity.

      “Okay,” he replied softly.

      “So, for being late today, you are to write ten pages to me about how you are not going to be a little boy anymore. By tomorrow, you will become that man who escaped the Black Cave single-handedly and saved all of those people. Then you will meet me at the same time at the same place, and you will be early. Do you understand?” she said sternly.

      “I understand.”

      “Get some sleep and bathe, and don’t stay up all night with your friend at Folk’s Inn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      After a refreshing midday nap, Zaan went to eat some lunch at the market, and then went out to find Astor. After going to the place Astor normally stayed, a stone one-room building in the northern part of Barrier Cliff, he found Astor outside of Elindrill’s home, which was one of the more hospitable-looking places in town. Her place had still-living plants hanging on the front of the stone patio, and through the window Zaan could see bright interior colors. Astor was there, eating grapes and cheese while sipping wine.

      “Hey, look who it is!” Astor said.

      “Hey,” Zaan replied. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “Really? Everything okay?” Astor held out some grapes and his glass of wine. “You want some?”

      “I just ate, but I’ll take a glass.”

      Astor poured him a glass. The wine was light and rosy, and smelled of lavender. “So what’s new with you? You getting used to this dreary place yet? I bet life has been like the Aterax for you lately, blowing you around from place to place.” Astor took a sip from his glass.

      “I’m fine. It’s great to be around Gar again. I don’t want to take my friends for granted ever again. We ended up staying up too late having too much fun last night. I got in trouble with Zelestiana this morning. I was late to our first session. What a mistake that was.” Zaan twirled the wine around in his glass.

      “Haha,” Astor laughed. “I bet she didn’t like that.”

      “I have to write a long essay for her tomorrow morning,” Zaan said. “It’s like I am in school again.”

      “You are in school again, a different kind of school, but she is one of the best teachers here. You should listen to her,” Astor replied. “How is everything else going?”

      There was a long pause. Zaan looked down at the glass of wine in his hand. He watched the wine drip down the sides of the glass; it looked like tiny frozen streams.

      “You ever have girl problems?” Zaan asked softly.

      “Ha-ha.” Astor gave a quick laugh, then stopped. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, but yeah, who hasn’t, I guess. Why? What’s this girl doing?”

      “I don’t understand. She’s like, great one moment, and then the next, totally different. It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t know if I should go talk to her or if she will come talk to me, or . . .  I don’t know.” Zaan took a big swig of the wine, taking half of it in his mouth, and gulped.

      “I wish I had an easy answer for you. Even at my age, I don’t really understand women; what a strange statement to make, like they are all the same, ha. I’d probably say to let her do her thing. If she needs time, let her have it, but don’t let her think that you’ve forgotten about her,” he said.

      “How do I do that?” Zaan asked.

      “I have no idea. Well, I shouldn’t say that. It depends on the girl,” he replied. “Do I know her?” Astor took a sip.

      “Yeah, Tilda,” Zaan said. Astor almost spit up his wine, but managed to keep it all from spraying out. It was quite a forceful motion, and looked painful as Astor choked it down.

      “What?” Zaan asked.

      “I just, I didn’t expect you to say her. It’s surprising, is all,” Astor said, trying to hide any emotion he might be showing. He wiped his mouth clean.

      “Why is it surprising?” Zaan said with an irritated tone.

      “Listen, I’m not trying to offend you, and good for you, really. She is a beautiful woman,” Astor said. “You are my friend, and I care about you. I guess I’m just surprised because of your . . .  age.”

      “Why?” Zaan asked quickly.

      “Now, don’t get defensive. To be honest, I’m surprised because she’s probably twice your age, isn’t she?” Astor said delicately.

      “Yeah, I guess, but what does age matter?” Zaan responded.

      “It doesn’t. Let’s move on. So you are asking me my advice on Tilda. Well, she’s like a sister to me. So trying to figure her out romantically, that is tricky, and a little weird. My advice still stands: Give her some space, don’t overwhelm her, but don’t let her forget about you.”

      “I’ll try, but she’s all I think about. It’s difficult,” Zaan said as he took the last half of his wine in his mouth.

      Astor took out a long, dark wood pipe from his side pouch and stuffed some dried tobacco into it, then put it into his mouth and lit the leaves. Glowing embers floated up from the pipe as he inhaled. He took a couple of short puffs and let out a large cloud of smoke. Zaan breathed the smoke in and felt himself relax.

      “You want some?” Astor asked. Zaan took the pipe from Astor’s hand and took a deep inhale from it. It tasted good. It’s a fine tobacco, Zaan thought, and as he exhaled he let out a satisfied sigh.

      “Thanks,” Zaan said. Astor reached over and filled Zaan’s empty glass with the last remnants of the bottle.

      “We should go visit Gogenanth after this,” Astor said as he inhaled again.

      Twenty minutes passed. Astor and Zaan didn’t speak much, but looked at the sky and finished their wine and tobacco and got up to head out toward the infirmary. They walked about ten minutes until they reached the street the infirmary was on—the main road that ran through the center of the city.

      They approached the front door to the infirmary— a wooden door painted white, with a red star in the center. Astor knocked a couple of times, and someone unlatched the door from the inside, and a man peered at them through the crack in the door, then opened it wider for them to enter.

      Astor and Zaan walked in and went straight for the room Gogenanth was in. Before they were halfway to the door they heard, “Sir, I need you to rest. You need to stay still.” As they reached the doorway to the well-lit infirmary room, they saw the female medic washing Gogenanth, running a damp sponge over his exposed body.

      “I’m okay, I don’t need you to . . . ” he said, and then stopped short when he saw his friends at the door.

      “Oh, sorry,” Zaan said. “We can come back.

      The woman tossed the sponge on the ground. “Agh, don’t worry about it. He is more trouble than he is worth.” She walked quickly past Astor and Zaan out the door.

      “Catch you in a bit of a moment?” Astor asked with a grin.

      “I’ve got to get outta here. That woman is going to be the end of me,” Gogenanth said. “Those nurses are always trying to get me to stay in bed. Have you ever had someone else wipe your ass before? It’s embarrassing.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be here at least another week? You still have burns, and your lacerations need to heal,” Zaan said. “What am I talking about? I saw you live through fights with giant mountain wolves and a lightning strike in the middle of the Aterax. Let’s get you up.” He went over and began to help Gogenanth up to his feet.

      Astor looked surprised by this, but went over and gathered the remains of Gogenanth’s torn clothes. “It looks like this is the second time I’ve broken you out from imprisonment. That’s two you owe me now. Astor Delasius, constant rescuer of Gogenanth of the Arr. Ha.”

      Gogenanth sneered up at him. “I didn’t see you help fight any of those wolves. I’m sure you were just about to though . . . ”

      Astor smirked. “It’s good to see you are doing better, friend.” He gave Gogenanth a big hug. “The Great Wolf Hurler.”

      “What did you say?” Gogenanth asked.

      “That’s one of the names you have been given. I love it. The Great Wolf Hurler. It’s kind of hard to say, so I don’t think it will stick,” Astor explained.

      They exited the room stealthily and walked toward an exit out the side of the infirmary.

      “You’ve got a few others that are better,” Zaan said. “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. You and that big wolf. I was shaking like a doe.” Zaan’s eyes were wide in recollection of that moment on the mountain.

      They opened the door and crept out into an alleyway lit brightly by the afternoon sun. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted over from a nearby dwelling. “Ah, that’s better,” Gogenanth said, taking off more bandages. “I just needed to get some sunlight.”

      “We should get out of town for a while, Gogenanth. Get out of these black walls for a bit,” Astor said. “It sounds like Zaan needs to stay here and do his homework, though.” He looked over at Zaan. “Sorry, but I don’t want to be on Zelestiana’s bad side as well.”

      Gogenanth looked over at Zaan. “Pay attention to her. She’s a good friend.” To hear him say that made Zaan even more determined to do better with Zelestiana. That night, Zaan wrote ten pages about steps he would take to be more responsible and mature. He knew he wouldn’t be able to do everything he wrote. After all, ten pages about how to grow up was a lot, he thought. Hopefully it would be enough to satisfy her, though.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, he arrived twenty minutes early. Zelestiana was already there, waiting.

      “Better,” she said.

      “Here it is.” He handed her the neatly folded, handwritten ten pages. She took it in her long, slender fingers, tore it in half, and threw it on the ground.

      “Are you ready?” Zelestiana asked.

      “Yes,” Zaan said, without hesitation. He understood this lesson. It was not about what he wrote; it was that he had done what she told him to do and could avoid getting wrapped up in his ego when she tore it up. He had to be careful about getting defensive with her.

      The first lesson of the day consisted of Zaan doing pushups in penance for being late the day prior, and once he could no longer lift himself up, they ran out of Barrier Cliff and up to the foothills of the mountains, heading north. When he grew tired, she would whip his calves with a thin twig that bit sharply, but the pain did not linger.

      They approached a tall grassy hill that rose sharply, littered with dull, gray rocks. As they arose to the crescent, Zaan was winded. Zelestiana’s breathing was calm and unlabored.

      “What do you see?” Zelestiana asked, looking out into a valley encompassed by the foothills of mountains.

      Zaan was hunched over, with his hands on his knees. He looked out into the distance. On the right was the sea, and to the left were the last remnants of the Cascades. He was too winded to enjoy the scenery as much as he should.

      He huffed. “It’s beautiful.” He looked over at her, seeing that she was unimpressed. “I don’t know. Am I supposed to see something? I’m distracted from trying to catch my breath.”

      “You are distracted; you cannot see. That is the lesson here. Some of the most important things in our lives are done in the moments of most stress, and that is when the most concentration is needed,” she replied. “What do you see?”

      “Okay.” Zaan took a deep breath. “I see . . .  the majesty of the sky. I see its colors fading, and I see the ripples of dead grass on the plains.”

      “How much do you trust your eyes?” Zelestiana asked.

      “Quite a lot, I hope,” he replied, trying to figure out what she wanted of him.

      “Now, what do you see?” Zelestiana asked, as blue flames danced around her words. The scenery turned to luscious green. Tall forest trees grew all around them, shooting up toward the sky. The burning golden sun hung in the distance, framed by giant white clouds. The rolling hills of dead grass turned into lively fields of blue orchids. Deer scampered across the fields in playful delight.

      “Wow,” he said, barely able to speak. “I guess I see . . . I guess I see what I believe I see.”

      “Very good. You must remember this. In the world you are entering, there are monsters and demons who can manipulate the environment. They can create images to cause great fear,” she said. “You must move past your pain, and feel. You must feel yourself in the spot you are standing, and feel what the air feels like, and what the fields smell and taste like.”

      Zaan closed his eyes, breathed slowly, and held his arms out. He felt the gentle breeze on his neck, and he smelled the dead, nutty grass. He breathed deeply and then opened his eyes. The view had reverted back to the way it was originally. It was a long plain of dull browns and grays, with hardly a cloud in the pale blue sky.

      “What was that about?” he asked.

      “So you see it for what it is; you worked past my illusion,” she said. “This is the trigger to the Azulūz: serenity and focus. You will have to learn to master your attention and willpower. If you are to become a warrior, the first step is working on your ability to focus.”

      “Take this from me,” she said as she produced the twig she had used to lightly whip Zaan’s legs. She held it in front of her in an open palm, a mere couple of feet away from Zaan.

      He extended his arm, and she withdrew hers. “Not like that.” She extended the stick back out in her open palm. Her auburn eyes focused on the stick. It was thin and gnarled and twisted.

      “How? What do I do?” Zaan asked.

      “Close your eyes. Think only of this inanimate stick, and picture it going into your hand,” she said soothingly. “And repeat this word softly: ‘hallanal.’”

      Zaan closed his eyes and did what she told him. He spoke the word “hallanal” a few times, visualizing the stick in her hand, and then in his. He opened one of his eyes and saw the stick in her hand, unmoved.

      “Think of something powerful when you speak the word, something from your past, something good: family or friend.”

      He closed his eyes and spoke the word again, and again, and again, until he could feel the presence of the stick and he could feel the pull of its gravity in her hand.

      “Hallanal,” he said softly, and then again. “Hallanal.” He repeated it until he felt the words about to overwhelm him, and when he opened his eyes, he saw blue flames illuminating the stick, which hovered in the air halfway between them. He stopped saying the word, watching as the stick floated down into his hand and the flames dissipated. He looked at Zelestiana, who gave him a nod of approval. He clenched his fingers around the stick.

      “Good. Hallanal is one of many chants you can use. We will find which best suit you. What was it you thought of?” Zelestiana asked with a smile.

      “My sister. There was a time when we were both young, and we were making drapes for the front door from long strips of cotton sewn with yarn. It was for the Equinox, if I remember right. I have this memory of her standing in the doorway hanging them above the door, but she couldn’t reach. I have this memory of her jumping fruitlessly, over and over.” He smiled and looked up at the pale sky. “She didn’t give up until I offered to help. She turned, frustrated, and with pouty lips held out the strands for me.” He looked into Zelestiana’s eyes. “That’s what I thought of, her like that. Innocent and beautiful.”

      “Very good,” Zelestiana said with affirmation. “Let’s head back now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a starless night on the outskirts of the city, and there was not a breeze to calm the uneasiness of the darkness. The family of four had been on their way out of Auracity when their horse-drawn wagon was suddenly halted. The mother and two children were asleep inside at the time, and were jolted awake by the voices outside.

      “What seems to be the problem?” They heard their father’s voice from the front of the covered wagon, where he was at the reins.

      “Where you headin’?” a strong voice asked. Neighs of horses sounded, accompanied by the stomping of hooves.

      “Well, we were in Auracity for a spell, and heading on out east and south.”

      “Please step down from the carriage,” the strong voice said.

      “I didn’t do nothing wrong, sir. We are just a family looking for a place to stay for the night,” the father said.

      “I said get down, hands behind your back. You, check the wagon,” he said, and two men in soldier’s uniforms from Auracity opened the back linen flaps of the wagon to expose the three passengers in the back.

      “Out, the three of ya, let’s go,” one of the soldiers said, and the family began to cautiously file out. “I said out,” the man said, pulling at the mother’s arm.

      “Please sir, we have done nothing wrong,” the mother said, and with that one of the men struck her with the hilt of his sword, knocking her unconscious.

      “Mother!” a girl yelled out from inside the wagon.

      The father ran over to his wife, who lay on the dirt road. “You sons a bitches, what did we do to—”

      One of the soldiers slipped a cloth bag over the father’s head and grabbed his arms forcefully behind him, then tied them together with thick rope.

      The other two men grabbed the girl and younger brother out of the wagon. Both children whimpered in fear.

      “Not one peep out of either of you, got it?” the soldier with the strong voice said. And with that, a dirty cloth bag with air holes was slipped over the younger boy’s head, and then the girl’s. Her bright blonde curls hung loosely out of the sides.
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        * * *

      

      The night had been full of shrieks and cries, cut short to end in a deep, dark silence.

      When the bag was finally removed from her head, a faint fire blurred, then slowly came back into focus. She saw a sparkle of white fall to the side of the fire, and there was a terrible stench in the air. A figure in a long, silky dress walked to the side of her and placed cold, slender fingers on the side of her face.

      “Such soft skin,” the woman said.

      The girl looked up at the woman, who had silver hair falling below her shoulders, lavender-colored eyes shimmering with reds in the firelight, and sharp, exotic makeup of crimson.

      Another flicker of white and red dropped to the side of the fire, bouncing heavily from side to side, then lying still.

      “You have no idea how happy I am to meet you,” Angela Dragus the Righteous said to the girl.

      “Who are you?” She cleared her throat. Dried tears were stuck to her pale cheeks. “What do you want? Where’s my family?”

      “The only thing that really matters now is that you are going to go on a little trip with me. The rest—”

      “Where is my family?!” the girl screamed.

      Then the white flecks began to form together by the tiny fire, and the pieces of the puzzle fit together in a most terrifying way. Bones, many of them, all picked almost completely free of flesh and thrown scattered to the dirt.

      Shock and terror filled Lily. Her golden locks fell in front of her face, and she brought up her hands to cover her eyes and began to cry, a deep, uncontrollable stream of tears. She could hardly breathe.

      “The only thing that matters now is that you are coming with me.”
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      “I did it! I moved the stick!” Zaan yelled as he ran into Gogenanth’s room. He was brushed on the shoulder by someone he didn’t recognize as they rushed past him, leaving Gogenanth’s room in the infirmary.

      “Whoa, hold on, you did what?” Gogenanth replied.

      “I moved the stick. Zelestiana taught me how to use my power!” Zaan said with wide eyes.

      “Good, I’m proud of you,” Gogenanth said with a forced smile.

      “I thought you would be more excited,” Zaan said earnestly.

      “I am happy for you. I am . . .  I’m just distracted, is all.” Gogenanth scratched his brow with his thumbnail. “There are things happening down in Auracity that are troubling. I was just heading out to a meeting. You will have to excuse me, Zaan. I really am happy for you.” Gogenanth put a hand on Zaan’s shoulder and stood up to leave.

      Gogenanth walked past Zaan and out the door. Zaan stood there not knowing what to do, or what to say. An hour later, he was at the door to Gar’s room.

      “Gar?” he yelled at the door, but there was no answer. He knocked a couple more times, and then assumed Gar was off at dinner somewhere.

      Zaan went out of the lodge and sat up on the stone walls, letting his legs dangle some fifteen yards from the ground. He sat looking out at the sunset, thinking about what he had learned that day from Zelestiana: about how much focus was required to harness his power. And he thought about what she had done with her power. She had turned everything around him into beauty. He had never imagined something like that was possible. But most exciting of all was the thought of what he would able to do with his power next time, and the time after that. What is the limit of it?

      As he sat there, staring down at the sea hitting the tall, talon-like rocks on the shore, he felt a tickling sensation, like someone running silk threads along his bare arm. He looked over, and she was standing next to him. Her long hair was unbraided, not at all her usual fashion, and it was brushing back and forth on his arm. His heart sank, as he wanted to reach up and touch her, but realized he couldn’t.

      “Hey,” Tilda said to him with a shy smile. She lifted the side of her skirt and swung one leg over the edge of the rock wall, followed by the other. She was now sitting next to him, looking down at the sea. He didn’t know what to say.

      “Hey,” was the best he could come up with, as he was still confused and hurt.

      “I owe you an explanation,” she said, not looking up at him. A golden glow illuminated her with the sun setting past her in the crisp sea air. He was overcome with what he could best describe as a broken heart.

      “I’m not a simple person.” She looked toward the sun, which was now burning gold, hanging over the blue sea. “The other night I had a great time, and I like being with you, but I guess, I . . .  I just couldn’t do it any longer. It’s not easy to describe.”

      “Could you try?” Zaan asked, his hands were growing clammy on the stone underneath him.

      “I understand if you are hurt, and if you are angry with me. But there is a hole in my heart, one that hurts deeply every day.” She looked at Zaan, and then looked down at their feet, dangling high above the ground below. “You . . .  you kind of remind me of him . . . ”

      “You mean . . .  your husband?”

      “That is what made the other night so nice, and so . . . ” she said as she sniffled, and fought back tears. “I’ve been grieving for so long. It feels like I’m cursed to be alone forever.”

      “But I want to be with you, Tilda. You’re all I can think about.”

      Reaching over, she grabbed his hands in hers. “And I think about you, but this may take me some time. I wish I could explain to you the way it feels. When I look at you, I see you . . .  and I see him. It’s like looking at the sky, marveling at the birds flying overhead, and then walking off a cliff and being torn to pieces by sharp stones.”

      “But I’m not him. I’m me. You could be with me, and maybe remember him fondly.”

      “Maybe . . .  But right now, I can’t. I’m sorry, Zaan, but it’s too soon, and too much. I loved Brand more than anything, and I don’t think I can love like that ever again. I just need more time.”

      “Do you know how long? I will wait,” he asked desperately.

      “No, I wish I had an answer for you. But you shouldn’t wait. I’m sorry,” she said. She swung her legs back over the wall and ran off, disappearing around a corner of black, glassy stone.

      Zaan bitterly brushed a tear from his face. He sat there for the better part of an hour, trying to distract himself from her, but everything he tried to think of always came swimming back to her. He thought of her golden, flowing hair and the taste of her lips. It had felt good when she was sitting there next to him, as all he wanted was to be with her, but she’d run off crying. The thought of her being alone—or worse yet, with someone else—made him want to jump off the wall. Of course he wouldn’t do that, but he was overcome with frustration and sadness. He got up slowly and lumbered back to his bed alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside of Gar’s room in the warm sun a delicate breeze blew through Barrier Cliff, rustling thatch roofs and dead plants. Gar and Zaan were feasting on some delicious warm bread with sweet butter, along with soft-cooked eggs and fresh figs. Zaan’s newest lesson with Zelestiana was over for the day: She’d had him read about the history of Essill, their country. He’d learned about the earliest written scriptures from the first people who could draw in an old language, supposedly the ones who first came over from the Arr, Gogenanth’s homeland, ages ago.

      They talked about the crusades that had enveloped the country sporadically for thousands of years, and how slavery became commonplace during those wars, as the victor put the losers into hard labor. Land disputes resulted in bloody battles often, and siege attempts were common. Zaan thought about how hard it must have been to live in the Olden Age that had ended with the Battle of Dürmant and the death of King Dür, the five-hundred-year king.

      “Where were you last night?” Zaan asked with a mouthful of food.

      “I was out at the tavern. There really isn’t much for me to do here in Barrier Cliff. I should get a job. Know of anything?” Gar bit into a fig, and its flesh fell out onto the side of his mouth.

      Zaan swallowed his mouthful of bread. “Not really. You should ask Palanzal or Elindrill.” He took another bite. “There has been a pile of trash outside my house all day. Maybe there is a lack of trash collectors. That may be a good fit.”

      “Hell, I would take it, if it paid and gave me something to do. Hanging out with you and drinking every night is beginning to bore me,” Gar said as he took a drink of water, trying to hide his playfully insulting remark.

      Zaan said defensively, “At least I’m not a boring friend anymore.”

      Gar laughed. “That’s the truth. You are a bit of a menace nowadays. What will your next big adventure be? I wonder what mine will be too. I want to be a dragon slayer or something cool. Since I don’t have the Azulūz, maybe I should work on swordplay and other fighting. Yeah, I’ll try to talk to Palanzal or Elindrill soon.”

      Zaan looked around at the surrounding black stone structures decorated with now-dead plants. The sun reflected off of the glassy tiles. He glanced up at the three tall towers and at the blue-and-black banners with a dragon’s head at the center that pattered against them in the brisk winds from the Rion. “What do you know about Palanzal?”

      “Headmaster Palanzal? Why do you ask?” Gar asked as he took a gulp of water.

      “No reason. He’s just a bit mysterious, don’t you think?” Zaan said, trying not to seem too inquisitive. “I’ve been waiting for him to be available to ask him about the red stone I found back in the cave.”

      “I don’t know much about him. He is supposed to be a great and powerful man. No one seems to care about their safety while here. I suppose that’s because of him. He kind of reminds me of Gildur in that sense, like he can protect everybody, except Palanzal is much older.” Gar paused, “Remember, I’ve been here about as long as you, so I haven’t even talked to him much. He seems like a busy man.”

      “Yeah, I get that feeling too,” Zaan said, now curious about what the headmaster did all day.

      “How is it working with Zelestiana? There has been a lot of gossip about you two lately,” Gar said with a wry smile.

      “What?” Zaan almost spat up the little bit of food in his mouth. “What are people saying? Why do they care?”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing, really.” Gar got up and started to walk away. Zaan stood up and hit him in the arm with a hard-clenched fist.

      “Don’t say stuff like that and walk away. What are people saying?” Zaan asked.

      “The Lion and her protégé. You are the only one being trained right now, so naturally people talk about your abilities.” Gar turned back around and started walking down the stairs toward the gate to Barrier Cliff. Zaan followed.

      “Yeah, I guess there isn’t much more to talk about here.”

      “What have you learned from Zelestiana?” Gar asked as they walked down the stairways that crisscrossed the town.

      “I’m doing better, learning more, and I’m on time, which is really important to her.” Zaan quickly became enthusiastic. “And I moved a stick! I forgot to tell you!” Gar looked unimpressed and snickered. “Don’t laugh! It was a big deal!”

      “I’m sure it was,” Gar said with a playfully doubtful gaze. Zaan was upset but tried to remind himself of what his lessons had taught him. Maybe it was not as impressive as he’d first thought.

      “Have you tried to do anything big yet? Or are you just building toy houses all day with her?” Gar asked. Zaan’s eyes turned from dark blue to a teal blue and began to glow. “Yeah, dollhouses I bet.”

      Zaan began to move his lips slightly and closed his eyes. Gar tried to make out what he was saying. It sounded like he was repeating a faint word. Gar looked behind him to see a large black stone block with swirling blue flames. Zaan opened his eyes and smiled at Gar. I’ll show you how I can build houses. The stone lifted up off of the ground and hovered low in the air. Gar’s jaw dropped open, as he could not believe what he was seeing. He thought the block easily weighed ten pounds. Zaan repeated his chanting, and the block went over a wall and hovered above a stone house with a thatched overhang above its front door.

      “Want to see me build a house?” Zaan grinned and looked at Gar standing in disbelief. Zaan went to take a step forward, but missed his footing on the step below and stumbled forward. Gar let out a gasp, and before Zaan could react the stone went plummeting down from three feet above the stone building and crashed down into the thatched roof. It sent long pieces of straw and hay into the air, all along the ground. The stone rolled and knocked into a small chicken coop on the ground by the overhang. Chickens came out and began clucking and running around. Now Zaan’s jaw hung wide open.

      Gar stood next to Zaan; he was more collected now. “Way to go. Zelestiana is going to love that.” Gar hit Zaan in the arm, almost knocking him over.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later Astor came to find Zaan. He told him that he had been summoned by Palanzal. Zaan was nervous, as he knew he would undoubtedly be in trouble for his actions earlier.

      “Did they ask to see Gar too, or is it just me?” Zaan asked Astor, who stood expressionless. Astor simply motioned with a slow movement of his head, implying for Zaan to follow him. They both walked toward the tower in Barrier Cliff that held the chambers and office of Palanzal. Zaan’s stomach turned as they approached the tower. It shot straight up toward the sky. The reflection of the sun on its mirrored black stone made it appear striped, like a zebra’s hide. As he looked up at the tall tower, heavy snowflakes began to fall all around him, and a cold breeze blew in from the north.

      They approached the closed iron doors at the entrance, and Astor knocked once and heard it echo throughout the interior of the tower. It made the tower sound completely hollow. The doors opened slowly inward. A pair of soldiers bowed their heads to Astor, and they did not look at Zaan. Zaan and Astor strolled into the main hall, took a circular stair up to the right, climbed to almost the very top of the tower, and approached Palanzal’s study, where he was waiting. The entrance was a wooden door that held an elliptical piece of colorful stained glass. They both stood there momentarily, and Astor made no motion to knock.

      “Come in,” came an elderly voice from the inside of the room.

      Astor looked down at Zaan and said. “Don’t speak unless asked to.” He then turned the knob with his hand and motioned for Zaan to enter first.

      Inside the chamber sat Palanzal at the center of the room, behind his intricately carved light wooden desk. At his side stood Zelestiana, who towered over the old man. He did not stand but made a motion with his hand for Zaan to sit at the chair in front of the desk, and he walked quickly over to the chair, and took a seat with his head hanging low.

      “Do you know why you are here, Zaan Talabard?” Palanzal spoke clearly and eloquently.

      “I believe so, sir,” he said, and looked up at Palanzal.

      “What do you believe, then?” Palanzal asked with a wave of his open palm.

      “I . . .  I broke that awning.” Zaan looked up at Zelestiana, who was looking out the window to her left.

      “You are here for two reasons. First of all, yes it was the destruction of the property at Harry Kimble’s home and store, and the reckless use of your Azulūz. Secondly, you are here for an evaluation. The two do seem to come at an appropriate time, because they are closely related.” He squinted as he looked deeply at Zaan. “Zelestiana and I have every good intention to teach you to use your abilities, but do not think for a moment we will not cast you out if you prove to be unteachable, or a danger to others.” Palanzal’s tone took a stern turn. “If you had hurt anyone—or worse, killed someone with your stupidity—there would be very harsh consequences for you. You were fortunate nothing serious happened.” Palanzal stood up and walked over to the window. “The penalty for killing another beholder of the Azulūz, even accidentally, can be death,” he said. “Do you understand what I said?” He looked over at Zaan.

      Zaan bowed his head, acknowledging he did.

      “Well, I hope you do. Zelestiana or Astor, do you have anything to add to emphasize this point and the fault of his actions? Zelestiana?” Palanzal went back over and sat in his large-backed mahogany chair.

      She looked at Zaan with obvious disappointment. “You do something foolish like that again, and not only can you expect to be kicked out of Barrier Cliff, but don’t be surprised if I throw you over the cliff into the sea.” Astor looked surprised by this statement, Zaan noticed.

      “Zelestiana does not take disappointment lightly, Zaan,” Palanzal added. “You are fortunate to have her as a guide. But . . . ” He looked up at her. “She does have . . .  methods of training young people, which . . .  could be best described as”—he scratched the side of his head—“effective.”

      Astor then said, “Don’t let us down, Zaan. These are important lessons to learn. You need to be more responsible, or you are going to get kicked out.”

      “I’m sorry. I won’t do anything like that again, I promise,” Zaan said as he looked up at Zelestiana, trying to apologize with his solemn gaze.

      “Okay,” Palanzal said. His posture now perked up, and he rolled up his sleeves and rubbed his hands together. “Now, for your evaluation. You have had multiple lessons and excursions with Zelestiana. “How do you feel you are doing?” Palanzal leaned forward to hear Zaan’s response.

      “Until now, pretty good I guess,” Zaan said, still feeling small in the room.

      “What do you know about your Azulūz?” Palanzal asked.

      “I know I can move things, though only small things at the moment. But I think I could potentially move something much larger. I did somehow lift myself into the air back in the Black Cave.”

      “One of the reasons we were so disappointed to hear of what you did to Harry’s is that your power is very rare, and has great destructive potential,” Palanzal said. “You will find that the limits to your Azulūz are only what you can conjure and attempt to achieve. Have you noticed anything that amplifies your powers, or affects them?”

      “No, not really,” Zaan said, but then touched his chin and thought. “Maybe. I never really thought about it.”

      “Think. Has anything almost overwhelmed or soothed you when you used the Azulūz inside you?” Palanzal asked.

      Zaan heard the word “soothed” and said, “Smoke.”

      “Oh, that is something indeed.” Palanzal looked at Astor, then Zelestiana. “Smoke. What does it do to you?”

      “I remember when I was in the mines, and I used my Azulūz for the first time, there was the faint smell of smoke from the torches that calmed me and smelled good. I felt as though I could breathe it freely, and be fine,” Zaan said, trying to remember the Black Cave that he’d tried to forget.

      “You see, Zaan, all of our powers are affected by a certain couple of elements that occur naturally. One supportive; one disruptive. Do you know of anything that has affected you negatively?” Palanzal asked.

      “Hmm.” Zaan lowered his head and rubbed his chin. “Not really.”

      “Well, you will want to find it, so that you can sense it, and see it coming,” Palanzal said. An uneasy calm hung in the air.

      Astor broke the silence. “Show Palanzal the stone.”

      “Oh, yes, I was waiting for the right time to ask you about this, Headmaster.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved the small red stone and held it out on his palm for the three of them to see. “I’ve shown it to Astor and Gogenanth. It’s what I found in the cave. I think it’s what they had everyone mining for all of that time. I had it in my hand when I used my power for the first time. I don’t know if it did anything or not, though.” Palanzal and Zelestiana leaned forward to look at it.

      Palanzal reached over, took it from Zaan’s extended hand, and laid it onto a piece of white parchment on the desk. “Interesting.” Zelestiana peered over Palanzal’s shoulder at the small red smooth stone. “Do you recognize it, Zelestiana?” She shook her head no. “Hmm, curious. I will have to research this. Why would so much effort be put into such a seemingly insignificant stone?”

      “Why didn’t you show this to me earlier?” Zelestiana asked.

      “I didn’t really think about it while we were training. I apologize.”

      She went back to her normal stance. “Zaan, there are things you will be able to do with your Azulūz down the line that will appear godlike to certain people, and you will create fear and hope in many. This is a great responsibility you will carry. You must take it more seriously.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay, then. Zaan, you are excused,” Palanzal said, handing the stone back to him. “Hold on to that stone. I’m curious about its value.” And Zaan took the pumpkin-seed-sized red stone and put it back into his pocket.

      “You will have to find your own way out. Astor is going to remain here,” Palanzal said to Zaan. No one made a gesture, so Zaan slowly stood up and began walking toward the door to leave. “Enter,” Palanzal called, confusing Zaan. The door opened, and a familiar face appeared in front of him, bringing a large smile to his face.

      “Gildur!” Zaan yelled out in excitement. Gildur’s only response was that of a half-smile and a nod. Zaan then noticed that behind him were Tilda, Gogenanth, Elindrill, and a handful of others whom he didn’t recognize. They all walked straight past Zaan, except Gogenanth.

      “We will talk later, Zaan. We have urgent matters to discuss here,” Gogenanth said.

      “Can I stay? I might be able to help,” Zaan asked.

      “No. Sorry. We will talk later,” Gogenanth replied as he turned to walk toward the group huddled around Palanzal’s desk.

      Zaan walked out of the room and watched as the group disappeared behind the closing door. The last image Zaan caught was that of Gildur on a knee before Palanzal.
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      Snowflakes resembling tiny spiderwebs drifted down from the heavens onto Zaan’s head as he left the tower. It was now officially winter, and there was soon a foot of fresh snow covering Barrier Cliff. It made the castle feel much softer and welcoming, the bright white offsetting the sullen blacks of the stone walls. The blue flames scattered around the city made it quite a beautiful place.

      As he walked, he thought more about the meeting he’d just attended: about the capabilities of his powers, of smoke and how it affected him, and of what it had felt like to hover above the ground. He was still embarrassed about the roof he’d destroyed, yet he felt lucky no one had been hurt. He decided to head off to find Gar, and have someone to talk to.

      One thing that bothered him still was the entrance of Gildur, and the feeling in the room once the group walked into Palanzal’s study. Gildur had not been very communicative to Zaan in the past, but he’d hardly acknowledged Zaan’s presence in Palanzal’s room. He could have at least looked happy to see me alive. Also, there was Tilda . . .  and seeing her again only made it harder to think of her. As difficult as it was to try to forget her, seeing her only made him feel worse. He didn’t know if he was in love with her or if he was just in lust, or if it was him confusing their friendship with something more. It hurt his head to dwell on it, but it was just as painful to try to ignore it. He knew they would have to confront it sometime soon, or it might drive him mad.

      As he approached Folk’s Inn, Gar’s favorite midday stop, he looked back up at the headmaster’s tower and wondered what they were talking about at that moment. He assumed they weren’t talking about him, but it wasn’t totally out of the question. He tried to remember the faces of the people he hadn’t known who had entered with his friends. Somehow a couple of their faces seemed familiar, but he assumed he didn’t know them, and dismissed the notion.

      He opened the door, and the warm and intoxicating scent of freshly brewed coffee filled his nostrils. Gar sat at a table, and he was reading a large book. He sat the book down in front of him, laying a feather on the page before he closed it.

      “Hey, Zaan, everything okay? You look sort of pale,” Gar said. He took a careful sip of the hot coffee. “Would you like some?”

      “Oh yeah, that smells amazing.” Gar reached behind him and motioned to the bartender, who brought over another mug and poured it for Zaan, who blew onto the top of the dark roast before he took a delicate sip.

      “Ah, that’s good. What are you reading?” Zaan asked, and took a deeper sip.

      “It’s a history of this place, of Barrier Cliff. Did you know this place used to be home to a dragon master?” Gar asked energetically.

      “I remember hearing about something like that back in school. I didn’t know they were talking about this place. And . . .  what’s a dragon master?”

      “Well, this place was originally built as a stronghold for people crossing all the way across the vast Elden Sea and up into the Rion. This used to be one of the six Old Kingdoms of Essill, before Celendrial Castle was destroyed and this fortress was abandoned.”

      “Leaving us with the Four Kingdoms of Essill now,” Zaan added. “What would make people risk their lives to cross the dangers of the Elden Sea? Everyone knows the chances of making it across without the Aterax tearing a boat apart are slim to none.”

      “To escape the desert on the other side, in the Arr.” Zaan leaned in to hear more. “It was not only a dangerous sea to cross, but the indigenous people here didn’t like them, and would try to kill them or enslave them. So they built this place to protect the immigrants.” Gar’s eyes grew wild. “But then a dragon master came with his dragons and forced everyone out of the city! He took the place over, and he was the only one who lived here. Riverend was his name. Riverend the Dragon Master.”

      “Riverend the Dragon Master, eh?” Zaan said.

      “Yeah. He lived here for fifty years with fifty dragons. Could you imagine that? Dragons flying all over this place?” Gar asked with excitement.

      “Kinda, yeah. I could see dragons with all of this black stone here.”

      “Do you think dragons really ever existed?” Gar leaned back into his seat.

      “I don’t know. Probably not. That was a long time ago—thousands of years ago. Stories were much more elaborate back then,” Zaan said. “But I bet they were something if they did exist. Flying, breathing fire, but you never know. I’ve been told there are monsters on the other side of the Great Sea, at the End of the World. I bet if they exist, they are over there.”

      Gar took the last sip of coffee in his glass. “So, you got plans today? We could get some drinks.”

      “No, I don’t think so. Gogenanth was going to talk to me, or us, about something important sounding, but I’m not going to see Zelestiana or anything,” Zaan said. “Coffee is good for now.”

      “Suit yourself. Barkeep, an ale please,” Gar said as he pushed his empty cup of coffee toward Zaan. “What was your meeting with Palanzal like?”

      A smirk came to Zaan’s face.
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      The warm sunlight illuminated the waxy pages of the text. Zaan was at his desk in his room, reading the book that Gar let him borrow earlier: The History of Barrier Cliff and Its Surrounding Landscape, Volume I. Zaan had just gotten to the part about Riverend the Dragon Master taking Barrier Cliff with his fifty dragons when a knock came on the door.

      He answered it to find a young girl he didn’t recognize, who told him that Palanzal had requested his presence in his chambers again. Zaan was quickly out the door and up the winding staircase, and he soon arrived at the headmaster’s office door. After a few knocks, he heard Palanzal’s voice welcoming him to open the door.

      Trying to hide his disappointment of not finding Gildur in the chambers, he faked a smile and walked up to Palanzal, who sat behind his desk. Elindrill sat in a chair to the side of where Zaan had sat earlier.

      “How do you do, Zaan?” Palanzal asked.

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “I believe you are slightly let down that Gildur is not here,” he said, “but he is working on something very important at the moment. There may be time to reminisce with him soon.”

      “We did not invite you up here to talk about those things, however,” Elindrill said. “There are a few things we need to discuss, and now seems to be the time the stars have aligned for you.”

      “The Azulūz is a mysterious thing,” Palanzal said. “It is quite marvelous, and while it seems to make some powerful, it can also be regarded as, well . . . ”

      “A curse,” Elindrill said.

      “A curse? What do you mean? Because we are hunted?” Zaan asked.

      “Yes. I know that Zelestiana told you that there are few of us remaining. We do not know exactly how many there are, though, because we assume there are still some unknown to us, who may not even know they are bearers themselves,” Elindrill said.

      “Armoz the Devil King is cunning, Zaan. He not only hunts after us to crush the powers we wield, but if he succeeds then the great gods will be gone forever, with no hope to bring them back to protect us. Although he has hidden in the shadows for generations, we believe that if all of us are gone he will then be free to wreak whatever havoc on this world he wills,” Palanzal said.

      “We cannot let that happen,” Elindrill added.

      “How is it that he can keep it from going to another person, like how I inherited mine on the road?”

      “When he has the person with the Azulūz in his realm, he tortures and kills them there. The Azulūz cannot escape his lands, and we assume just . . .  dissolves,” Palanzal said.

      “What’s more is that he has the ability to give powers of his own to individuals. Powers similar to the ones that we possess,” Elindrill said. “This all becomes more difficult because he can occasionally turn one of our own on us.”

      “What? How?” Zaan asked.

      “There was one he captured years ago, before we took up refuge here in Barrier Cliff. She was a great warrior for Ojiin, but we guess that he tortured her and turned her to one of his hunters. She was one of the best of us. You see, Armoz is a master of deception and betrayal,” Elindrill said.

      “Can he be beaten?” Zaan asked.

      Palanzal and Elindrill gave each other concerned faces. “Probably not by us,” Elindrill said. “Our best indication is that only gods can kill other gods, so our goal is for Ojiin and the Forgotten Gods to return.”

      “How do we accomplish that? Do we just wait?” Zaan asked.

      Palanzal shifted his seat back, and his chair legs screeched on the wood floor. He slid open a creaky drawer on the left side of his desk and pulled out a tattered book. Zaan could already see that half of its pages had been torn out, and its front cover was so worn that nothing was legible.

      “That’s it, isn’t it? The Revelation of Secrecy and Light. The one book that speaks of religion. We could all be killed for even being around that,” Zaan said.

      “Indeed this is the one book,” Palanzal said as he turned it around and slid it carefully to Zaan.

      “May I?” Zaan asked, with his hands hovering over its light, worn leather cover. Palanzal nodded.

      Zaan softly touched the top corner of the book and opened it to reveal that in fact it was missing over half of its pages. He began to thumb through them one by one, and a confused look came over his face. He looked up at Palanzal.

      “Yes, it is a very old language. I doubt you will be able to read a word,” Palanzal said. “There are few who can read it. We believe it’s in a language from the northern continent of Sarcasus, when it was a warmer and more hospitable place.

      “What does it say?”

      “It is actually fairly convoluted— a collection of short stories mixed with historical facts of old family lineages and currencies. But here,” Elindrill said as she turned to a page halfway through the book, “is the one page that speaks of us.”

      Zaan crept closer to the book and peered at an intricately decorated page with thin ink lines dancing around the letters on its margins. Behind the text was a faint blue ring of fire. Scanning through the text he saw, only once, “Azulūz” in the middle of a sentence. “I see it. What does the sentence say?”

      “It says, translated, Those who possess the power of the gods, the Azulūz, must use it to awaken the great gods from their slumber. And it goes on to speak of the Great God Ojiin and the Devil King Armoz,” Elindrill said.

      “So we have to awaken the gods,” Zaan enthused.

      “That’s not all it says, though, and this is why we brought you up here,” Palanzal said. “A couple of lines before that, there is a prophecy: an ominous prophecy.”

      Zaan raised an eyebrow.

      “It says here,” Elindrill said, following the sentence with her forefinger as she read. “When comes the thirteenth heir of the first Crusader, cometh a war of vast reach, grand and destructive. When the war is waged, all that is hidden will be revealed.”

      Zaan sat back in his chair as Elindrill and Palanzal watched him and waited for his reaction.

      “I’m the thirteenth heir, aren’t I?”

      Elindrill nodded, and Palanzal spoke. “We don’t know how much you have to do with any of this prophecy, but you are the indicator that war is coming.”

      “It seems far from coincidental that you have found this extremely rare red stone as well,” Elindrill said.

      “Have you found anything about it, Headmaster?” Zaan asked.

      “Zaan, I have done extensive digging, and I haven’t found a single mention of anything like it. But just that fact alone makes me even more curious about it. Perhaps . . .  Perhaps you should leave it here for safekeeping,” Palanzal said, holding out an open palm.

      Zaan looked at the old man’s gnarled fingers, and at Elindrill’s eyes as she waited for a response from him. “I trust both of you deeply, but I think I’d like to continue holding onto it. At least for a while.”

      “You have every right to keep it,” Palanzal said, “but do us a favor and don’t lose it.”
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      He had been home less than an hour when another knock came at his door. This knock was much stronger and louder. Zaan went over and turned the iron knob, and there at the entrance stood Gildur, Gogenanth, Astor, and Gar.

      “Can you come with us?” Gogenanth asked.

      Zaan nodded yes, with a big gulp in his throat. Gogenanth put his hand on Zaan’s back as he motioned him out the door.

      “We are going to go to the next building over. It’s a quiet place,” Gogenanth told Zaan. Zaan did not feel comfortable in the silence as they walked down the stairs, out the door, through the snow, and into the building next to his own. They opened the door with a key and revealed a broad open room with two tables, a dozen chairs, and no windows. Astor went around and lit the torches with his flint and steel.

      “Is everything okay?” Zaan asked, feeling as though he was about to be further scolded, possibly disciplined.

      “There is something we need to tell you and Gar about, Zaan,” Gildur said. They all went and sat at a cleared table together.

      “What?” Zaan asked.

      “Somebody is in trouble, and you need to know about it,” Gildur said. “Do you both remember when we last spoke in Auracity, all together?

      “Yes,” Gar said.

      “Yes?” Zaan said.

      “Do you remember when we told you that there were people out there looking for you, Zaan, who wanted to capture you, and kill or torture you?” Gildur asked, conjuring bad memories of the chase and imprisonment that followed. Zaan nodded yes.

      “Well, they have captured another,” Gildur said. Zaan turned pale at this.

      “No . . . ” Zaan paused. “No, not again.”

      Gar was speechless.

      “Yes, Zaan,” Astor said. “And now it is time for us to go rescue this girl.”

      “It’s a girl?” Zaan asked.

      “Yes. Her name is Lily, and she is a few years younger than you,” Astor added.

      “No!” Zaan yelled as he stood and smashed his fists on the table. “No, dammit! No, they can’t do this again!”

      The door opened, and the light from the reflecting snow outside briefly distracted Zaan. In walked Major Gylem, whom Zaan had not seen since he first came to Barrier Cliff.

      “You remember Major Gylem Hearthstone, Zaan?” Gogenanth asked.

      “Yes, hello, Major,” Zaan replied, then sat back down, his fists still in balls.

      “Hello, Zaan,” the major replied.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but I bring news.” The major paused. “We found her.”

      The group perked up at once upon hearing this. “Where is she?” Gildur asked, with great strength in his voice.

      “It is not good. She is not being held in Auracity as we’d previously thought. She is in transit to Garmos Castle,” the major said. Despair rang in his voice.

      “No,” Gildur said. “Once she is there, she is surely lost!”

      “We have little time, but it is possible we can catch her on the road,” the major responded.

      “Then we must leave now!” Gogenanth sprang to his feet.

      “There is something else. The girl Lily is being personally escorted by Angela Dragus the Righteous,” the major said. Gogenanth raised his eyebrows in disbelief, and Gildur hung and shook his head.

      “This is bad,” Astor said as he put both of his open palms on his brow.

      “Who is she?” Gar asked.

      The major crossed his short arms on his chest. “She is a very powerful sorceress for Armoz. She is vicious and has many weapons at her disposal.”

      “Then surely we have little chance of intervening in their pathway to Garmos Castle,” Astor said.

      “Well, there is the interesting thing,” the major said.

      “Go on,” Gildur said.

      “They are moving quite slowly on foot. Lily is mounted on a horse, blindfolded and bound, but Angela Dragus the Righteous is on foot, accompanied by only six armed men,” the major said. “We could catch them before they get to Garmos if we leave now and the weather holds.”

      “Hmm . . . ” Gildur scratched his beard and sat back. “Why would they be on foot? That makes no sense. There must be a reason. But we have no choice—we must leave at once.”

      “I want to go,” Zaan said softly.

      “Me too,” Gar said.

      Gogenanth crossed his arms, showing the healing scars left from the mountain wolves. “Out of the question. We are just here to keep you informed. Neither of you should leave the safety of the castle—especially you, Zaan, since you are still being hunted.”

      “Why? I can handle myself in a fight. I can’t let anything happen to that girl. I just can’t!” Zaan yelled.

      “Trust us, Zaan,” Astor said. “We are going, and we are taking good warriors with us.”

      “You can’t stop me from going. I’m not going to let what happened to me happen to that girl. I want to fight!” Zaan said as he looked at Gildur.

      “As do I. We’re not letting you go into danger without us,” Gar said.

      Gildur looked over at Gogenanth, who still had his arms crossed at his chest. Astor gave a smirk and shrugged his shoulders. “Zaan did kill an armed soldier, and he escaped that cave before we even got there.”

      The major gave a short burst of laughter at that. “I would’ve given one hundred solids to see that one, ay.”

      Gildur looked over at Gogenanth, who looked at Gar and Zaan. “I can’t promise you’ll make it back. Are you willing to risk everything for someone you’ve never met?”

      “Yes,” said Gar.

      “Absolutely,” Zaan said.

      “Good,” Gildur said.
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      Gogenanth sent Zaan and Gar off to collect their things. He told them to gather warm clothes, weapons, and little else, except food. They would be leaving soon, and would meet at the entrance to Barrier Cliff within the hour.

      As Zaan was packing, a light knock came at the door. Zaan went over, expecting to see Gar’s face, but was stunned to see Tilda standing there. A strand of her hair blew into the room as the door opened inward.

      “Hi, Zaan,” she said as she took a step inside. Zaan had to take a quick step back to make room.

      “Hey,” Zaan responded, hurt still.

      “Listen, we are leaving soon, and I need to make right with you before I go.”

      “I am going as well,” Zaan said.

      “What? You can’t go! What are you talking about?” she said as she pushed him.

      “I said I was going, and they said it was okay.” She looked past him at the small piles of clothes and food on the bed behind him.

      “It’s too dangerous. You might get hurt!” she said loudly in frustration.

      “You might get hurt,” he responded, “which I won’t let happen, and I can’t let that girl be hurt either. I couldn’t live with myself if I just sat here.”

      “You are so”—she tried to find the right word to describe her frustration—“childish.”

      “Childish? I may be younger than you, but I have been through a lot.”

      “I know you have, Zaan, and I am sorry for that. You have been through more pain recently than a lot of people go through in their whole lives, but you are young. You have a lot to grow into. Palanzal has plans for you, but you have to become stronger and wiser first.”

      “Dammit, I’m not a kid. I have been through my fair share lately, but the thing that hurt the most was you. You made me feel important, and made me feel like there was something more to life.” He took a step toward her. “Then you just turned around and stepped on my heart. Is that what you came here for, to make yourself feel better about leaving?”

      “ . . .  Yes.”

      “Well, is it working?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “Now I have to worry about you leaving and getting hurt.”

      “You act like you care about me. You just care about yourself,” he said, as he was angry. But after he said this, he instantly regretted it. “I didn’t mean that.”

      She held herself with her arms and let out a sigh. “You’re wrong. I do care about you. But we can’t be together. Don’t you get it? I’m twice your age. Have you ever snuck out with a girl, been in love, or done the things kids do back in Fur-lol?” she said, and waited for his reaction.

      He stood speechless, taken aback, then after a few moments replied, “Yes, I’ve done some of those things, but no, I’ve never been in love.” An awkward silence followed. “What does that matter anyways? I want to be with you.”

      “You are young, and you deserve young love. You deserve to get married and have children and grow old with someone you love,” she said, holding herself. A tear ran down her face and fell off her chin.

      “I don’t want that. I just wanted to be with you. How many different ways do I need to tell you?”

      “You’re too young to know what you want. I can’t give you any of those things, Zaan. It’s better if we just stay friends. I would like it if you could be happy with that,” she said, looking into his eyes.

      “I don’t know if I can,” he said.

      “I hope you can, because if you are going with us, it’s important that you are focused. This’ll be a very bad place we’re going. It worries me you are traveling there,” Tilda said.

      “I’m going, and I’m going to be fine.” He wiped the moisture from his cheek. A loud horn blew in the distance.

      “It’s time to go,” Tilda said as she walked out the door and shut it behind her.

      Zaan started stuffing his clothes into his bag. He finished with it and then closed it tight. He ran out the door, locking it behind him. He ran down the stairs, opened the door into the snow-filled streets of Barrier Cliff, and walked halfway down the street. He then paused and reached down to his left thigh, where his sword should have been. “Shit.” He turned back around. Five minutes later he was on his way to the gate of Barrier Cliff with his sword at his side.
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      They set out that night, walking across the plains to the west of Barrier Cliff, back toward the Cascades. Zaan felt uneasy heading back toward those mountains. He remembered all too well how big the wolves in the mountains were. He looked back at Gogenanth, who trailed behind him. Gogenanth did not meet his gaze, but stared deep into the mountains himself. Fire glowed in his eyes.

      The party was walking in single file: Gildur, Zelestiana, Tilda, Astor, Zaan, Gar, Gogenanth, and two more who trailed behind. Zaan knew that he recognized the last two, but he didn’t remember exactly who they were until they stopped to take a rest.

      They stopped at the foothills of the Cascades, where Gildur told the group to relax, and then he and Zelestiana went off together. They moved swiftly out of sight, and the party remaining took turns drinking water and eating dried meat and fruits.

      “Remember us?” the strange man asked of Zaan. He was seated next to a woman, and they both smiled at Zaan. “We remember you.” Zaan thought, then recognized the man’s broad size and the woman’s smile, which appeared to have too many teeth.

      “Wol . . .  Wollen?” Zaan asked.

      “That’s right, and you are Zaan Talabard,” Wollen replied. “You remember Xersha, I’m sure? We met in your hometown, I believe.”

      “Yes, wow, that seems like a lifetime ago,” Zaan said, recollecting his thoughts. “Last we met, you said you were going far west.”

      “We did, but then word came to us of your fate,” Wollen replied. “We came to help however we could, but you, Zaan Talabard, made it to Barrier Cliff, a remarkable journey indeed.”

      “I thank you for that, but what are you doing here, then? I thought you were treasure hunters?” Zaan asked.

      Xersha laughed. “We are. Treasure can mean so many things; and come in many different forms.” She looked over at Wollen, who nodded. “We are here to help rescue the girl, same as you.”

      “Except you, Zaan, are not being paid to do so,” Gogenanth said, sneering at Wollen. “These two are mercenaries, hired killers.”

      “There’s a reason people pay us; there’s a reason Palanzal pays us,” Xersha said. “We are the best.”

      “We didn’t ask for you to accompany us,” Gogenanth said with disgust.

      “Regardless, Zaan, we have heard much about your travels since we last spoke with you,” Wollen said, diverting the conversation from Gogenanth’s disdain for them back to focusing attention on Zaan. “Many, in fact, have heard about your deeds at the Black Cave. There are some who believe you are Divine.” That made Zaan laugh.

      “I’m just like everyone else. Right place, right time, I suppose.” Xersha seemed to eye Zaan closely as he said this. “Do you two have the Azulūz?” Wollen and Xersha looked at each other, confused.

      “No,” Gogenanth replied for them.

      “All right, everybody up,” Gildur’s voice came in before they realized he was back. They all stood up quickly and repacked. “We found the entrance.”

      “What’s the plan?” Tilda asked as they walked as a group then.

      Gildur stopped in front of a large sheer cliff, one hundred yards high, with no visible imperfections on it. It was a long, blank, smooth canvas of stone. “The plan is to cut off Angela Dragus the Righteous before she reaches Garmos, the giant castle that lies where the Great Sea and the Cariaan River meet. They are traveling fairly slowly up from Auracity through the Yelden Forest. We think they are passing Tarluus tonight or early tomorrow.”

      “How can we catch up with them in that short a time?” Wollen asked Gildur. “They would surely be at Garmos in two days or less if they acquire more horses.” He threw his hands in the air. “And we only have to traverse through some of the sharpest mountains in all of Essill!”

      “There are advantages we carry to hasten Lily’s rescue,” Zelestiana said as she extended her long arm toward the stone wall and inserted her index finger into it. Wollen’s eyes grew wide.

      “The White Passage,” Xersha said in astonishment. Zaan’s mouth hung open as he watched Zelestiana walk into the solid stone, Gildur following. They continued one by one into the mountain’s surface until only Zaan and Gar remained. They stood there in disbelief. Zaan looked over at Gar, as they both felt timid to touch the stone. But then they both heard the loud howl of wolves in the distance and jumped with all their energy into the White Passage.
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      The White Passage was something that Zaan had heard about in the stories his father told him when he was a child. His father had never seen it, because it was supposedly fabled, but his old sailor friends had spoken of it:  a cave carved through the Cascades that began in the east, apparently near Barrier Cliff, and opened up on the west side of the mountains. It reportedly had been made long ago with an ancient and extinct magic, to facilitate trade between the east and west of Essill.

      The interior of the passage was filled with bright white bricks, but most surprisingly to Zaan was that it was lit with lights that hung along the walls, as far as the eyes could see. They weren’t torches, and there was no smoke. He had never seen anything like it. “Amazing,” was all he could muster saying.

      “Amazing, indeed,” Astor said. “This is a magnificent place.”

      “It hasn’t been used for a long, long time,” Gildur said. “We must keep a good pace; it still takes time to travel through the passage.” The clacking of metal armor was heard as the party began moving again through the echoing tunnel. Most of the party members looked in wonder at the glowing white bricks laden with small, bright specks of what appeared to be gold.

      Zaan was looking closely at the golden lights as Zelestiana came up and walked beside him. “You shouldn’t have come,” she said sternly. “You are not nearly ready for any of this.”

      “Do you remember what you asked me the first time we met?” Zaan asked. “About the Black Cave?”

      “I remember,” Zelestiana responded.

      “You asked me why it took me so long to get out of there. And then you asked me why I had even let myself be taken in the first place,” Zaan said, looking up at her. She appeared to have something of a smile on her face. It was the first time he had seen that expression from her. “You may have just been trying to get a rise out of me, but I realize now what you meant. You meant for me to understand that things happen, things that we don’t like or don’t agree with. But we don’t always have to let them happen. There is always something we can do. Some form of control will exist. We can do things to change the future, but we have to change the present first. That is what we are doing. We are going to save Lily.”

      “You may still be a young man, Zaan, but you are growing up. I am glad you escaped that evil place. I must ask, though: What role do you think that red stone played in your escape?”

      “I don’t know. The more I think about it, the more it appears like it was the catalyst for all this happening. I don’t feel like it necessarily helped me with my powers or anything. It just . . .  felt good in my hand. I felt kind of . . . powerful in some way.”

      “Well, Palanzal is very interested in the little stone, as am I. If we weren’t on this quest right now I’m sure he would spend most of his waking time researching this mystery,” Zelestiana said.

      “Why didn’t Palanzal come?” Zaan asked.

      “For obvious reasons. He is old,” Zelestiana replied. “He is very powerful, but has a great number of years behind him.”

      “Oh, what about Major Gylem? Why didn’t he come?” Zaan asked.

      “He wanted to, and he is a great warrior, but he was needed to guard the city. Palanzal and Elindrill requested that he stay. You will have to wait another day to see him in battle,” she said. “There is another thing I wanted to tell you, Zaan.” He perked to attention. “The thing you did with the stone that broke Kimble’s awning. You should be able to lift and move things heavier and larger than that with practice. It takes confidence and focus, but someday you may be able to lift all of Kimble’s home. It is indeed a rare power you possess, one with great destructive potentials. It will take time to be able to harness this power while in a fight. Stay out of sight when we find Angela Dragus the Righteous. She might recognize you and go straight for you. Leave her to us.”

      “Okay, but if you get in trouble . . . ” Zaan started.

      “Stay out of sight,” Zelestiana cut him off sternly.
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later the end of the tunnel appeared. It came unexpectedly; because the door was a solid mirror that reflected the lights behind them, but not their own reflections.

      “An impressive illusion,” Gogenanth said as the party walked through the mirror and appeared on the other side of the Cascade Mountains. They walked into the warm sunlight and felt its light on their skin in the cool winter air.

      “Astor, Zelestiana, you go on ahead. Stake out the area and bring back a couple of horses if you can, in case Angela Dragus the Righteous tries to flee,” Gildur said. Very quickly Astor and Zelestiana ran off straight ahead. “Listen up.” The remaining party turned their focus to Gildur. “From here on out, be on your guard. Angela Dragus the Righteous is cunning and devious. There is no telling what may lie ahead.”
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      Astor and Zelestiana ran through the dense Yelden Forest, leafless branches stinging their faces. They were trying to get their trajectory right, so they would meet up precisely where Angela Dragus the Righteous and her group would be on the Hillspring Trail, the main road on the east side of the Yelden. Astor was smaller than Zelestiana and quick, but she was as silent as a cat traversing the heavily wooded area.

      During their quick makeshift passage through the Yelden they came across a group of travelers camped out deep in the woods. “Thieves’ hideout,” Astor whispered to Zelestiana. She nodded in affirmation. They surveyed the area from a distance, unnoticed. There were a dozen men sitting around, drinking and eating. Four horses were stabled in a small hut on one of the sides. “We should remember this place, for our way back.” Zelestiana nodded again.

      The two continued their sprint through the woods, not stopping to rest. They thought only of the girl on her way to be held and tortured, or worse. They both gasped for breath as they reached the point of exhaustion. For a full hour they had been sprinting through wilds an elk would have problems walking through.

      Astor began to slow down and then raised his hand to Zelestiana to signal for her to stop. They both knelt low in the dead brush and snow. “The trail is right ahead,” he said. They crept in low and found a knoll they could perch on. Kneeling down, they then lay flat on their stomachs. “If we are lucky, they should be here any moment; if we aren’t, they are already gone.”

      Chills ran through their bodies from the cold snow. Astor’s nerves were tense. As each minute went by, it was more likely that the group who held the innocent girl had already passed by. Zelestiana gave Astor a worried look, wondering if they should run north up the trail to possibly catch the troop, who might be on horseback now.

      Then, a tiny gleam of red was visible in Astor’s eyes. Zelestiana turned to look back down the trail, and there she was: Angela Dragus the Righteous. She was a small speck on the horizon, on foot. She was dressed in long red, thin robes and a sleek black hood. Then they saw a prisoner, presumably Lily, on horseback, blindfolded. It was not as Major Gylem had said, though: there were no other men or soldiers with them.

      Astor and Zelestiana looked at each other in confusion. “What the . . .  ?” Astor said.

      “She is alone? The major’s intel was wrong,” Zelestiana said, surprised.

      “Well, we should just go down there while we have the . . . ” Astor started saying.

      “Shhh . . .  look,” Zelestiana whispered and motioned up into the trees above Angela Dragus the Righteous and Lily. Astor squinted and peered above her in confusion.

      “The tree’s branches are moving directly above them. Why would they do that?” Astor asked.

      “That is a good question. Though should we be asking why they are moving? Or, should we be asking what is moving them?” Zelestiana said, with concern written on her face.

      “Oh no,” Astor whispered. “She wouldn’t be . . . ”

      “She’s hiding something from us. Something big,” Zelestiana whispered back. They both watched as Angela Dragus the Righteous got closer to their perch, the extravagant strands of beautiful red silks now visible on her dress. Her face was elegant, the curves on it smooth, and her sleek silver hair danced behind her in the falling snow. Above her the tree branches moved out of the way, and after she passed, the branches crept back in above the path behind her.

      “What is that?” Astor asked.

      “I think she’s using some kind of invisibility to conceal whatever it is,” Zelestiana whispered, keeping her head low and covered. “I think I can make it so we can see through the invisibility.” She lowered her eyes and began to chant something that was nearly inaudible to Astor. Then, she lifted her head and stared straight at Angela Dragus the Righteous, chanting.

      It then began to appear. A giant figure, laden with dull, gray armor. A giant head on a huge body. Heavy feet took giant steps in the snow. Zelestiana’s lip curled down with disdain. “Damn, an ogre.”
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      The party was taking a quick break by a stream, drinking fresh water and talking about Astor and Zelestiana’s quest, when the sound of fast-moving horses came right at them. The group could not see the riders through the heavy woods.

      “Ready!” Gildur yelled. Everyone was soon on their feet brandishing their weapons. Gildur held his two-handed broadsword. Gogenanth held out his large scimitar, four feet in length. Tilda raised her small crossbow, a long dagger hanging at her hip. Wollen held out a heavy, one-handed sword and in the other hand a shield with a stag’s head engraving on it. Xersha held two thin, curved swords. Gar held out a thin, dark sword and a small round silver shield. Zaan had his slaver’s sword ready. The long blade and silver tiger’s head shone in the sun.

      There they stood, ready to fight whatever came through the woods. Zaan’s palms began to sweat. “Whoa! Gildur! Whoa!” Astor’s voice came through the trees.

      “Lower your weapons!” Gildur yelled.

      Two large horses came crashing through the brush and into the middle of the group. One horse was ghost white and the other a silky tan with white hooves. Astor and Zelestiana pulled back hard on the reins of the horses and both quickly dismounted.

      “Zelestiana, tell me what you found,” Gildur asked immediately of her.

      “We found Angela Dragus, and she is on foot, with a prisoner we presume to be Lily bound on horseback,” Zelestiana replied. “But in lieu of soldiers accompanying her, we found something much worse.” The group’s silence and anticipation was heavy. Astor’s head sunk. “She has herself an ogre. An ogre the size of a house.”

      “An ogre?” Gogenanth asked in amazement. “How does she have an ogre with her?”

      “I don’t know, but this one is enormous,” Astor said.

      “Tell me about it,” Gildur said.

      “Well, it is about two and half times taller than Gogenanth, with a massive head, slick black hair, and a giant, crooked mouth,” Astor said. “It has broad shoulders and a large midsection. It had thick legs and massive feet, and it carries an axe the size of a tree. Its shoulders were covered in heavy armor made from what, I do not know. It is a monster in every sense of the word. The most unique attribute of it is its arms, because it appears to have four of them. It has two big and muscular arms, and then it has two small slender arms below those.”

      Gildur rubbed his beard. “I need to communicate this to Palanzal.” He walked over to the stream and sat in silence.

      Wollen gawked. “What is he gonna do? Take the White Passage back to Barrier Cliff? That would take the better part of a day.”

      “He is already talking with Palanzal, Wollen. Palanzal has the ability to communicate over great distances,” Tilda said.

      Wollen snuffed and looked away.

      Zaan was speechless. There had been a lot for him to take in very quickly. Not only were they about to fight a sorceress, but the sorceress had an ogre with four arms that was bigger than Gogenanth, by two at that! Now, he learned that Palanzal could talk to people from miles away.

      A few minutes later, Gildur stood slowly and looked at the stream. The party waited in silence for him to return to them. He turned and walked back up to where they were and stood beside Zaan. “I have talked with Palanzal, and he believes he knows what this creature is. It is indeed an ogre, but not just any ogre. Its name is Reizenthrōgz, the Great Northern Ogre.” Most of the group seemed unfamiliar with its name, but those who had heard of him were shaken by the news. “It has killed scores of people.”

      “I have heard of this beast. It has a lore about it,” Xersha said. “According to fables, it eats its victims.”

      “I have heard this as well,” Astor said.

      “This is no fable,” Gildur said firmly. “Somehow Angela Dragus the Righteous has acquired one of the deadliest creatures on Essill, and they are working together.”

      “What do we do to fight such a monster?” Tilda asked. “Is there any hope to rescue Lily now?”

      Gogenanth stepped forward. “Tilda, I will tell you what we do. We go and kill an ogre and its witch.”
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      “The plan is simple,” Gildur said to the troop. His eyes were rough but clear; he had a stern, broad nose and strong brow. He was muscular, but not as large as Gogenanth or Wollen. There was no doubt he was the leader of this troop, though. He was a hardened commander. This surprised Zaan. Gildur had seemed a normal guy down in Auracity, who owned a forge and employed some people, but now he was about to lead some of Zaan’s best friends into a battle that seemed impossible to win.

      “We are going to ambush Angela Dragus the Righteous and Reizenthrōgz where the Hillspring Trail opens out of the Yelden into the Aurburn Plains. We must stop them before they reach Garmos Castle, which is on the far end of the Aurburn. If they get there, Lily is as good as dead,” Gildur said. “Any questions?”

      Wollen looked for something to add, but found nothing. Xersha then spoke. “Worst-case scenario, what if the girl dies?” Gogenanth looked sourly in her direction. “I’m asking, if she dies, is retreat the most valuable option?”

      “Valuable?” Gogenanth asked.

      “If Lily perishes, we will decide in that moment what the next phase is,” Gildur said. “We are already risking our lives greatly by meeting these foes on the battlefield. Xersha, if you wish to leave now, this may be your last chance.”

      “No, I signed in on this. I’m ready,” she responded, pulling out her two blades. They flashed in the sunlight, and she twirled them around expertly, then sheathed them again as easily as she had drawn them.

      “How do we fight an ogre and a sorceress?” Zaan asked. All eyes went on him.

      “First and foremost, Zaan,” Gildur looked at him, “you and Gar stay as far away as possible from them. But it is a good question. An ogre is a strong monster, but dumb. Surrounding one will confuse it, but enrage it. Stabbing one in the back or back of the neck is good, but this one is tall. Do not get within arm’s reach of it unless you are sure you have an opportunity for a strike. Their legs are thick, and almost all muscle, so it’s difficult to bring one down—not to mention their hides are thick. Wait for the right moment, and strike hard and deep.”

      “Don’t forget this one has four arms,” Xersha added.

      “Four arms or ten, they all die the same,” Gogenanth said.

      “Yes, Reizenthrōgz has four arms, not normal for an ogre, and that makes him more . . .  difficult to kill,” Gildur said.

      “Our best bet with Reizenthrōgz is to topple him over, and attack swiftly,” Astor said.

      “Or hack and slash,” Xersha added.

      “Aim for the neck, and face,” Gildur said. “We need to try to separate him from the sorceress and take them out separately, away from each other. You all take on the ogre; I will take on the sorceress myself.”

      Confusion and awe lit the faces of the group, and a quiet concern hung in the air.

      “Have you fought one before—a sorceress I mean?” Gar asked.

      “Yes,” Gildur answered with a stone face. Gar didn’t press further.

      “We should go if we are to get to the mouth of the Yelden in time,” Tilda said.

      “Yes, let’s move,” Gildur said, and the troop followed him north through the area opening up into the Aurburn Plains. They sprinted, huffing and puffing. Gildur and Zelestiana were mounted upon the two steeds. “We need to move faster. Drop everything but armor and weapons!” The clatter of luggage and equipment fell to the ground, and the group gained pace.

      Ahead of them, they saw the forest end, and they proceeded cautiously to its lip. “Quiet. They may already be here,” Gildur said, looking back at the troop, then around the corner. “I don’t see them, but let’s move quickly and silently. Be ready for anything.” They continued behind him, hunching low and trying to stay out of sight.

      Gildur stopped and made motions with his hands that didn’t make sense to Zaan, but everyone else nodded when he motioned to them. Then he pointed at Zaan. “This is as far as you go, Zaan. Tilda, stay here with them. Make sure they and you are safe and hidden.”

      “But . . . ” Zaan started.

      “We can fight!” Gar said.

      “Don’t,” Tilda said. “This was the plan all along.”

      “Let’s move,” Gildur said. They were forty paces from the outlet of the Hillspring Trail into the Aurburn Plains. Zaan watched as they moved to each side of the mouth and then crept out of view. Zaan was startled by this for a moment, then assumed Gogenanth was using his Azulūz. Tilda held Zaan by the shoulder and pulled him into the tall, dead grass, and Gar followed. Hanging his head, Zaan felt a light snowflake fall and dissolve on his nose. A few minutes later, the air was thick with snow, like cotton floating down from the heavens.
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      Through the thick snowfall a bright red figure stood out in the distance, like a single-thorned rose on a white sheet. She moved smoothly and effortlessly, and snow seemed to slide right off her dress. Gogenanth’s chanting was faint, but they seemed to be hidden for the moment.

      Angela Dragus the Righteous grew closer. Zaan could not see anything from his vantage point, but the quiet scared him. It seemed that every animal for a mile had disappeared and the wind itself had fled. Then he saw her, and he started breathing heavily. That’s— that’s the same woman who was on the plains outside of Fur-lol that day. She’s the same one that tried to kill me and sent me into the Black Cave? Zaan began to feel his hands shake, and he was furious. He wanted nothing more than to run out and get revenge for all he’d been through because of her. Then he saw the girl on the horse behind Angela.

      “That must be Lily,” he Tilda said to him. “I bet she is freezing.”

      Then he saw what they had all feared: Reizenthrōgz the Great Northern Ogre. Actually Zaan didn’t see the ogre yet, but he saw his snow-covered outline. Reizenthrōgz was indeed huge. He stood three times taller than Angela Dragus. He moved slowly and quietly and carried an axe the size of a tree trunk, as Zelestiana had said. Then the sorceress and the ogre stopped.

      “Well, I haven’t caught that scent in many years. Come out, out so I can lay my eyes on you,” Angela Dragus the Righteous called out. “I can smell you and your friends’ fear out there.”

      Blue flames blew out in the wind, and Gildur appeared. He stood and walked toward her, front and center in sight of Angela Dragus. He must have no fear, Zaan thought to himself.

      “This is as far as you go, Angela Dragus the Witch,” Gildur called out sternly. “Unbind the young woman and hand her over.”

      Angela Dragus the Righteous let out a screeching laugh. “You want me to give you my toy? What would you offer in exchange?”

      “This is not a negotiation. Hand over the girl and you can live another day,” Gildur replied.

      “Oh, but there are things to barter, man.” She gave the word man a pathetic connotation. “I will not give you my toy, but I see that you have brought me another.” She looked over slowly and peered directly toward Zaan, hiding in the bush. He knew she couldn’t see him, but felt she was staring straight into him. And he felt like he was going to die from the fear. “That one escaped me once. That won’t happen again.”

      Gildur drew his long broadsword and held it out at her. “Give me the girl, you bitch!” The thick cloudy breaths of Lily were increasing.

      “What do you expect to do? Hit me with your sword, man? You wouldn’t reach within twenty paces of me. My friend is not so well concealed now. Perhaps you would like a better look.” The colors of the giant ogre behind her began to fade into view. The snow on the large form shook to the ground, and Reizenthrōgz was now completely visible. He was the most hideous thing Zaan had ever seen. Something out of a nightmare, but worse. Along with his monstrous appearance, Zaan saw his two thinner arms bending backwards, in an unnatural way. Along with his giant axe, he had two thin swords sheathed at each side. His eyes were beady and dark, and he had dried blood stained on his face.

      Reizenthrōgz let out a roar that shook the ground. It was so loud and frightening that Gogenanth must have lost concentration, for they were all now visible to Reizenthrōgz and Angela Dragus the Righteous. “That is better. Hmm . . . ” She licked her finger. “My lord will be pleased with so much death.”

      “This is your last chance, witch. Let the girl go!” Zelestiana yelled.

      “I don’t think so,” Angela Dragus the Righteous said. As quickly as she said this she was already mounted and riding the horse with Lily on it, toward the Aurburn Plains.

      “What witchery?” Wollen started to say. Gildur was already moving after her. He whistled for the horses, and another whistle followed from behind. He mounted the white horse quickly and was in chase. Behind him Zelestiana followed on the tan horse as they galloped through the tall, fresh snow.

      Reizenthrōgz let out another mighty roar that nearly toppled Gildur over, then struggled to say the words, “I . . .  Eat . . .  Your . . .  Bones . . . ” His voice was like the sounds the furnaces made back in Gildur’s Armory. He took a step toward Gogenanth, who stood ten yards away from him. Reizenthrōgz moved surprisingly fast for his size. He swung his huge axe up into the snow-filled sky and brought it down toward Gogenanth, but Gogenanth moved at the last moment.

      An arrow flew and hit the shoulder plate of the ogre. Reizenthrōgz let out a loud snarl and looked to see who had shot at him. He felt another arrow that just missed his helmet. He looked straight at Astor and moved toward him. The earth shook with each heavy step. “I . . .  Eat . . .  Your . . .  Bones . . . ” he said again, with a voice straight from hell.

      Astor loosed another arrow and ran to the right, keeping distance from the giant. The arrow struck in between the shoulder plate and chest of Reizenthrōgz, who did not seem to notice but continued after Astor. Gogenanth, behind the ogre, brought his scimitar down on the Reizenthrōgz’s calf with both hands, and the monster let out a painful roar. Gogenanth pulled his bloody scimitar out of the giant’s leg, but before he could turn and run, Reizenthrōgz’s other massive arm came swinging down at him and knocked him away like an insect. Gogenanth went hurtling through the air, hit the ground, tumbled on his side, and then slammed hard into a large fallen tree. He slumped in dizziness and pain.

      The ogre started heading toward him, surely to make a final kill, but Xersha, with great speed, ran up Reizenthrōgz’s back and grabbed onto his slick black hair. She took up one of her swords and cut at the thick-skinned neck of the giant ogre. He tried to shake her off while clawing for her with all four arms. “I . . .  Eat . . .  You . . . ” he screamed.

      Then an arrow hit one of the arms he was stretching to get Xersha with, and another came screaming at his head. It ricocheted with a dull thud off the shoulder armor and whizzed past his ear. Reizenthrōgz went into a mad rage, flailing wildly and roaring deafeningly. Another arrow struck him in the side. Zaan looked over and saw Tilda, holding her crossbow, reloading another bolt.

      Xersha struck Reizenthrōgz again in the neck. “Die, you son of a bitch!” she yelled. Another arrow punctured another of the ogre’s arms. Astor and Tilda were both firing at the giant flailing monster from opposite sides. Gogenanth lay motionless by the tall, fallen tree.

      Reizenthrōgz let out another loud roar as Xersha, still mounted on his back, slashed violently at his neck. Wollen stabbed into the bleeding calf muscle that Gogenanth had attacked earlier. Zaan, standing in the clearing watching with Gar, stared in amazement. We might do this! he thought to himself. Reizenthrōgz flailed even more violently and wildly. Wollen stepped back just in time, as the ogre turned completely around and charged at him.

      Arrows continued falling on the giant as Tilda closed the distance between them. Xersha was still on his back, holding on tightly while he ran after Wollen. An arrow hit the ogre in the face, but bounced off its tough hide.

      Reizenthrōgz screamed, and Zaan saw his eyes, which were now blood red. The ogre twisted and turned, having given up on his pursuit of Wollen and relentlessly tried to get Xersha off of his back as she scraped and sliced at his neck. Blood was now covering the monster’s back and chest, and Zaan felt excited but weakened by the sight. The ogre unexpectedly leapt into the air, then landed with a huge booming sound. It felt like an earthquake as his massive body hit the snow. Xersha lost one of her holds on him and swung to his side. Reizenthrōgz quickly grabbed her with one of his lower, smaller arms. She sliced at it quickly with her one free arm, but he took his large free arm and grabbed her firmly with it. He had her whole body in his one free hand. Reizenthrōgz did not seem to notice the onslaught of arrows or the screaming all around him. He only opened his giant mouth, inserted Xersha’s head, and bit down with his sharp teeth.

      “Xersha!” Wollen yelled, and ran at the ogre. Reizenthrōgz removed the body from his maw and threw it down to his side. Blood spurted onto his face. The headless body squirmed for a moment, and then lay still. The ogre took a big gulp, then licked his lips.

      Wollen was running with wild fury at Reizenthrōgz, but Astor got in his way and stopped him. “Wollen, stop, he is going to kill you too! Stop.”

      “Xersha! I’m going to kill that monster. Let me go!” Wollen yelled with hot rage. He looked at his friend dead in the red snow.

      “Wollen, stop!” Astor continued to struggle holding him back.

      An arrow whistled through the air, then landed in leg of the beast. Reizenthrōgz turned quickly to see Tilda resetting her crossbow with another fresh bolt. He started walking, then running, at Tilda, and the shaking of the ground made it too difficult for her to restring. She panicked, grabbed her dagger, held it out in front of her, and closed her eyes.
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      The plains of the Aurburn were as white as the clouds in a spring sky. Heavy snowfall continued floating down as the horses struggled to gallop through the thick, soft snow on the ground. Gildur and Zelestiana were following behind Lily and her captor, but they were losing ground. Angela Dragus the Righteous’s horse was unnaturally fast through such horrid conditions for riding.

      They had been trailing behind for close to fifteen minutes now. “We need to get closer,” Zelestiana yelled. Gildur grimaced.

      “We have to do something; we need to get closer,” Zelestiana yelled. Her hair whipped behind her, and she brushed the snow out of her eyes. Then she saw Garmos Castle, its towers high on the horizon, cradled between two giant mountains on each side. The castle had high, impenetrable walls and tall, slender towers shrouded in darkness. The Great Sea could be seen on its left and the outlet of the Cariaan River on its right.

      Angela Dragus the Righteous was nearly there. She lifted a staff, and the sky spun and turned red. Black clouds swirled, and the snow turned to ash. Gildur’s and Zelestiana’s horses got spooked and slowed to a halt. They kicked at them, but the horses would go no further. Lily was now dangerously out of range.

      “We’ve got to stop her,” Gildur said. With this they both lowered their heads and started chanting softly, blue flames encompassing. The flames grew larger, and they began chanting louder. Then they looked up at the rider in the distance.

      A thin slit appeared in the sky directly above Angel Dragus the Righteous, and a bright beam of white sunlight fell upon the horse and its riders. Gildur fell to a knee, put both palms firmly on the ground, and chanted loudly. “Hevenal,” he repeated, louder and louder. His eyes glowed iceberg blue. The horse in the distance winced from the blinding light and reared, then panicked and attempted to run.

      Rock rumbled so loudly that even Zaan back at the outlet of the Hillspring Trail heard it in the midst of the fight with Reizenthrōgz. Boulders began to tumble from the mountain to their right, and Zelestiana looked up to see the top of the mountain itself cleave away. Strong veins crept along Gildur’s neck and arms. “Hevenal!” he yelled, and with that, the mountaintop roared through the air and landed with an explosion of power that knocked them and their horses over.

      Angela Dragus the Righteous, temporarily blinded by the beam of sun from the slit in the sky, didn’t see the massive rock land directly in front of her, and she and her prisoner were thrown clear from their horse. Lily landed awkwardly in the snow. The horse struggled to get up, but only slowly was it able to limp away, holding one broken front leg up.

      Gildur and Zelestiana mounted their horses again and rode out toward Angela Dragus the Righteous and Lily at full speed.
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      Temporarily stunned by the sudden earthquake in the distance, the troop paused in battle with the ogre as they all tried to figure out what had happened with Gildur and the witch.

      Then terror filled Zaan as Reizenthrōgz began crashing toward Tilda again, who held out her single dagger. She had her eyes closed and was yelling for help in fear. So quickly that Zaan hadn’t even noticed he’d run off, Gar rushed in front of Tilda with his sword and shield drawn. “Come on, you bastard,” he said.

      Blue flames kicked and flickered as they swirled around him and Tilda in an orb of color, and then they disappeared. Zaan caught a glimpse of Gogenanth awake and chanting to conceal Tilda and Gar from the monster. Zaan felt a great sense of relief. She escaped certain death for sure.

      Reizenthrōgz slowed and looked around for Tilda, out of confusion. He huffed and snorted, then caught sight of another target: Zaan. Zaan turned to run, but the Great Northern Ogre made a steady pace toward him, easily gaining on him. Zaan reached for his sword and unsheathed it while running as fast as he could in the heavy snowfall. Reizenthrōgz took large, easy strides, though, and was almost upon him. Zaan stumbled and fell face first into the snow, but quickly flipped over and held out his sword to defend himself as he struggled to catch his breath, panic filling him as the ogre approached.

      The ogre raised his large axe and swung it down, trying to split Zaan in two. Then Wollen jumped in, and the axe hit his shield. He cried in pain as his shield cracked and broke, and he fell hard to the ground with the weight of the axe coming down on him. Reizenthrōgz was unfazed and slowly opened his giant palm toward Zaan, attempting, no doubt, to pick him up. Zaan tried to scoot back, feverishly trying to escape the ogre’s hand, and sure death. Then a single bolt flew by and entered the ogre’s nostril, disappearing into it. Reizenthrōgz winced back, screaming deafeningly, and grimaced with great pain on his face. Zaan looked over and saw Tilda holding her crossbow, ready to reload. Reizenthrōgz now had all of his attention focused back on Tilda and Gar, beside her, as she started to restring another bolt. At the panicked expression on her face, Zaan lifted his sword and ran at Reizenthrōgz, stabbing him in the front of his massive leg, his sword with its tiger’s head hilt gleaming in the sunlight. The ogre quickly grabbed hold of Zaan, gripping him with all five fingers on one of the lower arms. Zaan started yelling, but he was held tight.

      Terrified, looking into the mouth of the man-eating giant, Zaan knew he was about to meet the same fate as Xersha. He felt the hot, foul breath of the giant ogre who was about to eat him. Then Astor’s arrow came whizzing into the mouth and throat of Reizenthrōgz, to little effect. Zaan screamed as the monster inserted his head into its massive mouth. A loud roar deafened him, and the next thing he knew he was on the ground, looking up at the ogre. Gogenanth was standing atop the beast with his scimitar firmly lodged into the ogre’s neck. He struggled to free it from the giant, and when he did, a burst of blood shot out of the monster. Gogenanth jumped down watching as Reizenthrōgz yelled and gurgled blood. The sight of it made Zaan’s entire body feel weak and his head foggy. Faster than seemed possible for its size, Reizenthrōgz had turned and was chasing down Gogenanth.

      “Hey you!” Wollen yelled at the beast. “That girl you killed was my friend.” Reizenthrōgz turned and looked at Wollen, but then went after Gogenanth. Gogenanth stopped to square off with the ogre.

      They were around six yards apart. Gogenanth yelled, “Is that the best you got? You’re bleeding all over the place! You won’t make it another minute with me!” While Gogenanth was saying this, Astor and Wollen snuck up behind the ogre. They both slashed at the monster’s back. He winced in pain, then reached up with his arm and undid a knot in his black hair to reveal a large eye on the back of his head. It was the size of a person’s head, and was black with glimmers of oranges and reds. His lower two arms both reached down to the sides of his legs and drew out two swords three feet in length each. Wollen and Astor were both taken by surprise, as they did not expect the ogre to be able to fight in front and behind simultaneously.

      They went in anyway, each of them exchanging blows with one of the arms while the front eyes of the beast focused on Gogenanth, who had hurt him the most. Gogenanth took a step back, knowing he couldn’t stop a blow from the giant axe. The best he could do would be to dodge it and look to strike the monster down, although he didn’t know how. So he carefully stayed out of reach of Reizenthrōgz while the other two battled wildly with the clashing and ringing of swords.

      Zaan watched all of this. He saw Tilda over to the side of him, yelling and shooting bolts at the ogre. Gar stood at her side, stunned by the fight, watching his friends battle an impossible foe. Zaan looked at the streak of blood behind Reizenthrōgz and felt dizzy, as though he couldn’t focus. He tried to shake the dizziness but found it incredibly difficult. He tried to concentrate, lifted a knee to put a foot squarely on the ground, and gripped his head. The fogginess in his head felt like it was going to overwhelm him.

      Then he saw, far in the distance, smoke rising from Garmos Castle, and the faintest wisps of it entered his nostrils. Clarity gathered inside of him, and he started to chant. He looked at his friends fighting the Great Northern Ogre from the fables, and they were losing strength, while the ogre seemed to be getting stronger. He chanted, “Herel,” then reached in his pocket and found the small red stone. “Herel.” It took him back to the Black Cave, where he and the other slaves had been tortured, starved, beaten, and murdered. “Herel.” He remembered that night he used the Azulūz for the first time, and his hatred of the guards. “Herel.” He remembered the smell of the torches in the caves, and the darkness of servitude. “Herel.” He remembered talking to his sister in his madness. “Herel.”

      He opened his eyes and yelled louder: “Herel!” Zaan still saw the fight happening, but his attention was focused on the great fallen tree in the distance. “Herel.” Louder. Zaan was shaking. “Herel.” Louder. The great tree began to move. He could feel it cracking and splintering with its great weight shifting. “Herel!”

      Zaan couldn’t see her, but Tilda was watching nervously in amazement at what Zaan was attempting to do. “Hurry, Zaan,” she whispered.

      “Herel!” Zaan got to his feet and raised his arms. From his perspective, he was holding the tree in his hands. “Herel!” Louder. He took the tree in his hands and lifted it high into the air, then carried it over to where his friends were and held it above them. “Herel!” Louder. Stronger. “Herel!”

      “Watch out!” Tilda yelled out to her friends. Astor and Wollen looked up in amazement. “Move!” she yelled again, startling them enough to jump away from the ogre. Tilda looked over at Zaan, who was now floating six feet in the air, glowing blue and gold.

      “Herel! This is for my friends!” A silence filled the air, and the giant tree began descending down with full force toward Reizenthrōgz, who was directly beneath it. It was easily five times heavier than him. The Great Northern Ogre attempted to move out of the way, but the tree came crashing down onto his side and stomach. A roar of pain exploded out of him as the air left his giant lungs.

      Zaan fell back to the ground in exhaustion. Gar stared in disbelief at what Zaan had just done. Tilda ran over to him. “Zaan, are you okay? Zaan?”

      Reizenthrōgz struggled to get the tree off of him, but his two smaller arms were broken under it, and his two upper arms shook as they tried to move it. He let out an exhausted breath as a figure climbed up the tree on top of him, crushing him even more. Above him, on the tree, stood a large figure, blocking out the bright white sky with the falling snow. It was Gogenanth, now holding Reizenthrōgz’s axe. He took the large axe up above his head, with all his might.

      “No . . . ” Reizenthrōgz said as Gogenanth slammed the axe squarely in his face, cleaving his head in two.
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      Gildur and Zelestiana approached the spot where Angela Dragus the Righteous and Lily had fallen off their horse. Before them now was a burnt, black rock formation thirty feet high and twice as wide. Gildur dismounted first, then Zelestiana. “Where are they?” Zelestiana asked. They both drew their swords.

      “You have come to a dangerous place. The girl is mine,” said a voice like thunder that filled the air around them.

      “Release her to us!” Gildur said into the sky.

      “Do you know the true power of being a servant of the lord?” Gildur and Zelestiana heard a hissing and looked around for its source. “The great Armoz has all creatures at his disposal, some from this world, others . . .  from his.”

      A glow of red dust in the distance appeared. Gildur now saw Angela Dragus the Righteous holding Lily by the neck. “Why do you wish to die for this girl? She will do nothing for you. But for me, she will please the lord, and I will grow stronger, more powerful.” She squeezed Lily’s neck tighter.

      Lily could barely breathe and was paralyzed in fear. She was now unbound, and her blindfold had been removed. She was illuminated in the red dust that engulfed the sorceress. Lily’s blond, short hair whipped her face in the winds the witch seemed to be summoning. Her eyes were a brilliant green, and streaks of tears ran down her face as she screamed for help.

      “You goddamned witch! Let her go!” Gildur hunched down toward the earth and sprinted toward Angela Dragus the Righteous. Zelestiana started out after him, but then halted and took a step back as she discovered the source of the mysterious hissing, which had been growing louder. Small mounds of unearthed dirt revealed what looked like a group of worms crawling along the ground. But these were no worms, but large, scaly snakes.

      One snake went to sink its giant fangs into Zelestiana’s side, but she quickly jumped over it and sliced at its neck with lightning-quick reflexes.

      She readied her sword as the writhing head hit the snow, but the body continued following her. Then she saw the second black head of the beast. These snakes each had two heads. The slime on their backs illuminated the crimson reds and blacks on their scales. Their eyes were an unnatural green, like that of moss in a deep forest.

      She sliced through the second head of the snake at her feet, and the head fell and its body slithered off, back into the ground. A mix of blood and poison bled out of the decapitated head. Another snake approached, this one larger than the first. She squared up to meet it, staring into its four green eyes, and then noticed another coming at her back. They were trying to surround her, she realized. She ran to the side to get them both on the same side. Another snake emerged just before her out of the ground, and she jumped to escape its two heads, which bit at her, trying to inject her with poison. She was now standing before three enormous, devilish snakes.
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        * * *

      

      Gildur ran at full speed toward the witch and her prey. He saw the ground moving quickly below him, and he almost tripped on a few mounds of dirt emerging from snow moving beneath his feet. Instinctually, and without any cognitive thought, he slashed at a two-headed serpent and decapitated it with a single swipe of his sharp sword. “Is that the best you got? Snakes? All of the powers of the devil and you pick snakes? Is that supposed to scare me?” He continued running, another fifty yards between him and Angela Dragus the Righteous. Then he felt a sharp sting in his leg. He fell to his knee and saw a long serpent burrow away into the ground. He stood back up and continued his sprint. Must save the girl, he repeated to himself silently, no matter what the cost.

      Angela Dragus the Righteous waved her arms around in the air above her and Lily. Lightning began to crackle in the air above her, the sky darkened, and the horizon disappeared. Her red dress turned to bright red flames. Gildur began a chant, and as the blue flames enveloped Lily, she was pulled out of the grip of the witch. She fell to the ground and scooted backward in fear, trying to scream. Nothing could be heard except the thunder, and lightning swirled around Angela Dragus the Righteous.

      “You infidel,” she yelled above the thunder, her voice now raspy, like that of a snake. “You believe your god will save you? You are going to die, and your soul will be forever tortured for your insolence!”

      Gildur swung his sword at her with all his might, but she did not move. She held out a hand to grab the blade, but it slipped straight through, slicing off her fingers, and the blade went clean through her side and lodged itself in the middle of her torso. She then smiled. “I do not fear death. I welcome it. But today is not the day I die.” He stared at her in bewilderment as she put a finger under his neck, touching the bottom of his chin, and gently ran her hand down the side of his face. “Have you missed me all these years?”

      Gildur dropped his head, “It never had to be like this. You should have stayed with us. We could have protected you.”

      “Protected me? You tell me to open my eyes, when you are blind. Armoz is life eternal. He has gifts far beyond those of your gods. Once you are all with me in his lands, only then will your gods be gone forever.”

      “I wish it had never come to this. What has he done to you?”

      “He has breathed new life into me. He surely will grant what every powerful person wants: immortality. However, death is upon you.” She hissed as flames engulfed them. Lily screamed, her throat cracked from the strain.

      “This may be the day I die, but I will rest in peace knowing you will never hurt another innocent soul. There will be nothing left of you to resurrect!” Gildur mustered the strength to say in the inferno. The bright red flames reached high into the sky as the silhouette of the two could be seen in the fire.

      Zelestiana ran to Lily, dropped to her knees, and held her tightly. Lily screamed and screamed. Zelestiana tried to turn the young woman’s head so she couldn’t see the two burning bodies illuminated against the black clouds.
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      As the group got closer to where they expected to find Zelestiana and Gildur, a bright glow of red appeared before them in the distance.

      “What the hell is that?” Astor said as the two horses galloped past them, running back to where the group had come from. “Hurry. As fast as you can!” he yelled, and the group picked up their pace.

      As they approached the dimming red glow, smoke rose into the air above it. Gogenanth stopped in his tracks. He stood over the decapitated corpses of at least a dozen two-headed snakes. Blood soaked the snow all around him. “Zelestiana,” he said quietly, and then ran after the others, who were still en route to the source of the fire.

      They slowed their pace as they approached, and then they stood in place. They saw Zelestiana, covered in blood, rocking an inconsolable young blond girl who was screaming in a voice that cut in and out from overexertion. Next to them was the badly burned body of their friend Gildur, motionless. Tilda ran over to Gildur.

      “Gildur!” She fell to her knees and held his head up. He coughed up blood that flowed down his chin, as his beard had been burned away. “Gildur. Don’t die.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. She held him in her arms even though his body burned her, such was the heat. “Don’t die, don’t die,” she whispered as she rocked his body from side to side.

      Gildur coughed up more blood, then, with the smallest hint of a smile, managed to say, “T-Tilda.” Then his body became still.

      Zaan sat back on the soft snow. He couldn’t control his emotions, as he was surrounded by his friends’ grief. He cried and held his head in his fists in sorrow and frustration. Astor came over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. He said nothing, but only hung his head.

      “Where is the witch?” Gogenanth asked Zelestiana.

      “Burned up in the fire,” she replied.

      “There . . . there is no body,” Gogenanth said, looking around the area.

      “She was there. I saw her body burn in the red flames,” Zelestiana said, though she failed to see a body as well.

      “She may have died, but I will not assume so until I have seen proof of her demise,” Astor said. “We must go, though. I will stay here to check for the witch and will catch up with you soon. Will you stay with me, Gogenanth?” The big man nodded.

      Gar went over to Lily, and he and Zelestiana lifted the girl to her feet. Astor helped Zaan to his feet and said, “Let’s get you back.”

      “Gildur,” Zaan said as he wiped the tears from his eyes. The skies cleared of their dark clouds, and Garmos was fully visible now. It is a dreadful place, Zaan thought as he looked at the tall, dark towers.

      “Let’s go,” Tilda said as the group started back toward the Yelden Forest. Occasionally one of them would suffer an outburst of grief. They walked past the motionless snake corpses, which were now illuminated in the sun and whose bodies contrasted drastically against the blood-stained snow. Then they approached the mountain-like corpse of the giant ogre slain by Zaan and Gogenanth—the ogre who had killed their comrade Xersha.

      Gildur and Xersha, the casualties of the rescue of the girl named Lily, whom none of them had met before. After regathering their supplies, Wollen and Zelestiana carried behind them the bodies of their slain friends on stretchers constructed of timber and canvas, the mutilated corpses covered with blankets. The ravens circled overhead as they made their way back to Barrier Cliff.
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      In the great hall of the headmaster’s tower, the stark blacks of the stone were less noticeable with the glowing, golden silk tapestries that covered the walls. Giant stained-glass windows in all shades of blues and golds lit the room with an angelic, warm glow. At least one hundred people sat tightly in the pews on each side of the aisle that led to the coffins of two deceased warriors and friends.

      Between the two closed caskets was Mäezer Palanzal, who hung his head as he waited for the murmurs of the crowd to die down. He lifted one of his aged, wrinkled hands and brought it down slowly, bringing the noise of the crowd down to an empty silence.

      “We are here today to remember and mourn the passing of two great people and warriors. Gildur Titanus the Crusader and Xersha D’len.” Mäezer Palanzal cleared his throat. “Excuse me.” He regained his composure. “Gildur will be best remembered for his devotion to his friends and the cause. Halen Ojiin.”

      “Halen Ojiin,” the seated audience uttered, making the walls seem to shake.

      “His passing will be greatly mourned by those who knew him best,” Palanzal said, as he went on about how much Gildur meant to him personally and how important he was to the cause. Zaan did not pay as much attention as he should have. Instead he tried to sneak glimpses of the girl Lily.

      Lily sat at the pew next to the one Zaan was in. He first noticed her hair; it was much curlier and wavier than it had been before, but he assumed her hair was probably just clean now. The girl sniffled and cried, but eventually Zaan caught a look at her face as she looked up at the caskets. She had clear, green eyes, freckled cheeks, and a fair complexion. Her face was smooth and perfect, he thought. Zaan looked away quickly as he felt her glance over at him, probably because he was staring at her unintentionally. She looked delicate and tiny sitting next to the tall and strong Zelestiana, who sat stone-faced, staring at the coffin of Gildur. Gar nudged Zaan’s arm. “Are you okay?” he whispered.

      “Yeah,” Zaan responded, and glanced over at Lily again. Then he looked back at Palanzal.

      “ . . .  And we remember Xersha, friend and partner to our comrade Wollen Forentooth.” Zaan looked around but could not find Wollen in the crowd. “She gave her life fighting to save the life of an innocent young woman. Songs should be sung about her sacrifice in the ages to come. Halen Ojiin,” Palanzal said.

      “Halen Ojiin,” the crowd repeated, this time louder than before.

      The ceremony lasted another half an hour and consisted of hymns and songs that were quite beautiful and somber. Once the funeral was over, sniffles and sobs filled the room. The pews emptied one at a time, from front to back, but the order became gradually disorganized. By the time Zaan’s aisle let out, the aisle next to his was being let out as well, and he found himself getting up at the same time as Lily. They met eyes, and she gave a smile.

      “Hi,” Zaan said, returning the smile.

      “Hi,” Lily replied, and looked down at her feet.

      On the way back from the battle with Reizenthrōgz and Angela Dragus the Righteous, there had been little talking. Zaan had not heard Lily say anything except “Yes” when she was asked if she was okay, or if she was hungry. Her voice was soft and innocent then, though she was probably in shock, Zaan thought.

      Lily walked next to Zaan down the aisle into the courtyard area in front of the tower. “How are you doing?” Zaan asked her once they were in the bright, midday sunlight.

      “All right, I guess. Frankly I’m not sure. I feel sort of . . .  numb,” she replied, then paused. “You?” she asked.

      “I’m okay, I guess.” He kicked a clump of ice at his feet.

      She looked over at a group conversing back at the open doors to the tower: Gogenanth, Zelestiana, Astor, Elindrill, Tilda, Gar, Major Gylem, and Mäezer Palanzal.

      “You want to go over?” Lily asked Zaan.

      “We probably should,” Zaan replied.

      They waded their way through the scores of people leaving the funeral to approach their friends huddled by the warmth of the great hall. The inside of the tower made the exterior of Barrier Cliff feel more inviting, more like home, Zaan thought.

      “Young lady, how are you?” Elindrill asked. She reached out and beckoned for Lily to embrace her.

      “I’m okay,” Lily said, while putting her arms around Elindrill.

      “I want you to know that what happened to the two resting inside here was not your fault. You must not feel responsible for their passing, nor for the loss of your family,” Elindrill said, and Lily began to cry. Elindrill held her tight. “Those who killed your family were evil. And Gildur and Xersha died fighting that same evil. They are heroes. It was the fault of those who wanted to harm you; it was not you.”

      Lily wiped her eyes and pulled herself away from Elindrill. “I want to say thank you to you all; for saving me.” The group lowered their heads, and Zaan followed the motion. “What’s next?”

      Palanzal gave a smile. “We would like for you to stay here, in Barrier Cliff.” Lily gave a confused look. “You have a gift that you may not even know you have. It is a sacred present, and it was the reason you were taken from your family. We can teach you to use it, and you will be safe here with us.”

      “Okay. I guess I don’t have anywhere else to go anyway.” She lowered her head, her soft, wavy hair dropping in front of her eyes. Zaan could feel Tilda’s glance fall on him.

      “Well, then, you have a lot to catch up on, and you could use some rest, I’m sure. Gar, would you show Lily back to her room?” Elindrill said.

      “Okay.” He bowed, then motioned to Lily in order to lead her away. Lily gave one last look at Zaan as she walked away. She was truly a beautiful young woman, he thought again.

      As Gar and Lily walked out of view and the crowd began dispersing, the group’s attention turned to Zaan.

      “Zaan,” Palanzal said. “I have heard from the others what happened. “I must say, we are happy you are okay, and, well . . .  we are all quite impressed.”

      “What you did was unworldly. I have never seen anything like it from someone new with the Azulūz,” Tilda said.

      “You defeated and helped kill one of the most notorious monsters in Essill,” Gogenanth said. “You are truly very powerful, and you saved us.”

      “I don’t know what I did. I just did what I was taught. I wasn’t even thinking, I just . . .  did it,” Zaan said.

      “Well, you are quite the young man,” Elindrill said, “and you will become a very powerful warrior.”

      “Where is Wollen?” Zaan asked. The group looked around at each other.

      “Wollen,” Astor said. “Once we got back, he gathered supplies and went off to look for proof of Angela Dragus the Righteous’s death.”

      “I doubt he will find such proof,” Gogenanth replied. “The witch is known for her tricks.”

      “Well, I hope she’s dead,” Zaan said, clenching his teeth.

      “Calm yourself, Zaan. There will be a time for vengeance, and justice,” Zelestiana said. “You will need much training and knowledge if you are to face a foe as powerful as her.”

      “I’m ready to learn. I want to see her dead,” Zaan said, his eyes and heart focused on those words.

      “Good. We will meet tomorrow for more training,” Zelestiana replied. “I heard of what you did to Reizenthrōgz, and I saw his body afterward. I am proud of you, and I know that with proper training, you will be able to do it again.”

      The group talked more about Gildur’s life and death, and about the Battle of Gildur and the Witch, as it was later known. They talked about Reizenthrōgz and how the witch had made an allegiance with such a villainous monster. Palanzal caught them up about happenings in Auracity and about how the king had been persuaded by Angela Dragus the Righteous to capture those who wielded the Azulūz. He told them about how Erolos, the captain of the king’s guard, had been sentenced to death, but was suddenly released and reinstated with the demise of Angela Dragus the Righteous. Palanzal told them how Lily’s family had been slaughtered completely.

      They all departed and split up in different groups, except for Zaan and Tilda.

      “Well, what do you think?” Tilda asked.

      “What do you mean?” Zaan responded, looking away, into the sky.

      “Is life outside of Fur-lol everything you thought it would be?”

      “I don’t even know how to begin to answer a question like that. I feel like I died and was born a completely different person, in a different world. Maybe I did die back in the Black Cave and this is all something else. It all feels real, but reality seems much more ambiguous . . .  if that makes sense.”

      “Listen. What you did back there really was incredible. You have grown strong.”

      He looked down at his feet, then up at Tilda. “I’m sorry about Gildur; I wish I could have been there, and done something.”

      “Don’t think like that. It would be three caskets back there if you had been there. Gildur was the strongest of all of us, except maybe Gogenanth, but he wouldn’t have been able to slay the witch either,” she said. “Hey, I’m going to meet up with the others at Folk’s Inn. Do you want to join?”

      “Maybe next time,” Zaan said. He looked away from her and back toward the tall peaks of the Cascades.

      “I understand.”

      “I’ll see you later,” Zaan said as he walked off in the direction of his room and bed, weary from sorrow and the long adventure they had had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The clear, white clouds slowly passed as Zaan watched them through the skylight above him. He lay back in bed and tried to clear his head. So much had happened in the months since he’d left home. He tried to remember what it felt like to lie in his old bed, in his old room in Fur-lol. He tried to remember what it was like to sit in the green vineyards with fresh grapes growing, and the warm sun and breeze on his face.

      He thought of Oscar when the dog was younger, when he would jump through the fields chasing moles, and catching a few. He would bring them back to Zaan, with the moles still whimpering, hanging from his mouth. Oscar wouldn’t kill them; he would just catch them and show them off to Zaan, his master.

      “Good boy,” Zaan would say to Oscar, and rub his head. Oscar would then drop the mole, and Zaan would take it out into the field and let it go, and hope for the best. Did those little moles live? he wondered. Did any other moles go to find them and nurse them back to health?

      Then Zaan thought about Lily, and he felt bad for her. It was difficult for him to imagine what she had seen and been through, losing her whole family. He thought of her like one of those stranded moles, injured and lying alone in a field. He thought then that he would help her, somehow. Whatever she needed, he would help her. After all, he had lost friends and had been through hard times since Fur-lol. He decided he would arrange a time to run into her the next day.

      A light knock came on his door. He saw the shadow of feet under the door, and then an envelope was slid through, and the feet disappeared. The bed creaked as Zaan swung his legs to the side and stood up to get the envelope. On the front side of the envelope was his mother’s handwriting.

      
        
        To Zaan Talabard

        Last known address: Room 3 Raven’s Roost

        13 W Harrow Way

        Auracity

      

      

      He went over and sat at the desk next to his bed. He slid a letter opener through the top of the envelope, then held it up to his nose and breathed in deeply. The letter smelled faintly of blueberry pie, bringing Zaan back to Fur-lol and when he was younger. His mother would make fresh blueberry pies for him and his sister, Emilisa. He opened the letter and read.

      

      My dear son Zaan,

      

      It has been months since we last heard from you. I hope this letter finds you well. Your father and I love you and miss you, and we hope you are healthy and happy. Things are good here in Fur-lol. It has been a light autumn and winter, and we even managed to get some early winter crops to grow up until last month.

      My heart aches to tell you that Oscar has passed. He died in his sleep last night. He had not been in great health the last month, but he passed without pain. We buried him under the cottonwood tree in the field. His grave is marked with a cross made of rosewood. Your father was very upset at Oscar’s passing. I’m planning on bringing home a puppy next week to surprise him with. I’m thinking of naming it Emi if it is a girl.

      I dearly hope you are okay, wherever you are. Please write to us when you get this. We will surely sleep more soundly knowing that you are okay. Your father is very proud of you for going out in the world. He brags about you to all of his friends whose kids are all married with their own children here in Fur-lol. You are becoming something of a legend here. The kids are even making up stories about you, calling you Zaan Talabard the Slaver Killer. We had a good laugh at that one.

      Anyway, we love you with all of our hearts and hope life has been kind.

      

      Take care, Son.

      Love,

      Your mother and father

      

      Zaan folded the letter back up and laid it squarely on the desk. “Oscar . . . ” He lowered his head, but did not cry. He only smiled and laughed. He thought of his old pal, and of the times they’d had together. His heart warmed knowing that Oscar had passed on with his parents surely caring very well for him until the end. The thought of him passing in his sleep without pain comforted him as well. “Good boy,” he said with a smile. “I’ll miss you old friend . . . ”

      He reached over for a clean sheet of paper and grabbed his quill and ink. He looked at the blank, outstretched sheet in front of him, inhaled deeply, and let out a sigh. He then began to write.

      

      Dear Mother and Father,

      

      All is well. I am up north in the town of Barrier Cliff, northeast of the Cascades and northwest of the Rion Sea. I can see the sea from my bedroom window. It is beautiful and calm from a distance, but when you get in, the current is actually quite strong. I briefly even saw the Great Sea, but was unable to enjoy it properly. I imagine it is something like this.

      As for me, things are good here. I have new friends and have had my fair share of adventures. I am safe, and again, I will have many stories to tell you when I return to Fur-lol someday. Life is so much bigger than I ever thought possible. Being here with these people, I feel different, and wiser. I now understand the stories you used to tell me, Dad. I can imagine telling stories of my own to people, but them not quite understanding what I am saying. Being in the middle of a story, it all comes and passes so quickly. All that is left is the memory of those that experienced it.

      As for Oscar, it makes me sad that he is gone, but I am glad you took care of him. I wish I could have been there with him in his final days, but I’m sure he was happy with you. Thanks for burying him there, under that cottonwood. That’s where I would have wanted him laid to rest. As for what you put in the letter to me, Mom, if it’s a boy, I would name it Gil, after a good friend of mine.

      I love you two very much and look forward to seeing your faces again someday soon. Until that day, know that I think of you often and miss you.

      Life sure is an adventure.

      

      Love always.

      Your son,

      Zaan

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      A single bell tolled, and it shook the foundations of the bloodstained bedrock under the sky of ash. A silver shimmer glowed in the heavy mist. “Armoz, my king.”

      A heavy grumble bellowed from a high throne embedded in the highest peak of the mountain. “Xelex, what news have you brought me of my prize?”

      Xelex, the Crooked Knight, brandishing an axe of flame, knelt, and from behind him an elegant figure emerged. Her silver hair and long red dress glowed in the gloom.

      “Great Lord Armoz,” she said as she gave an elegant bow.

      “Angela,” Armoz grumbled. His black, stiff beard crackled as he spoke.

      “Yes, my lord. These men have disrespected both you and our cause.” She gave a conniving smile. “If you allow me to return, I will . . . ”

      The words of Armoz the Devil King seemed to grow from the core of the volcano his throne was placed upon. “Silence.”

      The eyes of Angela Dragus the Righteous grew wet with fear, and she held up her arm to cover them.

      “Xelex,” Armoz called to his silver knight, who walked up and stood to the side of Angela Dragus the Righteous. “So these men think that they know the way of things, do they?” Xelex only nodded.

      “They believe their god will save them from me?” Armoz looked into the eyes of Angela Dragus the Righteous, and she fell to the ground groveling. “If they only knew the truth of their gods they would give up this foolish idolatry. Yet the truth is that their ideology must end.” Armoz’s eyes were engulfed in bright white flames.

      Armoz stared up at the black sky of ash. “It is time for the end of these men.” As he said this huge wings battered the smoke, and the deafening roar of a great beast echoed.

      “All things mortal end. This is the way things will and must always be.” Armoz the Devil King stood, towering above all else in this wasteland. “Xelex.”

      “Yes, my king.” Xelex straightened his crooked back at attention.

      “You, my faithful servant, must bring me my prize.” Armoz looked at the groveling Angela Dragus the Righteous. “Others have failed.” Armoz took in a deep breath, and the ground shook beneath their feet. “The light of the Azulūz will be mine. The world of these men must end.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Xelex said, and held up the axe of flame. The roar of thousands of souls rang out in the distance.

      
        
        The End
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      THE icicles had melted away to tiny, scattered dark pools. The clear, translucent beauty of them had turned to black sludge as it lay on the obsidian-colored stones of Barrier Cliff. Spring had arrived. Hopefully, with its fresh, warm air and soft, green grass, it’d bring with it a year of less turmoil for Zaan.

      Zaan’s life had changed much since the battle with Reizenthrōgz, but people had begun to take an extra step to move out of his way as he walked down the winding pathways of Barrier Cliff. It wasn’t a form of celebrity he enjoyed. People would avoid eye contact with him a lot of the time, and there were too many thanks and praises for his comfort.

      After having left his longtime home of Fur-lol to find something new for himself out in the lands of Essill, he found more than he’d hoped. The magical power of the Azulūz was given to him, and the last year he’d experienced some of the greatest highs and lows most could only imagine. He’d helped defeat Angela Dragus the Righteous and Reizenthrōgz the Great Northern Ogre, but Armoz, the Devil King, was still hunting those that shared Zaan’s powers.

      Along with his friends, he'd saved the girl Lily from the ogre and the sorceress but lost a couple of their friends in the battle. They brought Lily back to the safety of Barrier Cliff, and Zaan found himself a new hero of the people, though he didn’t like it.

      The thing that confused him about it was that he didn’t feel any different himself. After his captivity in the Black Cave, he had carried a sense of fearlessness, which was strange because he thought the opposite would be true. He remembered his time in the cave as truly terrible, but he did have weirdly fond memories of his conversations with Emilisa, his only sister.

      His sister had passed in a mysterious accident when they were both young. In the Black Cave, the best way he found to survive as a slave was to talk to his dead sister in the dark. It was the last time he’d seen her, as she felt real to him in the cave before he escaped.

      He also remembered the one thing that saved him, and many others, that were held there— his first murder. He never felt remorse for killing the red-haired guard, but he did feel angry that he was forced to kill at all. He knew that the red-haired guard had killed many others and deserved his fate. This was the same case as with the death of Reizenthrōgz. He had witnessed both of them kill right in front of him, which helped him in his fight with both of them separately, but something was growing in him. He was turning into something he feared his family wouldn’t recognize when, and if, he ever returned home.

      Zaan, with all that he’d gone through since he left his home, had begun to miss it. He remembered his adventurousness, and the strings he felt pulling him out into the world. It felt like it was experienced by a different person, ages ago. Fur-lol now seemed forever away from him, not only in distance, but in spirit. He would write and receive letters more frequently from his parents now that he had a stable address. The thought of the aroma of his father’s vanilla-scented tobacco was nostalgic to say the least. He dreamt of that meal his mother made him for Emilisa’s birthday the week before he left Fur-lol. The roasted chicken with those mouth-watering vegetables, fresh bread, and sweet-cream butter made him miss so many other similar moments there. The thought did cross his mind of going back home, and continuing life as it was back in the south, but he knew the truth— there was no going back. At least . . . not yet.

      His days now consisted of training with Zelestiana five days a week, his mentor in developing his powers. At night, he played with Gar, his best friend, as they enjoyed too many late nights at the local tavern. For the most part, he was happy, there was no denying that. He now had what he had longed for so long ago: purpose. Zaan’s life had direction, training was a bit like school, and he felt he had earned the respect of his mentor and teacher. It was something that made him feel proud.

      He had been doing so well, in fact, that Zelestiana had told Major Gylem, the commander of the city, about his progress. The Major offered to personally give Zaan fighting lessons because he felt Zaan was destined for something great. Zaan immediately accepted and was scheduled to start the following week.

      As for the Azulūz, a magical gift given from the forgotten gods to only a few, Zaan had begun to feel its presence more in his body. It was more prevalent then, and it could be summoned at a moment’s notice. He could not come close to moving anything as large as the fallen elm he'd toppled Reizenthrōgz, but the Azulūz would be there when he needed it. It made him feel strong, but he often reminded himself he didn’t own the Azulūz, it'd chosen him, and could leave him if it desired. He imagined that would feel a bit like what he briefly had with Tilda, a more mature woman he’d had feelings for; to have something overwhelmingly pleasurable and then to have it taken away, and to have nothing, the emptiness would be too much.

      Tilda and Zaan had grown more distant over the season. They were cordial but more formal since the funeral. Their conversations were short and predictable; it saddened him, as she’d denied their relationship because he reminded her of her lost husband. They would talk about their friends, ask how the other was doing, and then part ways. When the chance arose, Zaan would sneak a peek at her hair blowing in the wind when the whites of her eyes were hidden.

      Zaan was more interested in the new resident in Barrier Cliff, Lily, the girl they saved from the same people who hunted Zaan. She was shy and rarely seen. When too much time lapsed, Zaan would go seek her out, as he enjoyed their brief talks. She seemed to be drawn to the hills and the forest. He knew that she was to start training with one of the teachers soon, as she had yet to discover her Azulūz. Their conversations were more passionate and fun than the ones he shared with Tilda. When they talked, it was easy to get lost in the beauty of her eyes, the curves of her neck, or the color of her lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      THE waves of the sea crashed onto the shore below, and the sun lit the sky with brilliant reds and golds. He stood three paces in front of Zelestiana, his mentor, as they were in the middle of their lesson in the early morning. She towered over him, the muscles in her shoulders glistened in the early sun’s light. Her eyes grew blue, and the ocean behind her grew dark. Zaan began to sweat, his eyes burned and his fingers grew numb. He was attempting to lift an object he couldn’t see, and he didn’t know what it was.

      The lesson was to expand his abilities, and he had to feel for the object without touching it. Zelestiana told him it was between her hands, but he didn’t know the shape or size of the object. She was hiding it from view with her Azulūz. He focused, chanted faintly, and stared at the space between them. He felt a bead of sweat fall off his eyelash onto his cheek, and he tried to remember the smoke in the Black Cave, a trigger to his Azulūz, but he couldn’t tell if he was moving the object or not because he couldn’t see it.

      Eventually, he grew frustrated and turned his back to her with a sigh of frustration. “I give up, I don’t understand how this is possible. How do I even know if I moved it?”

      “You won’t at first. But I will,” Zelestiana responded, her long black hair glistening from the light of the bright early-day sun.

      “Well, what is it? What am I supposed to be moving?” he asked.

      Her eyes went back to their normal color and shape. Before her appeared a loaf of unshapely bread.

      “That’s it? I could move that in my sleep,” he said.

      “Maybe . . . but you couldn’t now, while awake, and with full focus,” she said, handing him the bread and putting her arms behind her back. “What would you do if you were blindfolded and captive in the Black Cave with what you know now? If you were there again, how long would it take to you escape from there? Minutes? But, if you were blindfolded, would you be as helpless as a child?”

      Zaan was calmer now, and this explanation rang clear in his mind. “I understand,” he said. This is infuriating, I know she’s right, but it just doesn’t seem possible. Am I just supposed to feel the bread? I’ve only used my power based on what I can see. I don’t feel like I’ll ever get this. “How do you think I’m going to learn this?”

      “I don’t know. That is for you to figure out over time. I do know that Gildur mastered this by the time he was your age,” she said as she looked out over the Rion Sea behind her. Somberness softened her lips as she spoke his name.

      “Can I try again?” Zaan asked.

      “We will try again tomorrow. Major Gylem has requested a meeting with you soon. Do you know where his station is?” she asked.

      “Yeah, he’s stationed at the front gate this afternoon, I believe. I’ll go there now.” He bowed to Zelestiana and started off in the direction of the front gate. She stood there, looking out into the vast open sky above the sea. Standing there for close to an hour after, watching the tide roll in, she thought of her lost friend Gildur.
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        * * *

      

      Zaan approached the heavy stone archway to the office of Major Gylem Hearthstone. He knocked twice on the oak door. “Come in,” could be heard coming from deep inside the dwelling.

      He opened the door and entered to reveal a sunlit room sparsely occupied by a few pieces of worn furniture and scattered papers. Major Gylem was not immediately visible. “Is that you Zaan?”

      “Yes, sir,” he responded.

      “Well . . . ” The Major turned around a corner to walk into the room, drying his hands with a towel, “How was your tutorial today with Zelestiana?”

      “It went well, I guess.”

      “Tell me about it,” the Major asked.

      The Major was shirtless, presumably from just bathing. He was quite short, and his chest and shoulders were covered with scars. There were thin, long cuts along his arms and bulky, gnarled scars along his sides and stomach. Zaan had never seen so many abrasions in his life. “I . . . couldn’t do the lesson today. The task today was too hard, I was supposed to move an object I couldn’t see. It seemed impossibly difficult.”

      “Gildur could’ve done it,” the Major said, picking up a green apple from the table next to him and taking a bite. “May Ojiin look over him.” Then he went into the next room and reappeared shortly wearing a weathered cotton shirt the color of fresh wheat.

      “Yes, I heard that he moved things that he couldn’t see,” Zaan said.

      “He really was the best of us . . . Gildur, you know,” the Major said. “Have you heard much of his rearing, and past?”

      “Not really, I guess, bits and pieces. I know he was a Crusader, like me. I assumed he was born in Auracity, but I’m not sure,” Zaan said.

      “You got one out of two right so far. He was a Crusader, like you.” The Major gave a short burst of laughter. “Take a seat, son, let an old soldier educate you about a great man.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      THE Major motioned for Zaan to sit at the table by the stained-glass window at the side of the room, closest to the old fireplace. The window was filled with deep blues and golds that reflected the colors on the maple-wooden floors of the room. The Major opened a bottle of light white wine. Zaan caught a hint of strawberries from the bottle. He poured Zaan a glass, poured one for himself, and began to tell of their friend.

      “Gildur Titanus was born of peasant means in one of the greatest cities in Essill, Vallenhalen. He was born in the time of the construction of some of its largest sweeping bridges. It was an age of great industry and prosperity— for some. His parents both worked building these bridges, and they were the ones who spent great time and energy while the wealthy sat and grew fat with their greed and sloth.”

      “His parents worked separate shifts, each taking time to raise their son. Until one day, Gildur’s father never came home. It was explained to Gildur as a young boy that his father was in a better place. This made little sense to him. He watched as his mother sat and cried for a long time. And years later, passed to what seemed to be grief and despair.”

      “Gildur began himself by working on the bridges at the age of eight. For years, he worked the dirtiest jobs available, the ones only a young boy could do. He was given the most remorseful and heinous job available at the time. He would crawl into the crevasses of the Iron Spider, which was what they used to call the insides of the iron bridges they built.”

      “So he would crawl into these dark, desolate places to retrieve lost limbs from unfortunate workers, or worse, the body itself. He gained the nickname ‘Little Dead Hands,’ which he hated. Usually when someone hates a nickname, the cruel make it stick.”

      “Little Dead Hands lived in squalor, in a tiny shack, if it could be called that. Until he was twelve, he worked and ate with few friends, and no relatives. There is a saying that some of the greatest men and women are born from great misfortune. Those four years indeed shaped his character and forged Gildur into a great man later on.”

      “One day when Little Dead Hands was going to retrieve a set of fingers high in one of the towers of a bridge, he lost his hold on the slick interior and began sliding down. As he did, his hands bled from scraping at the iron sides to stop his descent. A few of his fingernails even came off. Panic gripped the young boy, who knew there were no exit holes in the lower parts of the towers.”

      “That’s when he discovered it— the Azulūz. It had been born into him, a gift from the Forgotten Gods to an infant with the destiny to become a legend.”

      “He sat in the dark hole in a small crevasse of the tower. He couldn’t see. He had no food, and no water. At some point while he was stuck in that terror, he escaped. The story goes that he tore a hole with his bare hands through the iron, just big enough to breathe the fresh air. Sometime later, the hole ended up being big enough for Gildur to squeeze through.”

      “When word of this emerged in the ghettos of Vallenhalen, people were frightened by him. They threw stones at him and burned things in front of his hut— he was even beaten. So, he left Vallenhalen, the only home he ever knew.”

      “During his travels, he lived in Auracity for quite a time. He worked in some different mines but not like the one you did, Zaan. He was allowed to leave every day. Eventually, he did so well he was given work in a factory, mass producing items for soldiers and guards. He made things like boots and gloves, which taught him the basics that would someday produce his own forge.”

      “All the while, he trained himself to use the Azulūz to great benefit. Stories ran around the cities where he lived of people being saved by an invisible force; sometimes they described an angelic blue glow of things being pulled off of them to free them, and such. There was even a story of a flying house that garnered attention from the kings themselves.”

      “He didn’t know the identity of his power or its origins until he met Mäezer Palanzal. They met on the road on the eastern plains of Essill. They were traveling in the same direction, both on foot, so they traveled together for a time and became friends. They met while Gildur was still a young man, around eighteen, and while Palanzal was quite old. This may have been coincidence or Palanzal may have sought him out, hearing of the angelic ghost saving people.”

      “Palanzal gave Gildur the training and direction he needed to wield his powers and, unintentionally, acted as a father figure to Gildur— something Gildur had not had in a long, long time. Years later, they went to Barrier Cliff, a long ago abandoned city, and they rebuilt this fortress together. They trained some very powerful and important people, and they gave a name to the coalition here: The Order of the Azulūz.”

      “Together, Gildur and the Order saved people, gave them shelter, and trained them to use their powers, or just gave them a safe home. They went off on crusades out west, into the Bolgivish Desert and to the northernmost parts of Essill, saving people from Armoz the Devil King and his vast reach.”

      “His stories ended with the Battle of Gildur and the Witch.”
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      “THAT’S how you give an embarrassingly insufficient story of the life of a great man like Gildur,” the Major said, as he let out another puff of a loud single laugh.

      “Wow. I had no idea,” Zaan said. In the time he knew Gildur, he’d seen him as, not only a friend, but the most courageous person he’d ever known. He was the one who killed Angela Dragus the Righteous. Such a sad life he came from. It seems like the more I learn of these lands, the more horror and pain I find in it. “How’d you guys meet?”

      The Major let out a singular laugh, “We didn’t get along so well at first, actually.” He pulled down this shirt to reveal a scar on his shoulder, which was bulbous and stiff. “We butted heads a bit.”

      “Really? That’s funny. He doesn’t sound like the type of guy you would want to mess with. But, I guess, neither are you,” Zaan said, looking at the scar on the Major’s shoulder. “What did you guys argue about?”

      “I bet you can guess,” he said. He gave a sly wink with his beady eye. “Go ahead.”

      Zaan thought, why in the world would he want to fight somebody like the Major or Gildur? The most rational thing that came to his mind was . . . “A girl?”

      “Ha,” the Major laughed. “You nailed it.” He looked up at the rafters in the ceiling above them and eyed a corner littered with cobwebs. “She was quite a girl.” Then he let out a gruff clearing of his throat and seemed to snap back into the moment. “But that was a long time ago. A lifetime ago.”

      “Who was she?”

      “Ask me again another time. For today, let us talk about you,” the Major said as he sat at the small oak table in the corner of the room. He pulled a dark, curled pipe from the drawer underneath the windowsill and lit the musty tobacco produced from his front shirt pocket. He took a deep pull from it, as deep as Zaan had seen anyone inhale before, and he left out a powerful plume of smoke. Zaan breathed in the remnants as they floated towards him. His eyes watered slightly, and he felt his body yearn to sit. He then took a seat next to the Major. “So what is happening in the world of the Great Northern Ogre Slayer?” This was another one of the nicknames Zaan had been given, not that he enjoyed it. Technically, it was his friend Gogenanth who killed the monster.

      “Things are fine. I just really would like to keep growing. I would like to learn from you— how to fight in particular, like you offered,” Zaan said.

      “Yes, like I had offered. You know, after what you did with Reizenthrōgz, perhaps you should be teaching me how to fight.” A smile came across his face, and he let out another plume of smoke. “But yes, I can teach you the principles of hand-to-hand combat and weaponry.” He looked down at where Zaan’s sword would have been if he had been carrying it. “What weapon would you like to learn how to use most?”

      Zaan thought for a moment; he had basic swordplay instructions given to him at Gildur’s armory by some of the people down in Auracity. “I do like the slaver’s sword I have.”

      “Aye, that’s a good sword, good length and weight, good for learning. Let’s start with that.” He looked at Zaan, as if looking into him, “Yes, I think a sword is a good place to start.”
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      HE heard a loud pounding at the door and it startled him awake. With a loud crash, the door suddenly flung open inward. “Want to play Zantzi?” his friend Gar asked eagerly.

      “Whoa, calm down. What’s got into you, Gar?” Zaan asked, as he leaned up in his bed. “What time is it?” The sun was just beginning to peek over the windowsill of Zaan’s small one-bed room. He wiped the sleep out of the corners of his eyes.

      “Come on, it’s beautiful out! Who cares what time it is?”

      “What I mean is, I have a bunch of appointments today. Do you know what time it is?” Zaan asked again, standing and pulling up a pair of tattered cotton pants.

      “I’d say it’s around seven, I guess, looking at the sun on the horizon.” Gar looked at the Zantzi ball in his hands. “So, I guess that’s a no?” Gar asked.

      “I want to, although it may still be a bit early. I have to meet up with Zelestiana, and then Palanzal today. I might be done around supper though.” Zaan motioned for Gar to throw him the ball, which he did. You got enough people to play this time in the morning? Or were you trying to get a two-person game going? You know that is never as good,” he said as he threw the ball back into Gar’s hands.

      “I got three people. I was hoping you’d be the fourth, but big surprise, you have plans with your girlfriend.” He threw the ball harder at Zaan this time, yet playfully.

      “My girlfriend.” Zaan laughed. He’s joking because I spend so much time with my teacher. He’ll understand if he ever gets these powers. “That would be something; the classic teacher-student forbidden romance. Except she would probably crush me if she even gave me a hug, and she’s probably the jealous type.” They both gave a quick laugh. “Who did you get to play?”

      “I got that kid Stave to play. I hear he’s pretty good, and I got Lily to join too. She has to play before her meeting with her instructor— that’s why we are playing so early.” Gar wasn’t blind to the way Zaan perked up when he mentioned her name. “But if you’re too busy . . .”

      “I . . . I can’t. If I were late again to see Zelestiana, she might not teach me anymore,” Zaan said, as he tucked his shirt into his pants. “Damn, really, you got Lily to play? I’m surprised you even found her.”

      “Actually, we eat lunch almost every day together now,” Gar said.

      “What? Really? I must be working too much. How long has this been going on?” Zaan asked. How had he never told me before? I hardly get to see her.

      “A little more than a week now. We meet up with Stave at noon every day, eat, and share a bottle of wine. I would’ve invited you, but I figured you would have just told me you were busy.”

      “Yeah, well you assumed right, sorry to say. Who is Stave?” Zaan asked, as he picked up his slaver’s sword with the tiger’s head hilt, slid it into its sheath, and tied its harness around his waist.

      “He’s a guy I met a couple of weeks back. He’s actually pretty great; you’ll meet him soon I’m sure. You know what? Why don’t we all meet up for dinner tonight?” Gar asked. He seemed surprised that he hadn’t thought of the idea before.

      “Okay, yeah. I’ll get ahold of you after I see Mäezer Palanzal later,” Zaan said, and hopefully get to see her as well.

      “Great, I’ll see if Lily and Stave can come. Bring your own wine. I don’t want you drinking all of ours.” Gar gave Zaan a wry smile.

      “What kind of wine does Lily like?” Zaan asked, struggling to hide a curious smile.
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        * * *

      

      “What did you say?” Zelestiana asked as Zaan opened his eyes to see her with arms outstretched, three upright identical swords hovering in front of her. The challenge was to tell which of the three swords was real, as two were illusions created by her.

      “Huh? Sorry,” Zaan asked, dazed.

      “You said something, what did you say?” Zelestiana asked again, irritation lined her words.

      “I don’t remember. Sorry, Zelestiana,” Zaan said, closing his eyes and concentrating.

      “Continue then,” she sighed.

      “It is the one on the . . . in the . . . center?” He opened his eyes to see a disappointed look on his mentor’s face, “Which one was it?”

      “It was the one on your right.”

      “Damn,” he grumbled, “the only way I’m going to get it, is by guessing.”

      “Zaan, this is important, and we are going to keep at it until it finds you. For you to grow, you need to be able to feel the Azulūz, not just move things you see with your eyes.” She grabbed the sword from the air and held it out in front of her. The other two swords dissolved into blue vapors. “An arm wields a sword, the mind controls the arm, the body houses the mind. The Azulūz is in all of these, and when mastered can make you a force to be reckoned with. It is a part of you. It is like learning to read; I can teach you the rules, but it takes practice.”

      “I get it, but it’s so frustrating. I remember how I felt when I moved that stick from your hand all of those months ago, and now I can move boulders half my size, but I can’t get this,” he said, shaking his head.

      “So what? You are going to quit because you are frustrated?” Zelestiana asked. “You have to move past your frustration, and clear your mind. Clarity brings focus. All strong emotions can be used to some advantage, if known how to convert negative energy into positive. But that is a lesson for another day.” She turned to look up Headmaster Tower. “Think about the things you have learned today, we will meet again tomorrow morning.”

      “I guess it’s time to go see Mäezer Palanzal, isn’t it?” He bowed to Zelestiana, who bowed back, “Are you coming?”

      “No, he wishes to speak with you privately. He specifically requested you bring the red stone with you.” Bring the red stone I found in the Black Cave again? It seems like every other day he’s asking to see it, oh well, he’s the headmaster.

      “Oh, okay,” Zaan responded, and started towards the tower. “See you tomorrow.”
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      ZAAN knocked at the iron entrance gate to the great Headmaster Tower, its high peak illuminating the sky with its great white light. Zaan heard the echo float throughout the interior of the tall, cylindrical building from the knock. The door opened with a loud, squealing creak. Palanzal himself was standing there to greet Zaan. He bowed slightly and waved for Zaan to come in. Zaan bowed low back and walked into the dimly lit interior of the majestic tower.

      “Hello, young Zaan, how do you do?” Palanzal asked. He was wearing an extravagantly long dark- blue robe that slid on the ground behind him.

      “I- I’m fine. Thank you. How are you?” Zaan said.

      “Fine, just fine. Please, walk with me,” Palanzal said as they walked past the blue torches shedding their light onto the black stone walls of the main entrance to the tower. They began to ascend the stairway that curved like a coiled snake all the way up to the top of the tower, and to Palanzal’s study.

      As they ascended the main stairway, which Zaan had seen but never taken, he noticed how dangerous it was. There was nothing to hold onto, except the slick stone walls, and the staircase itself was barely as wide as Zaan. There is no way Gogenanth could climb this, he is too large.

      About half way up the winding stair, Zaan looked down to the entrance below, the blue torches looked more like matchsticks then. He wanted to ask Palanzal a question, any question, first of all to end the silence, and secondly, to know why they were taking this stairway. The other stairways in the side chambers were much safer and had windows to look out with great views of the surrounding areas beyond Barrier Cliff.

      Finally, Palanzal broke the silence, “Do you know the history of Essill, and the history or Barrier Cliff, Zaan Talabard the Crusader?” He didn’t stop walking, nor did he look at Zaan.

      “Sir, I learned a bit about both places in my studies in Fur-lol. Yes, I know a bit about the history of our continent, Essill, but not nearly enough. Gar educated me quite a bit about Barrier Cliff recently,” Zaan responded, hoping his response was pleasing to the head figure of Barrier Cliff.

      “Ah, good point, who does know very much about the history or Essill? I doubt that even one percent of the history of Essill is written down. So much can and does happen in the span of time, few care to record the everyday beautiful things that pass, we tend to record the horrific and dreadful.” He turned to Zaan then, and gave a big grin, showing his yellowing teeth.

      “Barrier Cliff, however, has a more specific and condensed history. Tell me, Zaan, what do you know of this place?” Palanzal asked, still climbing the long staircase, which seemed to narrow the higher they got.

      “I know it was first used as a fortress to fight off any who attempted to sail from the east, then eventually became a haven that harbored refugees and migrants from that same place,” he said.

      “Very good. That is indeed why it was constructed, and what it became,” Palanzal said. “What else do you know?”

      “Riverend the Dragon Master.”

      “Ah, that is the one story everyone should and does know about Barrier Cliff. It is actually quite an exciting tale. Tell me, Zaan, do you believe the tale of Riverend and his fifty dragons to be true?” Palanzal asked, as he climbed the final stair and walked over to his office door, opening it inward to reveal the mahogany desk that Zaan remembered from the last time he was there. Zelestiana and Palanzal had scolded him for the incident with Harry Kimble’s house. Palanzal went over and sat behind his desk, took a deep breath, pulled out a dark tar-like substance, placed it in the back corner of his mouth, and began to chew on it. “Would you like some?” Zaan politely shook his head.

      “The story of Riverend, do you believe it?” Palanzal asked, as he straightened his neck out, and it cracked in five places. As he chewed the black tar substance, Zaan caught a whiff of sarsaparilla from the pungent thick substance being swished around the old man’s mouth.

      “I, uh, hadn’t really thought of it. It is a good story, I just assumed it was an exaggerated tale. I, myself, have never seen a dragon, or met anyone who has seen one,” Zaan said.

      “You raise a good point. If you haven’t seen something, what would lead you to believe it exists? Anyway, that is beside the point. So, do you assume it is true, at least partly?” Palanzal asked.

      “I think it happened— at least parts of the story. After all, I didn’t believe in ogres until I saw one,” Zaan said. What else is the world harboring that I don’t know about? Surely there are more magical, wondrous, and terrible things out there.

      A slight glint was noticeable in Palanzal’s eye. After a moment, he said, “You speak of Reizenthrōgz.”

      “Yes.”

      Palanzal stood up and walked over to the window, which was a clear, old window, framed by smaller, intricate stained glass. He stood there and looked out at the Rion Sea. He spat the tarish wad into his hand and threw it into the receptacle by his desk. “You know Zaan, when Gildur described to me who was accompanying Angela Dragus the Righteous and the young girl Lily, I was quite concerned, indeed I was.”

      “Gildur described the ogre to me, and as I searched through my library, to see who this monster was, there were pages upon pages on the history of the Great Northern Ogre. There was a part of me that was worried that none of you would return from an encounter with Reizenthrōgz.” Palanzal paused, and hung his head in his hand for a moment, then sprung back up and looked at Zaan, “But you certainly proved me wrong, didn’t you, Zaan?”

      Zaan looked curiously at the old man, who seemed now, energetic for his elderly age. The headmaster was an eccentric character who at times seemed playful, and oftentimes obsessive, especially went it came to Zaan’s powers and the red stone he found.

      “That is one reason I brought you here to speak with me on this fine day. Tell me about your encounter with the ogre, not only for my curiosity, but so I may record it for history purposes, with your approval of course,” Palanzal said.

      “That’s fine.” Zaan sat, relaxed back into the comfortable, leather chair.

      “Would you like anything? Tobacco, wine, water?” Palanzal asked, as he sat into his chair and pulled out freshly smelling papyrus, quill and ink at the ready.

      “I’m fine, thanks. It’s kinda hard to describe what happened, though. It all happened so fast,” Zaan said, scratching his eyebrow as he tried to remember the traumatic events of the battle with an ogre. He brushed his black hair back from hanging in front of his eyes.

      “It’s okay, just start wherever you want, maybe when you started chanting to focus your Azulūz,” Palanzal said.

      “I remember feeling vulnerable, and desperate, but determined,” Zaan said. “My friends were in trouble, and I did the only thing I thought I could do to help: I tried to use my Azulūz, I didn’t really even focus on that fallen tree, that just happened.” Palanzal sat hunched over at his desk, scribbling wildly.

      “When I try to do something I haven’t done before, and I find it difficult with my Azulūz, I think back to when I was in the Black Cave, and the night I first used it. I try to remember the smoke from the torches.” Zaan sat up slightly in his seat. “There was something weird about that battle with Reizenthrōgz. It was especially hard to focus, and it was difficult to keep the chant going. I’ve never felt that before.” Palanzal stopped scribbling and looked up at Zaan.

      “What was it? What was it that made you feel unfocused?” Palanzal asked.

      “When Xersha was . . . when she was killed. It was hard to concentrate, but there were so many people . . .  screaming all around me, that is probably why,” Zaan said.

      “Hmmm, that does make sense. Can you think of anything else that would have caused your lack of concentration?” Palanzal leaned in almost unnoticeably.

      “Well, there was a lot of . . . blood. I’ve never seen so much in my life, I don’t think,” Zaan said.

      Palanzal ran his hand over his head and down to his chin. “I don’t believe it. You really are a miraculous young man.”

      “I’m sorry, what do mean, Mäezer Palanzal?” Zaan asked.

      “Do you remember the last time you came to meet me here in this office?” Palanzal asked.

      “Yeah. You and Zelestiana talked to me about what I did, that I shouldn’t have done, and you gave me an evaluation.”

      “I asked you then if you noticed anything that caused your Azulūz to weaken, and now we have it,” Palanzal said.

      “Blood?” Zaan asked.

      “Blood!” Palanzal said excitedly.

      Zaan sat there for a moment, and then came up with the courage to finally ask what had been running through his head. “Excuse me, Mäezer Palanzal, but why are you so excited about that? Isn’t that a bad thing?” He didn’t like the thought of having any weakness.

      “Well, yes, it is. But, that fact that you were able to work past it is exciting.” Palanzal seemed to relax, and gather that Zaan was confused and even concerned now. “You see, Zaan, all of us who wield the Azulūz are susceptible to something that weakens our powers. Blood, you see, is one of the most powerful of our weaknesses.” Palanzal saw in Zaan’s expression that he was even more concerned now. “Zaan, the important point I’m trying to make is that you were strong enough in that moment to push through one of our greatest weaknesses and defeat a great and powerful enemy. You pushed through the weakness of blood and killed Reizenthrōgz! Don’t you see the beauty in it?”

      “I only kinda killed him. Gogenanth killed him.”

      “Yes, that is what I heard.” Palanzal set down his quill, “Listen Zaan, we must communicate this new information to Zelestiana. This has to become a part of your training: how to work through blood.”

      Palanzal saw concern and weariness still written on Zaan’s face, so he decided to change the subject. “There is another reason I asked you come to my study, Zaan. Did Zelestiana tell you?”

      “Yes, the red stone.”

      “Did you bring it?” Palanzal asked. Zaan reached into his shirt pocket, dug in deep into the very bottom, and produced the shining-red, perfectly-cut stone. He held it out for Palanzal, who grabbed it with three fingers and put it in the palm of his other hand. “Curious. Why is this stone so important? And why can’t I find anything written on such a stone? Curious . . . ”

      Zaan sat looking out the window at the Rion Sea and the tide washing out, thinking about his dinner date with his best friend, Gar, and the new girl in town, Lily, and a new guy named Stave.

      Palanzal sat there for another twenty minutes, peering at the stone in the sunlight, rolling it around on his table. He sketched it and even bit down on it once. Time seemed to drag on for Zaan. Finally, he broke the silence, “Mäezer Palanzal, how much longer do you require of me?”

      “Oh, Zaan, I forgot you were there. Sorry, you may go,” Palanzal went back to studying the stone.

      Another moment passed, “Can I have my stone back?” Zaan asked.

      “Oh yes, I’m sorry, my son,” Palanzal said as he lifted the stone off of the desk and dropped it into Zaan’s open palm. On the way out of Palanzal’s study, Zaan made sure to wipe the stone off with the bottom of shirt before he put it back in his breast pocket.
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      “SO where are we going?” Zaan asked Gar as they walked through the dark streets of Barrier Cliff. The scattered blue torches glowed dimly under the star-filled night sky.

      “We are going to Stave’s to have a drink, and then to Folk’s Inn to meet up with Lily,” Gar said. “Watch this.” He stopped in the alley and pulled out a dagger six inches in length with a strange bronze tint Zaan had never seen, yet looked brand new.

      “That’s a nice dagger. Who’d you steal it from?” Zaan asked.

      “Haha. You are excruciatingly funny. The Major gave it to me,” Gar said. “He offered to train me with weapons, too.”

      “Did he ask you what you wanted to learn first?” Zaan asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “What did you say? I doubt you said the dagger,” Zaan laughed.

      “I told him I wanted to learn them all. But he told me a good way to start is to learn stealth tactics first. But we’re going to work with swords too,” Gar said.

      “That’s an interesting idea. I’m guessing he thinks you’ll need to be stealthy. He probably thinks you’re smart because you read so many books,” Zaan said.

      “What does that mean?” Gar asked defensively.

      “Nothing bad. It’s just that more educated folk can usually avoid a fight, or seem more non-threatening. So stealth would be a good trait to have,” Zaan said, raising his hands chest level and shrugging his shoulders.

      “It’s like everything you are saying right now is to cover up that you think learning to use a dagger is worthless,” Gar responded with a laugh. “But you are not going to make me feel bad about it. I’m going to learn everything there is to know about it.”

      “Alright, well don’t blame me when you pull that out later, after you’ve had too much to drink, and I pull out a real sword,” he said, as he flashed a bit of steel from his slaver’s sword.

      “Well, let all tremble in fear at Zaan Talabard, the giant-killer. Looking into his eyes alone is enough to turn you to stone, or bore you to death. Us regular folk down here aren’t worthy of thine presence,” Gar yelled, into the alley, as if he were proclaiming it to the world.

      “Alright, enough, I get it. Where does Stave live anyway?” he asked, trying to change the conversation.

      “Hey, come on in Gar. You must be Zaan, the one everyone is so interested in?” Stave said as he opened the door, candles lit the inside of his place.

      Stave Gentry, at first impression, seemed clean-cut and well dressed. His clothes seemed to fit well, as if careful consideration was given to each of them. The leather shoes he wore were without a speck of dirt, and his brow length dark-brown hair was highlighted against his lightly sun-touched skin. Once his door was opened, Zaan caught a subtle smell of frankincense from inside his home.

      “This is the Zaan Talabard. Don’t piss him off or he will turn you into a pig,” Gar said.

      “Ah, it never gets old. You really are funny, Gar. You could make a great jester somewhere, someday,” Zaan said. “Anyways, nice to meet you, Stave.”

      “Nice to meet you. You want something to drink, or some water?” Stave asked and walked into his kitchen.

      “I’ll have whatever you guys are having.” Zaan walked and took a seat in a chair by the main table. It was a unique wood Zaan had never seen, and the room was well lit with hints of candle smoke wafting in the air. “Nice place, I don’t even think I’ve been over to this side of town before.”

      Stave’s voice answered from the kitchen, “Yeah, this side of town can be pretty surprising. They just put me in this place, but I like it. I often go out in the morning and look out into the forest.” He came out with a couple of mugs of ale.

      Zaan took a sip. “This is good. It doesn’t taste like any of the ales from Folk’s Inn. Whoa, and it’s pretty strong.” His eyes watered, and he choked down his first taste.

      “Stave gets this delivered to him from his hometown,” Gar said.

      “Sorry, should have warned you,” Stave said with a smile. “I guess I forget how intense it can be at first.”

      “It’s okay, it is good, once you know what to expect,” Zaan said, after swallowing a second gulp of the cool, semi-thick ale. “So where is your hometown?”

      “Dillengrad,” Stave said, as he began neatly stacking the various books scattered on the small table in front of them.

      “Dillengrad. That’s interesting,” Gar said, “I didn’t know you were from there.” Stave didn’t reply, but kept organizing. “What’s it like there?”

      Stave polished off the last bit of ale from his mug, “Anyone care for another?”

      “Sure, I’ll take one,” Zaan said, taking the last swallow before Stave took the empty mug.

      “I’m okay for now,” Gar said, and Stave went to the kitchen to, presumably, pour more ale.

      Gar looked at Zaan with a curious upturned eyebrow. “Did I say something?” Zaan shrugged his shoulders.

      Stave came back in the room. “Well, let’s polish these off and meet up with Lily.”

      “Sounds good,” Zaan said. The room sat uncomfortably silent for the next few moments.

      “Zaan, you mind if I ask you a question,” Stave said breaking the silence. “I’m positive you are tired of people asking you bothersome questions but . . .”

      “No, it’s okay. What’s your question?” Zaan responded.

      “What was going through your head when you were fighting that ogre? I’ve heard the story a dozen different ways. Were you scared? I mean, after you escaped the Black Cave, and only a few weeks later being in a battle like that. I can’t imagine.”

      “Well . . . I just did what felt right at the time,” he said. He could tell Stave was sitting in attention waiting for more, even Gar sat in anticipation. “You see, if there is one thing I’ve learned through this whole mess it is that when it comes time to do something, I mean, actually do something, there isn’t really a question in your mind about whether to do it or not. Instinct kicks in and takes over. I feel like anyone in my shoes would have done the same thing.”

      “You might not give people enough credit.” Gar laughed and swallowed the last of his ale. “Most people would have been scared stiff at the sight of Reizenthrōgz, and for good reason!”

      “You’re right, Gar, but people don’t understand I’m talking about life and death. Anybody would do anything they could to save a friend or family member, right?” Zaan said, twirling the foam in his mug with his index finger. “It does change you though.”

      “Hmm, well I certainly feel privileged to have such a celebrity in my humble abode,” Stave said.

      Zaan let his dark hair fall in front of his eyes, shook his head, and let out a sigh. “I’m no celebrity.”

      Gar looked at Zaan’s humbleness. “He doesn’t really care for talk like that.”

      Stave replied, “Sorry.”

      “I’m fine, it’s just a little bothersome that people talk about me like I’m a great warrior like Gildur or something. The truth is I can barely use a sword.”

      Gar stood up quickly and unsheathed his shiny, new dagger. “Ha, I’ve caught him off guard— Zaan Talabard the Swordless.”

      “Okay, let’s get going before you two both start playing with your swords in the house,” Stave said.
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      THE three of them approached the warm exterior to Folk’s Inn. The air was brisk but felt warm compared to the recent wintry months prior. It was early in the evening and the moon hung in the sky, hovering over the peaks of the mountains to the west.

      A warm feeling welled up in Zaan’s stomach as each footstep brought him closer to the welcoming presence of Folk’s Inn. He was the first to open the swinging door to the interior of Folk’s and his eyes darted back and forth scanning for the curly, golden locks of Lily’s hair. His eyes rested on a patron at the bar with blond curly hair, but it wasn’t Lily. He looked back at Gar and Stave, who were pulling up chairs to a table behind him. Zaan went over and pulled up a chair himself. A warm fired popped and crackled in the corner of the room, and the room bustled with its loud clientele.

      “I guess she’s running late,” Stave said. “We should go ahead without her.”

      Hours later, after a couple drinks too many, Zaan reached into his empty pocket and pulled out six slits of change. “Well, I guess that’s it. Show’s over.”

      “What? We just got here. What are you talking about? You want to go home?” Gar asked, as he reached into his pockets. A surprised look came over his face, as he pulled out his pockets and a few coins scattered and rolled across the floor. “We could always start a tab.”

      “How long have we been sitting here? I need to get some fresh air,” Stave said, as he stood up and stretched his arms out wide. He walked over to the swinging front door and a gush of cool spring air came in as he left.

      “How you doing, Zaan? You seem kind of distracted tonight,” Gar asked as he motioned for the barkeep.

      “I'm fine,” Zaan responded. He was feeling disappointed about not getting to talk with Lily.

      “Okay,” Gar said. He had a tone of disbelief in his voice. The barkeep came over and laid three beers on the table and took the empty glasses. “You can put them on my tab.” The barkeep gave Gar an inquisitive eye and left the table with a subtle groan.

      “They love me here. Don’t pay any attention to that,” Gar said. “So, what do you think of Stave? He fits in pretty well, huh?”

      “Yeah, I’m really curious about the Dillengrad thing though. I wonder why he didn’t want to talk about it.” Zaan said.

      “Me too, but I’m trying not to assume anything. He’ll probably tell us about it sometime. I do hope it’s nothing bad. Maybe he was an assassin but got caught and is on the run from King Manice Mordoth. That old man is known for his temper,” Gar said. His eyes grew, and he leaned towards Zaan with this last statement. “Maybe he’s got a bounty on his head . . .”

      “Trying not to assume, huh? Well, maybe he’s the runaway bastard son of the king but ran up debts so high even the crown couldn’t pay them off,” Zaan replied.

      “Ha, we may be in the presence of royalty. He should probably get the next round then,” Gar said.

      A cool breeze entered the room once more, and a glimmer of gold lit the entrance of Folk’s Inn. Zaan looked over and saw Stave walking back towards them. She was behind him. “Look what I found,” Stave said.

      Lily elegantly strode through the room. Her skirt hardly swayed as she came over. Stave motioned for the barkeep, who was already en route. The barkeep brought over a chair from another table and pulled it out for her as she sat. He helped push in the chair after.

      “Young lady, what can I get you?” he asked.

      “The usual please,” she responded softly, and the barkeep went off. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s okay. We’ve been having a good time. Lily, you know Zaan, right?” Stave said, waving a hand towards Zaan, who peered thoughtfully into her everest-green eyes. Zaan got lost looking into their unnatural mossy color.

      “Yeah, we’ve met a couple of times. Anyway, everyone knows Zaan here.” Lily gave a slight laugh. Zaan’s cheeks began to flush. “Not to mention, he helped save me.” He lowered his head to her.

      The barkeep laid a glass of rose-colored wine for Lily, who held it up for the others. “To health,” she said.

      The three boys followed suit. “To health!” they said, and took a drink.

      “What have you three been talking about?” Lily asked as she took another sip of the floral wine. It left a rose ring on the front of her lips.

      “I have absolutely no idea,” Gar said laughing. “Nothing worth remembering or repeating anyway. Sorry, guys.” They all gave a quick laugh.

      “You’re probably right,” Stave said and took a sip of his ale. Zaan followed suit. “Lily, what were you doing to make you so late? And what were you doing walking around at night by yourself?”

      “You worried about me walking around by myself? That’s silly. Who doesn’t feel safe here in Barrier Cliff?” she said.

      “I guess you’re right,” Stave said. “But . . . what were you doing?”

      “I am sorry I was late, I got caught up in something,” she said.

      “Very mysterious. Let me guess, you found some of the hidden pathways throughout the city and got lost,” Gar said. She gave a brief laugh at that.

      “No, nothing like that,” she said, as Gar reached over and pulled a small twig from her hair. He held it out in front of her, for her to see.

      “What?” she asked defensively, yet playfully.

      “Nothing,” he responded, and sat back and took a sip of his ale. It left a foamy residue on his short mustache.

      “So, Lily . . .” Zaan started, and everyone placed their gaze upon him. “Have you started training with anyone here? To work with your Azulūz?”

      “No, not yet. Palanzal and Elindrill did tell me I would start soon. I think they are trying to find who is going to train me,” she responded. “Right now, I’ve just been meeting with Elindrill daily.” I wonder who they’ll pick? Zelestiana? Astor? Or someone else?

      “Do you have any idea what you can do yet?” Stave asked.

      “No, not yet. I kind of hope it’s a mistake and that I don’t have anything special like that. I’d rather remain normal like you boys,” she said. Zaan expected some sort of humor with this statement, and he expected to laugh, but it came out almost somberly. “I don’t want to ever see things that dreadful ever again.”

      Stave reached over and put his hand on Lily’s. “It’s going to be alright, Lily. You’re safe here with us.” She took her hand away and wiped a tear from her eye.

      “I’m sorry—” she said with a quivering lip, and as quickly as she arrived, she ran out the door back into the dark alleys of black rock.

      The three of them sat there in silence, not needing to speak. Zaan wondered about the origin of her Azulūz, and at what cost she had acquired it. She hadn’t spoken openly with them yet about her family, but they all knew what had happened. He took a drink of his ale and thought of Oscar.
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      “HE was shorter than that,” Gogenanth said to his friends, as they sat in the main courtyard of Barrier Cliff drinking dark wine. The courtyard was lively with fresh-smelling flowers of a dozen varietals along the black stones.

      “I don’t know. He may have been that tall at one time, although it makes sense they would make him look bigger than a normal person,” Astor said, and then stood up next to the monument of Gildur that had just been built in the courtyard. He put his hand up to the top of his head, which showed he fell close to two heads shorter than the statue of Gildur. Tilda and Gogenanth laughed.

      “Maybe you are just shorter than you used to be,” Gogenanth said.

      “Now that you say it, Gogenanth, yes, I think you are shrinking, Astor,” Tilda said, not trying to hide her smile. Astor lifted his palms as if giving up and went and sat back down. “Oh, come now, we were just playing with you.”

      “I think we found a sore spot,” Gogenanth said. He took a sip of wine, and his widow’s peak and dark eyes reflected the sunlight.

      Tilda sat cross-legged and her back was straight. Her blond braids laid across her tattoo of the sword, dragon, and anvil that crept out of her sleeve. “He’s okay, he’s a big man.”

      “Okay, everyone has had their fun, feel free to move the conversation along at any time you wish,” Astor said, his emerald-green eyes peered at the statue of Gildur. “What does that mean at the bottom? What does it say . . . Per u sorv . . . ?”

      “It says, ‘Per u sorvū de Ojiin eí sun alles’. It means ‘for his service to Ojiin and his friends,’ in an old language, Palanzal had to dictate it himself,” Tilda said, as the three of them looked up at the statue. The sun sat behind the slab of white stone, framing it in a nice golden light. The statue had Gildur in a pose that seemed iconic and timeless. He held his sword up on his back, across his shoulders, and he stood as straight as an oak. His beard was angular and his eyes peered up to the heavens.

      “It is a nice representation,” Astor said. As he said that, footsteps came up from the stairway below, and long, elegant black hairs danced in the wind as Zelestiana strode easily up the steep stairs.

      “Zelestiana, come sit with us,” Tilda said, making room for her friend, who was easily a head taller than her.

      “Thank you,” she said, as she sat between Tilda and Astor, her back as straight as a taut bowstring. Astor held out a glass of wine for her, which she politely declined with a subtle motion of her hand.

      “Well, what do you think of it?” Tilda asked her.

      “It fails to capture his aura,” she replied. “But any replication would.”

      “Yes, he was a great man. I miss him dearly,” Tilda responded.

      “We all do,” Astor said. “I wonder if Wollen has found anything of the witch Angela Dragus the Righteous?” It’s thought she died in the battle with Gildur, but there wasn’t a body to prove it.

      “I pray he only finds her ashes,” Gogenanth said.

      “That would help ease his soul I would hope, seeing as he lost his partner Xersha in the fight,” Zelestiana said.

      “Poor Xersha,” Tilda said. “That was the most horrific thing I have ever seen.” She covered her eyes, and Astor put his arm around her. “I would have done things differently if I were there again, fighting that monster.”

      “Don’t think like that, Tilda. We all did what we could,” Astor said. “We were just lucky to have won against Reizenthrōgz.”

      “Yes, the fact that you slew the Great Northern Ogre is quite incredible,” Zelestiana said to Gogenanth. “That ogre had killed for close to one-hundred years.”

      “Thanks to Zaan,” Gogenanth said.

      “Yes, thanks to Zaan,” Astor agreed, and finished the last sip of his wine.

      “So what’s next?” Tilda asked. “Where do we go from here?”

      “Ironically, that is why I came here just now, Tilda. Palanzal and Elindrill have decided who would be best fitted to work with the young girl. They wish for you to train Lily and help her find her Azulūz,” Zelestiana said.

      “Oh,” Tilda said. “Hmm, I’ve never trained anyone here before. I wonder why they chose me?”

      “They chose you because you will be a great teacher,” Astor said.

      “That is a great honor,” Gogenanth said.

      “And what about Zaan and Gar? What are Palanzal and Elindrill thinking about for the two boys?” Tilda asked Zelestiana.

      “They will continue to learn and grow. Someday they will both become great warriors. Zaan may even have a statue here one day, next to Gildur’s.”
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      THE cracking and roaring of dark flames were deafening in the empty mountain-scape, which was shrouded in blood-red clouds.

      A figure in long, red robes crawled her way up the smoky mountain, her fingernails chipped and brittle. As she clawed at the stone, a nail broke off completely, and blood poured onto the ash-laden rocks. The woman approached a clearing from the jagged stones, and she slowly lifted her head as the heavy wind whipped her hair into her face. Her face was leathery and weathered. Lines sat where once warm skin tones had been. The cheekbones of a once great beauty had sunken to folds of skin. She separated her dry, cracked lips and spoke, “Take me with you.”

      Xelex, the Crooked Knight, turned to acknowledge her. He stood tall, but askew. His red eyes of flame peered out of his bright-silver helmet. “You know that is not the wish of our Master,” he said in a low, broken voice. Xelex wore silver-plated armor, his bare arms were riddled with veins, and he carried a mighty, sharp black ax.

      “I need this, Xelex. I need to return to my world. I can’t stay here. This isn’t what I thought it would be. Take me with you.” She got up to her knees and grabbed at the black cape at the feet of Xelex. “I need to go back to my lands.”

      The knight stood there, and looked down at the woman. “Look at you, Angela Dragus the Righteous. You have become a worm, and nothing more. You will stay here and pay for your sins.” He turned his back to her, and looked up at the peak of the jagged mountain before them. “Our Lord Armoz wishes retribution upon the infidels, and I will give this to Him. You failed Him by not bringing him Zaan Talabard or Lily Furling, and He does not give second chances.”

      “Please, Xelex, let me speak with Him. He will give me a second chance. I am the true believer. I will kill the boy Zaan and his friends. Their blood will stain the lands from sea to sea,” Angela groveled and cried, as hot winds gusted up from the lower regions of the mountain.

      The ground began to shake and crack. Angela Dragus the Righteous shrieked and moaned, and the Crooked Knight Xelex knelt on a knee, “Armoz, my King.” Angela Dragus the Righteous sunk to the ground and bowed as low as she could.

      Before them, as tall and dark as a burnt fur tree stood Armoz, the Devil King. His skin was pale and wrinkled, his robes were the color of black ash, and his long beard was as sharp as broken shards of obsidian. The pupils in his eyes were a dull-white spark, yet when he spoke, they were engulfed in blinding white flames.

      “The time has come, my champion,” Armoz said, and the echoes of his voice rang all around them.

      Xelex stood and held his broad ax in one hand to his side, his black leathery cape flew behind him. “What do you wish of me, my Lord?” Angela Dragus the Righteous lifted her eyes to see Xelex standing in the shadow of Armoz.

      “It is time to show these mortals what it means to defy Me,” Armoz said.

      “I will bring death upon them,” Xelex said, a slight hiss came from voice.

      “Yes,” Armoz said, enjoying Xelex’s words. “In time, yes. Yet now, my prize is much larger than a few deaths.”

      “I do not understand,” Xelex said.

      “You will be accompanied by another— and his pets,” Armoz said, with an insidious smirk.

      Xelex looked above, as a large winged creature flew directly above him, so forcefully it nearly washed Angela Dragus the Righteous clear from the surface of the mountain. From behind, came a figure in tanned, torn rags. One of his eyes was black with bright reds and yellows, and he had scars along his tan skin. Xelex looked back up at his Master. “Your wish is my command.”

      The man walked up to the side of Xelex and gave a loud whistle that rang throughout the air and echoed in the distance. The loud snarls and roars of beasts called back from the gloom.

      Angela Dragus the Righteous clung to the rocks and tried to remain a speck on the ground, unnoticed. Her lips cracked as she opened them and whispered to herself, “Riverend.”
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      LILACS had begun to bloom in the cracks of the stones of Barrier Cliff. The sun glistened on the early-morning dew, making the city look like it had the stripes of a zebra. Zaan and Lily made their way towards the tallest tower of the city, Mäezer Palanzal’s Tower.

      “What do you expect they want to see us for?” Lily asked, as her short blond curls caught the golden hue of the rising sun.

      “Not sure. Probably an evaluation or something,” Zaan replied. His black hair had grown longer and now almost hit his shoulders. He had regained his proper weight over the winter with stewed meats and too many late nights at Folk’s Inn with Gar.

      “I’m supposed to start seeing my trainer soon, so maybe it has to do with that,” Lily said, her voice was polite, yet Zaan sensed hidden sadness in there too.

      “You know, if you ever want to talk about anything, I’d listen,” Zaan said.

      “Thanks,” she replied simply.

      “I’ve been through kind of a lot. Definitely not as much as you, but I don’t think I will ever be the same,” Zaan said. “It’s hard to see things like I used to, like I can’t go back to who I was, or how happy I used to be in my small world. If that makes sense.” He was looking out at the rising sun over the Rion sea. “Does it . . . make sense?”

      “Yes, that makes perfect sense. If you don’t mind though, let’s talk about something else.” She gave a forced smile.

      “So, you are going to start training soon. That’s great news. I wonder who it will be with.”

      “I’m curious, about that, and about the Azulūz itself. The thought of something in me I don’t know about is scary. The only real magic I’ve seen is what happened when Gildur . . .” She sunk her head.

      “Hey.” Zaan walked in front of her, and they both stood there in the middle of the road, the warm sun framed them in silhouette. “It’s not like that. Here . . . Let me show you something. Hold your hand out.”

      Zaan closed his eyes and slowly opened them as they illuminated a dull blue light. He looked down at the ground, and her gaze followed. A single lilac began to glow blue, and then it started to subtly shake. It floated angelically up to her outstretched hand and fell into it. The blue hue dissipated and the weight of the flower fell into her palm.

      There was a silence in the air, and Zaan eagerly awaited some kind of response.

      “That was . . .” Lily began, “so cheesy.” She giggled.

      Zaan’s face tried to hide his complete embarrassment.

      “But, it was quite magnificent. Thank you for showing me that,” Lily said, and put her hand on his. She continued walking up to Palanzal’s Tower with the lilac still in hand. Zaan followed behind with a wide grin.
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        * * *

      

      The door to Palanzal’s study widened. Lily entered first, and Zaan followed. There stood Palanzal behind his elaborately-polished mahogany desk. He wore long golden robes of silk, and his beard was neatly trimmed. He peered through his thick glasses and rustled his gray eyebrows.

      “Welcome, welcome, please sit, children. Well, I guess I shouldn’t call you children. Regardless, please come. I made some tea,” Mäezer Palanzal said. The two entered and sat at his desk. He took a seat after. The room smelled of exotic, pungent plants like that of a dense forest.

      He sat and fidgeted with some papers on his desk, then he laid them neatly in a stack. Putting his elbows on the table, he looked into their eyes, and he had a large grin across his face. There they sat for what seemed like a few seconds too long.

      Lily shuffled in her seat. “How are you Headmaster Palanzal?”

      He sat in his seat and drew a deep breath. “Yes, yes, everything is dandy.” He sat with his back straight and shoulders stiff. “Now that you are here, do you know why?”

      Lily and Zaan looked at each other. “An evaluation?” Zaan guessed.

      “To a degree, yes.” Palanzal removed his glasses. With them on, he resembled an owl— without them, he looked more like an aged crow. “I brought you both here together because you have become acquaintances from what I hear. Lily, I brought Zaan up here months ago and introduced him to his trainer. As you know, he is with Zelestiana . . . to a great deal of success if I do say.”

      He winked at Zaan, “So we are here to introduce you to who will be training you over the next few months. Although, she could not be here to join us. You will be training with Tilda Hildenbred the Tangier.”

      Lily’s face lit up in excitement. “Yes!”

      Zaan looked away, trying to hide the confusion on his face.

      “I’m delighted you are so delighted,” Palanzal said with a wide smile, showing his yellowing teeth. “Do you have any idea how your Azulūz works? Any indications of anything strange or different?”

      Lily lowered her head. “No, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, child, do not be sorry. We have much time to discover your ability. And you are indeed lucky to have such a skilled and experienced teacher.”

      “Yes, sir, I do look forward to working with Tilda.”

      “She wishes for you to meet her on the shore of the Rion tomorrow at sunrise. I trust you will be there, on time.” Palanzal looked over at Zaan, who sank in his seat.

      “Well, if you don’t have anything further for me, my young Lily, I would speak privately with Zaan,” he said more seriously.

      “Yes sir,” Lily said as she quickly stood up and skipped out of the office. “See you later, Zaan.”

      Palanzal shifted in his seat again and sat with his back straight. He placed his tiny glasses on his nose, which resembled a crow’s beak. He shuffled and sifted through the stack of papers on his desk. Zaan felt uneasy, as if he were about to be scolded again for something he didn’t know he’d done.

      “Zaan Talabard the Crusader,” Palanzal said.

      “Yes, Mäezer Palanzal.”

      “Do you have the red stone with you?” Palanzal asked.

      Zaan’s shoulders eased, “Yes.”

      “Good . . . may I see it?”

      Zaan reached into his small pocket on the inside of his vest, held it out, and dropped it into Palanzal’s hand.

      Palanzal held it close to his eye, “Fascinating.”

      Zaan sat in silence while Palanzal thought silently to himself.

      “This stone you carry, Zaan, I can’t find anything tangible that is written about it. Don’t you find that fascinating?” Palanzal asked, not looking at him.

      “It is. Why do you think that is?” he asked.

      “Good question. Well, first off, the obvious: it is very rare. Which makes it valuable. How does it feel to be rich?” Palanzal stated with a subtle laugh.

      “Hmm, I never thought of it like that,” Zaan responded.

      “Secondly, the stone is probably old, very old. Most stones you see are old, older than our minds can comprehend, but this is maybe two or three times as old as any rock you would find washed up on the shoreline; it looks to have been cut and polished. Not something you find buried in a mine,” Palanzal said.

      This partly peeked Zaan’s curiosity. “Anything else?”

      “Yes.” Palanzal placed the stone on the papers and looked deep into Zaan’s eyes. “Someone is after this stone. Someone who does terrible things to people and pays handsomely seeking it. That is the most curious and interesting thing about it.”

      Zaan shivered at the thought of what had been done to the slaves in the black cave all those months ago.

      “When you combine those three things, you have an object that nobody has written anything about, that is ancient, and that is being sought by someone who knows, presumably, a lot about it,” Palanzal said gravely. “Do you understand what I am saying Zaan?”

      Zaan nodded. “Someone badly wants this stone and we know nothing about it.” What I'm not saying is that I feel something with the stone. It isn’t perceivable enough for me to begin to explain it to him, but it is there, something dormant, but powerful. Hearing that people are adamantly searching for it, makes me not want to part with it, even more. I want to be the one to understand what it is.

      “Precisely. This is a person of great means as well.” Palanzal sat back into his leather chair. “That is why I would like to propose something to you.”

      “Yes,” Zaan responded.

      “Since the stone is inherently dangerous, if you were to give it to . . . me, for safe keeping, I believe I could better protect it. And you would remain safe from danger,” Palanzal stated eloquently and clearly but eagerly waiting for a response.

      Zaan sat back in his seat, thinking of the things the Headmaster of Barrier Cliff had just told him. He looked down at the small red stone the size of a pumpkin seed on Palanzal’s desk. He had found it. Regardless of its value, it was his.

      “If it’s alright with you, Headmaster, I’ll hold onto it. I’ll be fine,” Zaan said, sitting back up in his seat. His palms began to sweat onto the wooden handles of the chair.

      Palanzal’s brow furrowed and then perked back up. “Yes, of course, my boy.” He held the stone out for Zaan. “I am only thinking of your safety, but it is yours to keep if you wish.” He dropped the stone into Zaan’s hand.

      “Anything else, Headmaster?”

      “No, that will be all.”

      “Let me know if you discover any new information on the stone,” Zaan said, and opened the doors of Palanzal’s office, and walked out. He shut the door behind him, and looked into the stone through the beams of sunlight throughout the tower. He slipped it back into this pocket and left the tower, smiling in the warm spring sun.
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      LILY walked along the shoreline, the sun had yet to peek its light over the cold waves of the Rion. The clouds drifted high in the early morning sky as she removed her shoes and walked in the wet sand. She looked out to the sea that seemed endless, and looked past the walls of Barrier Cliff to see the forest in the distance she loved.

      Her intention was to be early to meet with her new trainer. As she approached, she saw a dark figure with hair blowing in the wind, appearing to be dancing, low in the early-morning light. The figure moved elegantly and swiftly.

      As she got closer, she caught a glimpse of flashing metal circling the dancing figure. She approached cautiously, and once in vocal range yelled out, “Hello?”

      The dancing ended abruptly, and the figure came walking up to Lily, still hidden in shadow. The first fingers of sunlight crept over the sea and reflected off the golden braids of Tilda, who sheathed two swords. “You’re early. Good.” When Lily looked up to Tilda, she saw the type of strong woman and fighter she wanted to become.

      There, Lily and Tilda stood in front of one another on the sand of the beach. The cool gusts of wind off the Rion Sea blew in, and Lily shivered briefly but shook it off. “What do you know of the Azulūz?” Tilda asked.

      “I saw Gildur use it, and Zaan showed me something yesterday. That’s about it, I guess,” Lily responded.

      “Zaan showed you something? What did he show you?” Tilda asked.

      Lily’s cheeks flushed. “He moved a flower into my hand.”

      Tilda stood there silently a moment. “Zaan’s and Gildur’s Azulūz were closely related. What you and I are going to be working on is finding what yours is, and developing it.”

      “First, we are going to initiate you into the Order of the Azulūz. Repeat after me . . . ”

      “I, Lily Furling, vow to wield the righteous Azulūz of the Great God Ojiin for good,” Tilda said, and Lily repeated.

      “I, Lily, vow to uphold the most honored traditions of the Order of the Azulūz and to not let in the dark light of the evil darkness below,” Tilda said. Lily repeated this vow.

      “Finally, I, Lily, vow to become a member of the Order of the Azulūz and not only protect the Order, but to wield the Azulūz for the greater good of awakening the Great Gods to protect us from the evil below,” Tilda said, and Lily repeated.

      “Halen Ojiin. Welcome to the Order, Lily Furling the Wolf,” Tilda said.

      “The wolf?” she asked.

      “Yes, you are the first wolf of the Order since Headmaster Palanzal,” Tilda said.

      “I have been wondering, how is everyone so sure that I have the Azulūz? Zaan told me it just about knocked him out when he received it. I’m fairly sure nothing like that happened to me,” Lily said.

      “The mysteries of the Azulūz are many, and the ways it travels between vessels differs greatly. You may not have even noticed when it came to you. Yes, I heard it was almost overwhelming when it was given to Zaan,” Tilda said.

      “So, how do we know I have it?”

      “Sadly, most of the time when we find someone who has it, it’s because Armoz the Devil King is after one of us. That is how we found you.”

      “That’s sad,” Lily said. “How does he find them first?”

      “He’s a god, the only living god. Who knows how he finds us? But we do know that a circle of blue torches, like the ones that line the walls of the city, protect us from his sight.”

      “I’ll remember that,” Lily said.

      “But, we are here to find out what you have been blessed with,” Tilda said.

      “So what’s first?”

      “We are going to wear you down, so your mind will be in a place that is easier to . . . manage. You are going to be doing some climbing. Are you prepared and ready?” Tilda asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Lily responded.

      Tilda put her hand on Lily’s back as they began to walk towards the mountains in the distance. “Lily, I will be your teacher through this training, but do me a favor . . .”

      “Yes, anything.”

      “Don’t call me ma’am.”
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      DULL swords clashed back and forth, loudly clacking and echoing within the walls of the third tower of Barrier Cliff. “Come now, you need to move your feet Zaan. Like this,” Major Gylem said, as he made slow, low motions with his feet.

      Zaan began to move his feet from side to side, but the forceful blows of Gar’s sword pushed him backwards. He put his sword up defensively, because the blows came in swifter than Zaan could keep up with. A blow hit him dully on the arm. “Damn. Watch it.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Gar said with a grin.

      “I thought you were supposed to be training with a dagger,” Zaan said. I’ve been spending so much time with Zelestiana that I haven't been able to spend as much time with the Major as Gar. It's beginning to show. I will be extremely annoyed losing to him.

      “I am, but right now I’m beating your ass with a sword.”

      “Boys, calm down. You may be sparring, but you need to focus. Alright, Zaan, get back up. Again, move your feet. Gar, you need to keep up your defenses more while attacking. Zaan could have gone in at any point and hit you in your hip,” the Major said.

      Zaan raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, keep your defenses up.”

      They began to slash and hack at each other. The blows were intentional and focused at first, and then began to get lazy and labored as time went on. Eventually, Zaan laid a blow on Gar that almost knocked both of them over.

      “Stop. Stop.” The Major put his head in his hand. “You two look like two drunken sailors on a swaying ship. Focus, be more intentional. Be patient”

      “I’m sorry. I think we are just getting tired,” Zaan said, breathing heavily.

      “You think your enemy cares when you are tired? You think you can take a break in battle? That’s when your enemy will take advantage. You can’t always rely on your Azulūz, Zaan. And Gar here, this is what he has to solely rely on.” The Major held out his weathered, giant gnarled hands. “These, these are what we have to rely on. And this.” He pointed at his heart. “Again.”

      Gar held up his practice sword quickly and began to shuffle his feet. Zaan sighed, lifted his sword, and began deflecting away Gar’s hits. Within a couple of minutes, Gar hit Zaan in the leg, and it was so painful Zaan dropped to a knee.

      “You okay?” Gar asked.

      “Yeah. I’m fine,” Zaan said as he stood back up, he was growing frustrated. Losing to his friend made him want to double his training. He didn’t know the next time he’d be in a real fight, and losing wasn’t an option then.

      “I’m still the champion,” Gar said, and perked his chest out.

      The Major laughed. “Okay champ, let’s see what you got.” A look of fear came over Gar. The Major walked over and beckoned for Zaan’s sword, which he gladly handed over with a smirk at Gar. “You first.”

      Gar took a long lunge forward followed by an arching sweep meant to hit the arm of the Major. Before Gar knew what happened, the Major had his arm firmly caught between his chest and strong arm. Gar couldn’t move. The Major put a slight amount of stress on the arm, and Gar yelled out, “I yield! I yield!”

      In the corner of the room, Zaan smiled, yet also tried to figure out how such a wide man like the Major could move faster than a man in his early twenties. The Major released Gar, who stepped back and held his arm.

      “What did you get from that?” the Major asked Gar.

      “Not to ever mess with you,” Gar responded, making circles with his shoulder.

      “The lesson there is that a weapon is just that, a weapon. You need to think of your whole body as one big weapon. The faster you run, the more dangerous you are. The quicker you think, the more dangerous you are. You aren’t really dangerous because you have a sword, you’re dangerous when you don’t need a sword.”

      “I understand. Is it Zaan’s turn to learn a lesson?” Gar asked.

      The Major held out a sword to Zaan. “Ready?”

      “Actually, I’ve got to run and meet Zelestiana,” Zaan said.

      The Major grumbled something, then said, “Very well. Gar and I will continue.”

      Gar gave a look to Zaan at that moment of burning resentment. Zaan had never seen before from a friend.

      “I’m sure you got him this time,” Zaan said to Gar, as he walked out onto the streets of the city.
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      AS his lungs filled to capacity with the crisp sea air from the Rion, Zaan sprinted to his meeting with Zelestiana. He didn’t need to run, and wasn’t afraid of being tardy. His body had grown back to its normal condition after he’d lost all that weight back in the Black Cave from starvation. It felt good to run as fast as he could with little holding him back.

      This was not a normal training session Zelestiana had requested with him today, as normally they were almost always held at sunrise. It was already well past midday now. He ran up the black stone stairs three at a time and angled his body around the curves of the winding staircases, keeping momentum on his side.

      He quickly approached the courtyard in the northwest within the city walls. He saw Zelestiana standing, waiting for him. Yet, he noticed another figure seated next to her. He ran up to them quickly and saw the kind face of Elindrill with Zelestiana, who wasn’t wearing her normal attire of black straps of leather and gold plate. She wore soft linens, lightly draped across her strong shoulders and her hair was down, which almost reached her lower back. This was quite a shock to Zaan, who assumed his teacher was a born and built warrior through and through.

      “Hello Zaan,” Elindrill said as she stood, wearing long, golden silk robes that covered her torso and legs, but left coffee colored arms glistening in the sunlight.

      “Elindrill. How are you?” Zaan asked with a bow.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      Zelestiana picked a piece of hair off Zaan’s shirt. “I invited Elindrill here today to join us in our session.” Zaan nodded in affirmation.

      “I brought her here to share her knowledge and experience with you.” He was excited by that, as he knew she was well respected in the community for her knowledge of things real and things mystical.

      “Zaan, what you have done with your Azulūz, and what you are yet to do with it may be what defines you in this life. You have to be sure the things you choose to do are for good and are done wisely,” Elindrill said, as she crossed her legs under her dress. Zaan nodded.

      “Although I know it is not an easy question to answer . . .” Elindrill asked, “What do you want out of this life?”

      “Hmm.” Zaan thought. “That is a tough question to answer.” Zelestiana gazed at Zaan, appearing to be quite curious of the answer herself. He didn’t really know what to say to be honest. He contemplated either saying what he wanted at that time in his life, or what he expected Elindrill may be expecting to hear: a certain answer of grandeur? He decided to go down the middle of the road.

      “I want to be like Gildur,” Zaan said. Elindrill and Zelestiana both appeared to be caught off guard by that. He almost expected Zelestiana’s mouth to drop open, but she gave him no such response.

      “Go on,” Elindrill said.

      “I want to have friends all over the world, own my own shop. I’d like to be respected like he was, and be a great warrior of the Azulūz. I want to help people, and make my family proud.”

      “That is quite a nice sentiment, Zaan,” Elindrill said. “In fact, with hard work, I can see you attaining those qualities. But aside from hard work, there is one important necessity for one who would carry all of those attributes. A necessity that I will attempt to teach you. Can you guess what that is?”

      He stood there for a moment, and kicked around a rock at his feet. “Loyalty?”

      “Wisdom,” Elindrill said, “and mind you this is not easily taught.” She ran her fingers over a lilac planted to her right. “You see when something has tiny roots, it is easily plucked from the dirt, and quickly changes.” She slowly plucked it from the soft dirt and laid it on the stone next to her. Then she touched a shrub to her left. “Yet, when something has strong roots, it is much more difficult to change, because it is so firm.” She tugged lightly at the shrub, which didn’t budge. “The trick, Zaan, is to catch something in the middle ground between too weak and too strong, so it can be ‘re-potted’ so to speak. Do you follow?”

      “I think so,” Zaan said. “You can’t teach wisdom to someone weak, and you can’t teach it to someone stubborn.”

      “Precisely.” She gave an approving finger wave to Zaan. “Where do you think that you stand in this example?”

      “I certainly hope in the middle.”

      “That is why we are here now. We believe the same. Are you ready to begin?” Elindrill asked.

      “Yes,” Zaan said, and stood at attention with this back straightened and his shoulders square. A faint blue glint was visible in his eyes.
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      “BEFORE we begin, I will warn you,” Elindrill said warily, “this lesson is going to be quite challenging. You will see things that you cannot un-see. Are you sure you want to begin?” Things I can’t un-see? That was slightly troubling, and he worried about the lesson, but he needed to be at his strongest for the next battle, and he didn’t know when that was going to come.

      Since their meeting in the courtyard, they had traveled out into the lush green forest. The walk was silent, and there was a tenseness coming from Zelestiana, which Zaan had noticed but didn’t mention. They finally arrived at a clearing in the woods that was dense on all sides with heavy foliage. In the center of the clearing was a long circle of white stones. Around those stones sat tall torches.

      “Then we will begin.” Elindrill lowered her head and whispered softly, while Zaan looked over at one of the torches that crackled, and a slight blue spark appeared. She whispered a faint word and the torch caught bright-blue flame. Her head rose, and she peered at each torch independently, and each caught fire. They were soon surrounded by the circle of blue flame.

      Zelestiana came back to the side of Elindrill. Zelestiana began a faint chant as an aura of blue surrounded her body, and the sky began to turn black. Zaan took a step back. The sky became so dark that the trees were no longer visible, and quickly, all that could be seen were the blue torches and the white circle of stones: Zaan was at the center.

      A slight whisper began to hang in the air with an even fainter echo. The voice sounded familiar, however, Zaan’s head began to feel cloudy. Beads of sweat dropped from his forehead. He wiped them off with his sleeve, and tried to shake off the wariness. The whisper got louder, loud enough that he finally could make out the word, “Son.”

      “Son,” was repeated a few more times, and then Zaan turned to his back to see his father, Janos, standing there with Ingrette, his mother, by his side. Without hesitation, Zaan ran as fast as he could over and embraced his mother, tears running down his cheeks.

      “Mother, what are you doing here? How’d you come all the way up from Fur-lol?”

      “We are here to support you, son,” she said with a wide smile. Her kind eyes warmed Zaan’s heart.

      Zaan went over and hugged Janos. “Father.”

      “Hi, son,” he said, as he stood tall and strong.

      There they stood for a few moments, all smiling at each other, but not speaking.

      “I don’t understand. What you are doing here?” Zaan asked. He was beginning to feel like there was something unnatural about what he was seeing and thinking. His parents only stood there and smiled, not speaking or moving. “Mom? Dad?” Zaan asked and took a slow step back.

      His mother and father began to fade to light wisps of smoke, and two figures appeared in their places. Zaan drew out his slaver’s sword. He looked around and the dark tree line had turned to black stone walls littered with ash. “No,” he said.

      Before him appeared the bald guard and the quiet guard from the Black Cave. “There ain’t no such thing as witchcraft, idiot . . .”

      “Then what was that light o’er there then?” The two bickered at each other. From the door on the left, the red-haired guard entered. Zaan’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of him. His face was weathered and wretched.

      “What happened last night?” The red-haired guard demanded. “And if you say witchcraft, you’ll be working a pickax yerselves.”

      “We don’t know, boss. But we was thinkin’ we know who knows,” the bald guard replied. “It was that boy the girl pointed out.”

      The red-haired guard gave a grunt, then they all left the room together. Zaan’s heart was racing. As soon as they left the room, they entered back in, dragging Zaan by the arms. He was black from soot and as thin as a skeleton. Blood rushed up into Zaan’s head and arms, and he gripped his sword tighter. The guards began to fight and yell, and there stood Zaan, quietly in the corner. The two guards had fallen, but the red-haired guard still stood. Thin-and-tortured Zaan went up behind him with the other guard’s sword. Just before Zaan was at the back of the red-guard, the guard spun and stuck his sword into Zaan’s chest.

      The slave, Zaan, dropped to both knees and fell to a side. The red-haired guard took the red stone and left the room, shutting the door behind him. Zaan looked into his own dead eyes as he lay on the ground, motionless. Light wisps of smoke blew away the room until Zaan lay there in the dark. Slowly, the body of Zaan was replaced by that of a girl. His tall body was replaced by a shorter one, and his black hair was replaced by that of golden curls. The body of Lily.

      Zaan struggled to look. His eyes choked up with tears of sadness and anger at the sight of Lily, dead. He saw an emerging figure looming above her, its body massive and terrifying. As the gusts of smoke twirled around his body, the marred face of Reizenthrōgz appeared, towering over her motionless body.

      Gathering his composure and wiping the tears from his eyes, Zaan began to run at Reizenthrōgz, who stood there with his giant arms and hands out. He sprinted as fast as he could at the Great Northern Ogre, but he soon realized he was making no headway. Zaan was running in place, not able to close any of the distance between him and the ogre.

      “Ha, ha, ha . . .” Reizenthrōgz laughed in his deep, monstrous voice. He laughed on as Zaan ran harder, struggling to gain any distance.

      Zaan yelled, but his voice was silent. He ran and screamed, helplessly in the dark.

      By the body of Lily, and the feet of Reizenthrōgz, more bodies began to appear. Gildur appeared, and then the headless body of Xersha. Zaan stopped running. Then more bodies, Wollen . . . and then Astor. Zaan fell to his knees and hung his head. He mouthed the words “make it stop,” Zelestiana appeared, standing motionless as a giant snake of black and red crawled past her. Then the great figure of Gogenanth lay on his side, his eyes wide open. Lastly, one figure appeared in front. “No,” he whispered. “No more.” He tried to close his eyes, but he couldn’t. Tilda lay on her back, motionless, dead. Above her, stood Angela Dragus the Righteous in her long red dress, long silver hair flowing behind her. She laid a stone-cold stare at Zaan, Reizenthrōgz laughing lowly above her.

      Looking up at her, Zaan felt an anger and hatred he had not felt since that day on the Aurburn Plains, when he fought Reizenthrōgz out in the open snowy field. Zaan stood up and with a great yell held out his hands. As his body became engulfed in a bright-blue aura, he let out a shout that wiped away the image of his fallen comrades and that of the monster and the witch. They quickly vanished into blue fire being blown away by a strong squall.

      Catching his breath, Zaan stood there with his arms out, looking into the darkness. All that was visible now was the circle of white stones. He breathed deeply and tried to regain his composure. “This is all an illusion,” he told himself. “None of this is real, it’s just an illusion. It’s not real.”

      A shimmer of light caught Zaan’s eye by one of the stones, and a metallic glow began to outline the shape of an armored body. The figure didn’t stand straight but was slightly bent over to one side. Bright flames appeared on that same side, in the form of a large battle ax. In front of Zaan was a figure covered head to toe in silver armor, with a long, black leather cape, and dull eyes of blood-red flame. He tried to look away, but couldn’t, as he stared into the hate-filled eyes of the knight. A figure appeared in the background Zaan couldn’t focus on.

      Then a horrifyingly-loud shriek rang overhead and giant wings raced by. Zaan ducked and held his hands over his ears. The armored knight stared at Zaan. He let the ax of flame hang at his side, and said in his low, grizzled voice, “Armoz will have his prize.”

      The figures began to dissipate and wash away, and the thick black that hung in the air began to let in blue light from the sky again. He saw the circle of white stones, and then the circle of blue torches, still lit, and then he saw the trees.

      Zaan stood there with no sword, and his palms open outward. A pair of loving arms fell on his back, and he fought the urge to give in and cry. His lips curled in anger and he gritted his teeth.

      “You see, Zaan,” Elindrill said softly. “You see what we face, and the true horror of what happens if we lose. If you had been lost in the battle with Angela Dragus the Righteous and the Great Northern Ogre, your friends would be lost as well, and we all would be in grave danger.” She stepped around and stood in front of Zaan. “Zaan, the world needs you to be strong, but you have to realize the stakes. Now you see.” She looked into his eyes deeply and compassionately, and then turned and began to walk back to the fortress.

      “I saw something . . . Someone . . .” he said. “It was terrifying, I hope I never see it in the real world.”

      She stopped her steady pace, but didn’t turn around to meet his gaze, “Yes, that was the Xelex, the Knight of Armoz,” Elindrill said.

      “He spoke to me. I think he is coming after us . . .”

      Elindrill sighed, “Yes, he haunts me in my dreams.” She continued walking back towards the safety of Barrier Cliff. “The Devil King has twisted him into a weapon of war, full of hate, and a thirst for destruction.”

      Zaan turned and saw Zelestiana standing behind him. She had tears rolling down her cheeks. He walked slowly over to her and stood in front of her, not knowing what to do to or what to say. She had never appeared anything but strong in front of him.

      She wiped her cheeks dry, cleared her throat to regain her composure, and looked out into the forest. Reaching out, she put her hand on Zaan’s cheek, and looked into his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      SOFT, sun-faded white curtains drifted with the wind, as the oceanic breeze filled Zaan’s room with its salty breath. Fatigue fell over every part of Zaan, especially his mind. Sleep seemed the best solution, but it felt quite distant. Seeing his parents, albeit as part of an illusion, made Zaan homesick, and he felt alone.

      All of the other horrifying images crept back up on him suddenly, and frequently. He had to concentrate to force them out of his mind. Yet, just as he would be on the brink of sleep, an image of a slain friend would startle him back into alertness. It was enough that he even kept his sword within arm’s reach.

      He lay in his room, looking up at the water-worn oak ceiling boards, and at the clouds as they slowly rolled over. ‘You will see things that you cannot un-see.’ The words echoed over and over in his mind.

      In his frustration at his lack of ability to focus on thoughts other than those grizzly ones running through his head, he threw a copper candelabra at one of the walls in his room. He laid back into bed, put a pillow over his face, and sighed harshly. Then, he heard something faint and reached over and instinctively grabbed his sword. He heard it again. It was a subtle knocking. He got up slowly out of his bed and put his sword behind his back. Going over to the door, he tried to keep his footsteps quiet. His hand reached out toward the latch and popped it. Opening the door, a gust of wind came into the room and swept out the open window.

      “Hi,” Lily said.

      Zaan opened the door fully, casually placing the sword behind it. “Hi.”

      “I thought I’d come to tell you about my day with . . .” Lily paused, a look of concern on her face. “You okay? You look kind of sick.”

      “I’m okay, just couldn’t sleep.” He shook his hair out from in front of his eyes. He looked at Lily, who was looking up at the ceiling and down at the floor. He then noticed he was half-naked with no shirt on. He reached over and covered up with a spare one quickly. “So, you had a good day with Tilda?” The image of Tilda dead in the snow flashed in his mind. He squint his eyes to erase the thought.

      They went over and sat at his round, side table with a carving of two dragons swirling around each other. “Um, yeah it was great. We get along really well I think, and I think she likes me. We went up into the forest and she told me so much stuff: about the Azulūz, the Forgotten Names of the Gods, Ojiin, Gildur, and this place.” She sat at the edge of her chair as she spoke to Zaan. “We are going to start working to find what I can do soon.” She bobbed up and down as she spoke, and her light curls bounced with her.

      “That’s good,” he said, as his eyes shot around the room. He looked at the candelabra on the floor by the door, dried bits of wax littered the area. I wish I could tell her about what I saw, about seeing her dead under the ogre, looming over her. It affected me, and I can’t stop thinking about it.

      “Zaan, what’s wrong? You look terrible,” Lily asked.

      He swayed his head, dropped it into his hand, and grabbed at his black hair. The image of Lily dead shot into his mind again. “Ah!”

      Lily laid her hand on his hand on the tabletop. “Zaan, do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?”

      “Nothing. I just need some time to think,” he said coldly.

      “You can talk to me if something is on your mind,” she said with sincere concern. “You helped save me.”

      Then the words Zaan never imagined he would say, flew out of his mouth without any real thought. “Lily, I just need to be alone.” With that, she took her hand off his. At that moment, he realized what he had said, and what that probably meant; that she’d leave.

      “Okay, I’m sorry, let me know if you need anything.” And as quickly as she had appeared there, she was gone.

      A slew of thoughts ran through his mind. Why didn’t I just tell her what was wrong, and what I had seen? She might understand, she had lost so much. He went and lay back in his bed and tried to organize his thoughts so they would be more easily controlled. This did little to help, as he only tended to delve further into the nightmares.
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        * * *

      

      It took a few hours, but Zaan finally mustered the spirit to go seek out friendship. He had gone to find Gogenanth to no avail, apparently he was off in the wilderness. So he found himself at Astor’s. He knocked and Astor quickly opened. He was eating an apple and was dressed shabbily.

      “Zaan . . . I wasn’t expecting to see you today.”

      “Hi Astor, are you busy?” Zaan asked.

      “Well,” Astor said as he gently pulled Zaan out of the entrance and outside. Zaan caught a glimpse of two plates on the table inside and a woman’s pair of shoes.

      “I’m a little occupied at the moment, can I come find you later?” he asked with a friendly smile.

      “Yeah, that’s fine. It wasn’t anything important,” Zaan said, forcing a smile back.

      “Great, well, see you a little later. You okay?” Astor asked, and Zaan nodded. “Okay, later then,” he said, stepping back into his home.

      Minutes later he was at Gar’s house, knocking at the door. There was no response. Zaan sat and waited for a few minutes. The bright sun and warm air did little to make him feel better. Realizing he had nowhere to be until the following morning to see Zelestiana and presumably Elindrill again, he made his way to Folk’s Inn to look for Gar.

      Once there, he sat at the dark-stained bar that smelled faintly of hay, and ordered a cool mead. He purchased a small pouch of tobacco and pinched it into his pipe. The barkeep with bushy eyebrows and rosy cheeks came over and lit the pipe with a short candle. “Can I get you anything else, Zaan?”

      “No, thanks,” he said, letting out a breath of smoke. The barkeep turned to check on another patron. “Actually, have you seen Gar around today?”

      “Humph.” The barkeep put his hands in his apron. “Yeah, he was here, left a bit ago with that new friend of his.”

      “Stave, or . . . Lily?” Zaan asked, his voice cracked lightly as he said her name.

      “Yeah, Stave, that’s the one,” the barkeep said. “Anything else?”

      Zaan shook his head, “No, thanks.”

      He took another swill of his mead, and a puff of the sweet-smelling tobacco leaf.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      THE following morning, Zaan met with Zelestiana for lessons, and indeed Elindrill was there again. Seeing her made him remember the lesson he’d had with them before, and he felt a pit in his stomach from it. Zelestiana was dressed in her normal, hardened, black leather attire, and Elindrill wore long, flowing patterned robes and carried two books.

      They told him that he would be training with Elindrill separately for a while. So now Zaan was to meet with Zelestiana in the morning for three hours every day, with one day off per week, Sunday. After that he was to meet with Elindrill in the library two hours after having a quick lunch. Then he was to go off to meet with Major Gylem, wherever he wished to practice.

      At their meeting that day, Elindrill discussed how Zelestiana would continue to train him in the ways of the Azulūz and that it would be Elindrill’s responsibility to teach him about, not only, the lesser-known history of Essill but the known world.

      The idea of learning more about the world, excited Zaan. It was the idea of now having three ‘classes’ every day that wasn't. The truth was, Zaan wanted to be a great warrior and a wise man. Yet, he still wanted to enjoy life. He had graduated from higher education classes in Fur-lol and hadn’t planned on taking more classes after that. Granted, the difference between education in Fur-lol and Barrier Cliff was laughable. He would be learning things he could not feasibly learn anywhere else in the world. So, Zaan was torn, although he had no choice in the matter. That was another thing that bothered him: he had no choice if he wanted to take all of these classes or not.

      In a moment of clarity later while sitting at Folk’s with Gar and Stave, Zaan realized that he may be in a spell of depression after the events he experienced in the woods with Zelestiana and Elindrill. Who in their right mind would turn down the chance to take lessons from these teachers, and about these subjects? Months ago, he was carrying heavy metals in an armory, now he had the knowledge of the world at his fingertips.

      He looked around the tavern at his friends, smiling and enjoying the libations. A group of friends were hollering and bustling at the bar and the bartender even had a wry smile as he counted stacked coins behind the bar. Zaan sat back in his seat, put his arms behind his head, took in a deep breath, and tried to enjoy the nice atmosphere. It was a brief moment.

      “Sorry, what did you ask?” Zaan asked, trying to recall what Stave had just asked him.

      Stave laughed and pulled his collar up. “Lily . . . have you seen Lily lately.”

      “Why do you ask?” Zaan said.

      “Oh, we just haven’t seen her in a couple of days. I know she started training with Tilda,” Stave said, “but it’s not normally this long between sightings of her.”

      Gar continued, “Yeah, she usually comes around every day at least once. Maybe she disappeared off into the woods again. It’s like she was made to live out there,” he joked, and Stave laughed.

      “I saw her briefly, and she did seem pretty excited about her first day with Tilda,” Zaan said.

      “What’d she say about it, did it go well?” Gar asked.

      “Not sure, we didn’t make it that far,” Zaan said, and took a sip of mead.

      “Well, tell us if you see her again. I’m worried about her. I feel like something's different around the city lately, it feels like the city itself is afraid, like everything is going too well right now, but it senses something we don’t,” Gar said, looking around at the patrons of Folk’s. “You two ever feel that way?”

      “Not really. Things seem pretty normal to me,” Stave said, and looked over at Zaan.

      “I . . . I don’t know. Life’s sort of like a whirlwind to me right now, so I guess I’m the wrong person to ask,” Zaan said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      BITTER, icy winds swept down from the jagged mountaintops. The ice storm had gotten worse over the last hour, sheets of sleet and hail pelted the rocky surface. The trail began to disappear in front of him. Walking had become laborious and treacherous. One wrong step and an unwelcoming sheer drop awaited Gogenanth.

      “Damn blizzard,” came from his mouth with a large burst of warm mist. He hugged the mountainside with his back, trying to keep as close as he could to the safety of stone, the storm bearing down on him. He decided he wouldn’t be able to climb further along, so he looked around, up and down, to find something, anything, that might help him create shelter. Or better yet, a fire to dry his wet clothes.

      Gogenanth squint, and put two hands above his brow to look at the white world all around him. Something perked his interest a few yards above, and he examined the rocky cliff to check for climbable areas. Rubbing his fingers on exposed areas of rocks, he checked to see if he could get a good grip on the mountain in the snowstorm.

      Giving a quick nod, he gave a grunt in mental preparation for his ascent. Taking his climbing ice ax in hand, he took the strap from the handle, and wrapped it tightly around his wrist. He took a couple of swings with it to embed it in the rock, and tested its sturdiness. He seemed pleased enough, and took one last moment with a free hand to wipe the ice from his eyebrows. His hand followed up and found a suitable place to grip, and his climb began.

      He made slow and hard progress up the sheer cliff, and made a mental note not to look down behind him. His destination lay just up to the edge of the next cliff. Best case scenario, it would be a nice place to sit out the storm.

      As he climbed and grew nearer to his destination, the storm appeared to get worse. He could hardly keep his eyes open, and he had little use of a hand to wipe his eyes free of snow. He focused on the places to rest his fingers and boots. He was fatigued but pushed himself up the rock and finally put his forearms onto a ledge, heaved his legs over, and laid on his back to regain his strength.

      His eyes, now covered by his hands, were closed, and relaxed. The bright-white snow and ice made them grow strained from the climb. Something was different now, though, he sensed a presence. He wasn’t alone. Gogenanth reached down slowly to unsheathe his scimitar.

      “Not so fast, big guy,” came a voice from directly above him. He felt cold steel directly under his chin. His hand moved away from the hilt of his scimitar, and placed it above his head.

      “Get it,” the same voice said again. “Yes, go. I got him.”

      Gogenanth felt his large scimitar ring as it glided slowly from its sheath. He was now fully alert and ready to attack when the moment seemed right.

      “Alright, while you are still on your back, and you being such a large guy, I’ll just say it. I’m not going to hurt you. But, if you try anything with us— I promise you, you will fly like a bird off the mountain, but you won’t land like one.”
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      IN the midst of the ongoing snow storm, Gogenanth walked a narrow, icy path. He was unbound, yet unarmed, and he’d assessed the danger from his two captors. At first impression, one was a lumbering man almost his size, the other was concealed in tattered skins, and was half the other’s size. The tall one had his scimitar, and it would be little challenge to pry it from his fingers, as tightly clutched as it was. Yet, he was still trying to size up the one who had spoken to him. The fact that they didn’t try to bind his hands left him confused. He decided to see where they were taking him, if anything it might be warm.

      “It’s right up around the corner, watch your footing,” yelled out the smaller one right behind Gogenanth.

      He made his way around the winding trail, and he did lose his footing once, sending swaths of ice down the side of the sheer cliff. With a quick adjustment, he regained his footing and moved forward.

      The faint smell of smoke hit Gogenanth’s nostrils. Peering around a corner into a dry cavern, he soon saw the low smoldering embers of a fire. He quickened his pace and was soon sitting by it throwing dry logs on to warm his hands. He looked up to see the smaller captor enter the cave. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness of the cave, he saw she’d removed her thick brown furs, and was dressed head to toe in white furs, with a long, slender golden sword. He sat up at attention.

      Following this figure, was the one holding his scimitar, it knocked against the ground as they ran into the cave. This person was also in furs, of white and gray.

      “Hey, careful with that,” Gogenanth said as he raised a hand.

      The first figure held up the golden sword. “No sudden movements and don’t try anything.”

      Gogenanth pulled his hand back and put it apologetically over his head.

      “You hungry?” asked the woman, still with the white hood covering her face. Gogenanth nodded.

      She gestured for the bigger one to go over by Gogenanth. “Leave the sword,” the figure said.

      “Oh yeah, sorry,” the large man said.
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        * * *

      

      Not long after, the three of them sat around the warm fire, out of the icy breath of the mountain, eating warm rabbit stew. Not the best Gogenanth ever had, but better than the mutton, and stale bread he carried with him.

      “So, what’s your name, big guy?” she asked. In the warmth of the fire, she’d removed her white furs, and Gogenanth saw she had dirty-blond hair that ran down both shoulders, ragged clothing, and tattoos up both arms. She had a deep auburn complexion with deep bronze eyes. Gogenanth caught a whiff of coriander when she removed her furs.

      “Gogenanth. And yours?”

      “Ezmerelda. Gogenanth. That is quite a name. Not from around here, huh?” she said, and gave him a wink.

      “No,” he replied. He took a spoonful of stew and nodded his head at Ezmerelda’s companion. “Are you from around here?”

      “No, not from around here either, but not from as far away as you, I bet. That’s Yule. Say ‘hi,’ Yule.”

      “Hi,” he said. Yule was at eye level with Gogenanth while seated. He had a scraggly beard, but shaven beneath his nose. Yule was bald, but had a single, long braid on one side of his smooth head. Gogenanth thought there was something unusual about Yule— later he got it, and realized he had no eyebrows.

      “Gogenanth, huh? I suppose you don’t have a surname, do you,” Ezmerelda said.

      “Just Gogenanth will do.”

      “So, you aren’t from around here. Where you hail?” she asked. He didn’t respond. “I’m betting most people think you look exotic around here, but I’ve seen people like you before,” she said. Gogenanth raised an eyebrow in curiosity.

      “Yeah, sure have. I’ve been to the Arr,” she said, and took another sip of stew. “Ugh,” she grimaced and choked down a bite. “This tastes like shit. No offense, Yule, it’s better than I could do.”

      “You have been to the Arr?” Gogenanth asked, he shifted slightly towards her.

      “Yeah, bloody crazy place.” She took another bite of stew, choking it down again. “Ugh, at least it’s hot. The damned crazy weather up here. It's spring already! I bet it’s nice and warm down at the foothills. At least the Aterax hasn’t come around here in a while. That can be a real monster.”

      “How long ago was it?” he asked. Ezmerelda didn’t seem to notice his question, and Yule stood up, and alleviated himself outside. Gogenanth looked at his scimitar out of the corner of his eye.

      “You can have it back, I don’t believe you’ll cause a ruckus,” Ezmerelda said, “Yule,” she yelled outside. “Yule, bring back his sword when you come back in.” He did so, and Gogenanth grasped his sword eagerly, sheathed it slowly, and sat back down.

      “I was in the Arr . . .” She scratched her head, her tattered hair fell in front of her face . . . “A few years ago, I suppose.”

      “What news do you have?” Gogenanth asked eagerly.

      “It’s all the same, I suppose, the desert is still there,” she laughed. Gogenanth didn’t seem amused. “Okay, let me remember. Still got little tribal wars, the cities are still there, they are even getting bigger on the Great Oasi. Damn good food, I do remember.”

      Gogenanth sat back and looked outside at the icy snow, then looked into the fire. He had thought about his homeland frequently, but didn’t remember much, as he moved away when he was quite young. “You’ve seen the Great Oasi?”

      “Yes. One. So, what brings you all the way up these treacherous mountains in the middle of spring?” Ezmerelda asked.

      “I’m looking for someone.” He looked especially pale in the firelight with his cold, white skin.

      “Funny place to look for someone,” she replied.

      “I’m taking a shortcut, didn’t see the storm until it was upon me.”

      “Well I hope you find who you are looking for. You are welcome to stay here the night,” she said with a wry smile. “It’s cold out there.”

      He smiled back. “Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      AS they emerged from the cave, the sun rose over the Rion to the east. It was an exquisite soft golden glow over the dark, wicked waters. The air was cool and brisk. Gogenanth stretched his arms out wide, and yawned loudly, almost loud enough to echo through the mountains below. Ezmerelda exited the cave. She wasn’t wearing her furs in the early morning, but rather thin, tanned animal skins. Gogenanth now noticed her body was covered up from her neck down to her toes in tattoos. Her arms and legs were almost completely black.

      “You off?” Ezmerelda asked.

      “Yes, I’ve got to search for my comrade,” he said.

      “You need company?” she asked. “Sounds like an adventure, and its cold up here.” She walked over to him, put her arm around his, and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

      “I suppose,” he said.

      “Good, I’m really hoping you are a better cook than Yule,” she laughed, and Gogenanth reciprocated with a smile.

      “So, who are we looking for? Another fellow like you from the Arr?” she asked.

      “His name is Wollen, Wollen Forentooth.”

      “A friend?” she asked.

      “Something like that,” he responded.
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        * * *

      

      As they made their way along the jagged path up and around the high peaks of the mountain, the weather remained chill, and it bit at their exposed skin. The sun was high, directly above, as they walked into the cloud line. Fog appeared all around them, Ezmerelda stretched out her arms and fingers as she walked into the clouds, as if to feel them. She looked like an angel flying through the heavens, half-disappeared in the dense fog.

      The three of them— Ezmerelda, Yule and Gogenanth— carefully scaled around the pathways. Their speed had slowed to a crawl, as they could barely see an arm’s length in front of their faces. Warm sunlight had begun to melt the hard ice that covered the rocks, but wet slush and snow had made the trails just as difficult to traverse. Yule, being as big as he was, was surprisingly light on his feet. More than once, he about toppled over, but somehow got his feet in front of him.

      Gogenanth walked up to the side of Yule, Ezmerelda trailed behind. “What are you two doing on the mountain?”

      Yule continued looking down at his feet. He shrugged his shoulders. Gogenanth didn’t press him, but continued walking behind.

      “What are you doing on the mountain?” Yule asked. He didn’t look away from the path set in front of him as he trudged along.

      “I’m looking for someone,” Gogenanth answered. He left large snow prints behind him as he took long strides through the snow.

      “Oh, I guess we are looking for someone too,” Yule said. Gogenanth continued walking and said nothing. Yule cleared his throat in an abrupt manner. “We came up the mountain to hide.”

      “Oh?” Gogenanth asked. Yule’s sudden statement had peaked his interest.

      “Bad men down there, bad men,” Yule said, swaying his head from side to side.

      “Bad men? Down where?”

      “Not on the mountain, down there . . . in the cities,” Yule answered.

      “Yes, there are many bad men in the cities. You are right about that.”

      “What are you two men talking about?” Ezmerelda asked as she came shuffling up from behind.

      “Nothing,” Yule responded. She looked over at him, but he didn’t return the glance.

      “We were just talking about the weather. Weren’t we, Yule?” Gogenanth asked, and he gave a wink to Ezmerelda. Yule smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      BLACK, thick smoke fell upwards into the sky. Two giant plumes joined to one in the distance. The distinct towers of Garmos Castle sent a shiver down even Gogenanth’s spine, even though it was many miles away. The last time he saw this part of the world, he’d lost one great friend, Gildur.

      Yule and Ezmerelda stopped in their tracks, and Ezmerelda seemed to gasp at the site of the dark castle. They entered the foothills at the northern-most caps of the Cascades before hitting the Cariaan River. As they left the great mountain-scape, the green fields of the Aurburn Plains felt as welcoming as any landscape could be. Rolling waves of young grass flowed like the rolling sea. Yule and Ezmerelda ran down the foothills, and laid on the soft grass, already forgetting about the foreboding castle on the far side of the plains.

      They both took off their wet boots and let the warm sun beams hit their bare feet, as they stretched their waterlogged toes into the air. Ezmerelda laughed and Yule smiled. Gogenanth walked slowly and methodically down the remaining foothills, as if he were expecting something to jump out at them. Ezmerelda took excess clothing made for the mountains and laid them out on the grass to dry. Yule saw she was doing this and did the same.

      Gogenanth stood over them, looking out along the horizon line. He covered his eyes with his callused palm to better look into the distance.

      “Take a load off,” Ezmerelda said up to him. He looked down at her on the grass, seeing she had a cloth draped over her eyes. He continued surveying the area. She heard a slight bustle of metal, and took the cloth off to see Gogenanth walking off.

      She sat up suddenly. “Hey, where you going?”

      “I’ve got to go see something. I’ll be right back,” he said as he continued walking.

      She yelled out to him, “Hey!” She yelled out again, and began gathering her scattered clothing, she nudged Yule to follow suit. They ran clumsily behind, but she caught up to Gogenanth, who had remained at a steady pace.

      Ezmerelda ran directly in front of him, dropped her haphazardly-packed bag, and they both stopped. “What was that?”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Are you trying to leave us behind?”

      “No, I just need to see something. I was going to return,” he said.

      “Well, we will go with you,” she said. “Just hold on.”

      “Fine, but I’ve come a long way to get here, so may we continue?” he said and walked around her. She gathered up her clothes again and motioned for Yule to follow.

      They followed silently behind for a few minutes, but then they began talking to themselves, wondering where their new companion was heading, so silently, so stoically.

      After a small distance of walking across the plains, Gogenanth turned his head to the side, and said, “Wait here.”

      Ezmerelda and Yule looked at each other in confusion, but put their bags down and laid against them in the green grass.

      Gogenanth walked on, edging closer to the mouth of the Yelden Forest. He dropped his pack and drew his sword. He ducked his head low and moved in smooth rhythm closer to the entrance of the Hillspring Trail that headed back down towards Tarluus and Auracity. He inched closer, and once he seemed sure of his safety, he sheathed his sword and walked at casual pace up to a large fallen tree in the middle of the outlet into the plains.

      He stood there in front of the great tree, which in no way could have fallen this far from the outskirts of the forest.

      “How’d that get there, ya think?” Yule asked.

      Without turning Gogenanth replied, “Zaan Talabard.”

      Yule looked confused. Ezmerelda walked over to the side of Gogenanth, “That boy who escaped that Black Cave?”

      “Ay, that’s the one.”

      Yule scratched his head. Ezmerelda looked back at Yule. “He did it with his magic, I heard he’s a sorcerer,” she said.

      Gogenanth didn’t respond but knelt down and examined the ground where Reizenthrōgz, the Great Northern Ogre, was slain by the hand of Gogenanth with his own ax. He knelt for several moments, sifting blades of grass between his fingers, and feeling the dirt.

      “What you looking for?” she asked him. He didn’t respond, but stood up, climbed the tree to the other side, and examined the ground there as well. “Hey, Gogenanth, what are you looking for?” she asked louder.

      “The place has been ransacked,” he said.

      “Ransacked?” Ezmerelda asked. “What would anybody take out here? In the middle of nowhere?”

      “An ogre,” he said, and he spit on the ground. He began walking a short distance and knelt at an area, a small tombstone lay before him. Ezmerelda and Yule walked over.

      “A friend?” she asked. Gogenanth didn’t answer.

      “The engraving in the tombstone looks fairly new. Let’s see, what does it say?” She began to read it aloud. “Here passed Xersha D’len, soldier and friend, who fought valiantly one of the great foes of our time. May she rest in peace.”

      Gogenanth stood up tall again, and looked out towards Garmos castle. “You smell that?” he asked Ezmerelda.

      She sniffed hard. “No, nothing.”

      Gogenanth began to run, dropping his pack and his large cloak. Ezmerelda unsheathed her golden sword and chased after. Yule drew out a steel mace and started running.

      “Fella’s quick for his size,” Ezmerelda said to Yule as they ran after Gogenanth.

      They ran for almost a full mile, then Ezmerelda slowed to find Gogenanth hiding in a tall patch of brush. Yule came running in and hid with them, he huffed heavily as he tried to calm his breathing.

      “What is it?” Ezmerelda asked.

      “Campfire,” Gogenanth said.

      “How many?” she asked.

      “Not sure, but we need to be careful. A sorceress was slain here. Who knows what evil remains.”

      “We are ready,” she said.

      “No. You stay here,” he said, and began a subtle chant she couldn’t make out. Blue smoke started rising through cracks in the dirt, and began to swirl around him. She looked down at his feet, which disappeared. As the blue mists rose, they hid his body and white robes, eventually his face faded into the background.

      Ezmerelda looked back at Yule and dropped her jaw. “Did ya just see that?”

      Gogenanth walked slowly toward the remnants of the campfire with his scimitar drawn. He looked around and found footprints and impressions from tent poles, but he found no sign of anyone around. The blue wisps swirled around him, and he re-appeared standing by the light trail of smoke from the prior night’s fire. Ezmerelda and Yule came running over and stood by the fire pit.

      “Nothing?” she asked. Then the rustle of grass brought the three of them to attention, and all three drew their weapons.

      “If it is the sorceress, we need to kill her quickly,” Gogenanth whispered to the other two. Ezmerelda twisted her grip on her sword, and it sounded like leather being pulled taught. Yule held his mace in both hands, out in front of him. Gogenanth held his scimitar pulled back, as if ready to throw it at a second’s notice. He chanted again, and they all drifted out of view.

      Beads of sweat dripped down Gogenanth’s brow and a drop fell off his chin. Yule looked out at the grass and back as Gogenanth repeatedly nervously, unsure of the next move.

      “What do we do?” Ezmerelda asked.

      The rustling sound began again and started getting closer. As it approached, Yule started swaying back and forth, impatiently waiting to see what monster would emerge from the tall grass. The grass split and a figure with broad shoulders emerged. He had a short brown beard, bushy red eyebrows and auburn eyes.

      Gogenanth dropped his sword to his side. “Wollen,” he said, and they re-appeared quickly.

      “Gogenanth, what in the devil are you doing here?” Wollen said.

      “I’d ask you the same,” he responded. “I’m looking for you.”

      Ezmerelda looked at Gogenanth, “So this is your comrade?”

      Wollen walked over. Gogenanth and he put their hands on each other’s shoulders, and hung their heads slightly.

      “I’m sorry you lost Gildur. If only I had gotten over there sooner,” Wollen said.

      “It wasn’t your fault. It was mine. I should have protected Xersha and him,” Gogenanth said, hanging his head low still. “Have you found any evidence the sorceress still lives?”

      “No, it looks like she may have perished. Rumors from Garmos are that she never returned into the gates of the castle,” Wollen said, looking back at the black smokestack rising high into the sky.

      Gogenanth sheathed his scimitar back into its scabbard. Ezmerelda and Yule put their weapons away as well.

      “It looks like both sights of the battle were ransacked by scavengers,” Wollen said.

      “Yes, the corpse of Reizenthrōgz has been moved,” Gogenanth said.

      “Ay, I hope whoever took it broke it up and burned it. Good riddance,” Wollen replied.

      They stood there for a moment. “You heard rumors from Garmos?” Gogenanth asked, with a surprising tone in his voice.

      “Yes, ramblings and gossip from a wretched man there. And I also spoke with a group of monaters collecting taxes up there for the House of Publica and Excise.”

      “What did they say?”

      “One of the monaters told me King Rôagn of Garmos is claiming Angela Dragus the Righteous met with an accident, and is unable to pay tax, as she is most likely deceased,” Wollen said.

      “Hmm,” Gogenanth said, “and what of the wretched man you mentioned?”

      “The wretched man mostly spoke about the hunger in his stomach, repentance, salvation, and so forth. He was hanging on my clothes and hard to understand. However . . .” Wollen raised a curious eyebrow.

      “What is it?” Gogenanth asked.

      “In all his ramblings, he did say one thing that just now comes back to me. While he was mumbling on, he went on about a reckoning coming.” He scratched his head. “He said there was a winged reckoning coming from the north.”

      “What are you saying?” Gogenanth asked.

      “I didn’t think much of it until now, standing in front of you looking at your skin and hair color. In his stammering and rambling, the wretched man said terrible beasts were coming for the man of long black hair and white skin, and a man born from darkness,” Wollen said with grave concern. They both looked back toward the Cascades and Barrier Cliff.

      “Zaan.”
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      HE concentrated, and focused hard. The chanting became louder the longer he struggled. Sweat welled and ran down his neck and arms. “Halanal,” he chanted aloud. Through his concentration he strained and searched with his closed eyes, trying to find what he couldn’t see.

      With an aggravated sigh, he opened his eyes. “This is impossible. There is no way I could know what you have behind your back without just guessing,” Zaan said.

      “I’ve told you before, Gildur could do it. You can do it . . . Again,” Zelestiana said. She stood six feet away, with her back to the rushing sea, and both arms holding an object Zaan had been trying to see for over a week.

      “. . . Okay, I’ll try again, but I don’t see . . .” Zaan said, and saw Elindrill walking up the winding, black-stone path to the side of them. She wore an ivory silk hood that made her dark skin glow.

      “Let’s try something different,” Zelestiana said as Elindrill knelt and lay a dozen strands of hay at Zaan’s feet.

      Elindrill looked at the strands. With a whisper, a flicker of light caught the dry hay. Light wisps of smoke began to rise.

      “Try again,” Zelestiana said.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      “Breathe in the smoke, feel it in you. Remember your time in the Black Cave. Think of the old man who perished down there. Think of Emilisa, and Reizenthrōgz,” Zelestiana said.

      His eyes were closed, but gradually something came into view in the darkness. He felt as if he could see as clearly as an eagle. The world he saw was not made of the full spectrum of colors as with open eyes. Depths were created by the different shades of blue that danced in the blackness of closed eyes.

      Then he saw it. He struggled to concentrate, but continued to focus in on it. Then the blue images faded from his view quickly and his body relaxed, and his shoulders loosened.

      “A length of rope?” Zaan asked, opening his eyes and looking back up at Zelestiana.

      She nodded in affirmation.

      “Finally,” he sighed, knelt, and wiped his brow, giving a quick laugh. Zelestiana stood over him, her hands behind her back. She didn’t say anything, only watched Zaan, eagerly, as if she was waiting to speak.

      As he caught his breath, he huffed, “Well, I did it. I didn’t know it would . . .” He breathed in and out heavily, “Be so tough.”

      “What did you see, exactly?”

      “Well, it was like . . . a different world. Everything was dark but there were shades of blue fire, or steam. It’s hard to explain.”

      She reached a hand out to him. He put his hand up, and she easily lifted him back up to his feet. “Well done.” She laid the piece of rope on the edge of the cliffs of the city. “Do you want to keep it?”

      He laughed. “No. I don’t really like that rope. How long did it take?”

      “We have tried one-hundred-seventy-eight times,” she said.

      “Damn, a piece of rope is all it was,” he said. Well, with all that work put in, it feels great to have finally accomplished the task.

      Elindrill walked down the curving stairway back out of sight. Zelestiana took a look out over the high walls of Barrier Cliff to look out towards the forest and towards Garmos Castle. “Yes, but it really could have been anything. Would it be easier if it was a dagger, or gold?”

      “Well, yes, I think it would, actually,” Zaan said. She gave a brief laugh. “What’s next?”

      Zelestiana squint her thin eyes past the forest and Cascades in the distance. “We will continue developing this skill, and we will work on the mass of the objects you will move.”

      Zaan wasn’t able to contain his smile. That was secretly what he had been waiting for the whole time. Even since the incident with Gar, and the botched roofing accident, Zaan had not been allowed to try to lift heavier things. He was at the will of Mäezer Palanzal and Zelestiana, and their curriculum of training. Now, he got to do what he wanted most.

      “We are also going to introduce blood into your training soon. We are done for today, and you can take tomorrow off,” Zelestiana said, in a nonchalant tone.

      This was surprising to Zaan, who had never been given a day off from her before. He was going to enjoy that, he was sure. She turned and walked down the steps leading back to the center of the city. He followed behind, and instinctively grabbed the length of rope, and stuffed it into his pocket on the way down.
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        * * *

      

      After stuffing golden melon, sourdough, and whipped butter into his mouth, he was at the entrance to Elindrill’s study. He knocked lightly and heard her voice, “Come in.”

      He wiped the crumbs from his mouth and stepped into her study. A warm fire burned in the corner of the room. Her study was covered on every wall by extravagantly woven tapestries. Zaan didn’t recognize the style from anything he had seen in Barrier Cliff. Many books of various colors and shapes were on a half-dozen shelves.

      Elindrill sat at her reading table, her favorite place in the whole city. Zaan knew better than to disturb her when she read. If she lost her spot, she made quite a fuss about having to go find where she left off. Zaan fingered through the shelves of books, pulling out one: the Adventures of the Absent Minded, which he put back. Then he shuffled through a couple more. He took one more down: the Habits of Women from the South, a Brief History of Women from the Worforgon. He opened it and read the intro and began to turn the pages.

      “That is a good read, if you are inclined to hear sad stories,” Elindrill said as she marked her page and put her book on her table.

      Zaan closed the book, put it back on the shelves, and went and sat at the table on a cherry wood stool with a satin cushion, next to her. The Worforgon . . . from what I’ve heard the other continents are harsh places. I’m not sure if I’d want to travel to one, even if I had the chance.

      “How are you?” she asked.

      “Pretty good. It’s exciting to accomplish what I thought would never come.”

      “That’s good. Were you underwhelmed?” Elindrill asked.

      He laughed. “You could say that. Thank you for your help.”

      “It was Zelestiana’s idea, to use all of your triggers at once to hone in your Azulūz.” She smiled, and thin wrinkles framed her kind face. “It seemed to work just fine.”

      “Can I ask you a question? About the Azulūz?” he asked.

      She nodded, “Go ahead.”

      “So are you able to create fire?”

      She nodded again. “I can also manipulate it.”

      “That seems like a powerful ability,” he said.

      “Depends on how one would use it,” she said.

      “I wish I could do that too, I actually wish I had Gogenanth’s invisibility as well,” he said.

      “Each of us is blessed with one ability, and one only. You are indeed blessed to have yours, a gift from the gods,” she said.

      “Yes, of course . . . I didn’t mean anything by it . . .”

      Elindrill laughed and crossed her legs under her long, flowing dress. “Today, I would like to do something special for you,” she said. He pushed his hair behind his ears with both hands, and leaned in eagerly.

      “I am here to hopefully help you to become a wise man,” she said. He nodded. “To teach this, is not an easy task. More often than not, the mind only absorbs what it wants to absorb. Wisdom is not an easy road to walk, not only does it take time, but one must see things that are,” she cleared her throat, “not pleasant.”

      “Hence the lesson in the woods?” He looked away briefly, to hide the pain in his eyes.

      She nodded. “In time, I trust you will understand the significance of that experience and knowledge. Until that time, just know, that few wise men and women come from lives of wealth and abundance. It’s the hardest lessons in life, that we carry the longest,” she said, then brushed her white hair back, and reached over and stoked the fire. “I believe you understand what it is I am saying.”

      Zaan sat still in his seat, and gave silent approval. Elindrill reached over, grabbed a bottle of light red wine, and placed two glasses on the table. “Today, you get to ask me your questions. Whenever you are done, the lesson is over.”

      “Do you mind?” She handed the bottle over to him with a corkscrew, its handle was made of ivory. He removed the cork and poured two glasses.

      “I can ask you anything?” he asked. She nodded in approval as she twirled the wine in her glass, smelled it, and after a small smile, took a tiny sip.

      He had been seeing her daily for weeks now, and they mainly sat and read together, discussing the readings with each other. Wanting to come up with an interesting first question, he sat and thought of his friends, “Do you know what Lily will be able to do with her Azulūz?”

      She didn’t think long. “No.” She took another small sip of wine. “I don’t know for certain, but I have my suspicions.”

      “What do you think it is?” he asked.

      “I suspect she will be able to communicate with the world around us,” she said.

      “You mean . . . What do you mean?” he asked.

      “She may be able to talk and listen to the land and certain things that live around us. But I am not certain of this, only time will tell. Tilda will certainly help her discover her abilities. I trust you won’t tell her. It’s always better to learn these things on your own. What is your next question?”

      He thought another moment. “Astor, your kin, does he have a family from your hometown? He rarely speaks of his home.”

      “He had a wife.”

      “Oh, did she . . .?” he didn’t complete the question.

      “She is no longer with us,” she said, and took a larger sip of wine. Finishing it, she glanced down at the empty glass, Zaan poured her another.

      “That’s sad. I’m sorry to hear that. Tilda lost her husband as well. There seems to be a lot of loss in this world.”

      “Indeed there is. What else?” she asked.

      “Hmm,” he said, as he put a finger and thumb on his chin and sat back. “How many others have the Azulūz out there?”

      “That, Zaan, is a difficult answer to give. It is unknown how many live out in the world with the Azulūz, carrying it, knowing it, or not,” she said, and looked at Zaan’s face, reading its slight movements. “It’s unfortunate that often we find our own, by finding out Angela Dragus is after one.” She gave Zaan a knowing look. “Go ahead, you know you want to ask it.”

      “Why do we have the Azulūz? Why does it exist? Why did I almost get knocked out when I got it, and Lily doesn’t even know she has it?”

      “Ah, those are good questions.” She sat up in her seat, uncrossed her legs and turned sideways, looking out the window to the outside. “The most beautiful thing about the Azulūz, is also the most frustrating. Remember Zaan, the Azulūz is of the gods. Man cannot hope to know the ways of the gods, even the forgotten ones. That is why we may never know the answers to those questions. There are things we do know though: there are a set number of abilities, one can only possess one ability, and do not let yourself be taken, as your light will be extinguished forever.”

      He felt unsatisfied by that answer, but another question popped into his mind then, “Who was the woman Major Gylem and Gildur fought over when they first met? Was it Tilda?”

      “Tilda, no. I’m not sure if I’m the one to tell you that story,” she said.

      Zaan took a sip of wine. He asked a few more questions, more information about his friends, and the history of Barrier Cliff, and even a question about how old Fur-lol was. She told him over eight-hundred years. He looked forward to when he could travel home and tell his parents. Yet, after learning that even the elders had little idea what the Azulūz was, the rest seemed less interesting, and less dramatic. He traveled back home afterward and lay in his bed, thinking of where the Azulūz could have come from, and why such a thing would exist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      WALKING down the winding stairways of the city, Zaan pondered over all of the things Elindrill had told him. He also thought of the things that he could’ve asked, but didn’t. Maybe that was why she had that bottle, to cloud his thoughts, but probably not. It was just a nice touch.

      It crossed his mind that he should find Lily, if he could. She was usually difficult to find, as she was known for being a bit of a rarity around Barrier Cliff. He heard far more of her than he got to see of her. Would it make it easier for her if he told her what Elindrill had told him about her power, or rather, the possibility of her Azulūz’s capabilities? Zaan dismissed that thought though. It was generally more beneficial to learn things on one’s own.

      Although, it would have been nice to know about his own abilities before being enslaved in the Black Cave. He could have escaped that first day. Then, a very difficult question crossed his mind: was it good that I suffered so in the Black Cave for so long? Did it make me stronger? He didn’t think anyone could answer that question for him, but he would continue to think about that for the remainder of his life.

      He let his fingers glide along the tops of the black, slick stone hanging over the high cliffs of the city. The feeling of the smooth stone contrasted nicely to the feeling of the lilacs blooming out of garden boxes along the walkways. To his right, were the three high towers of Barrier Cliff. They shot straight up, hitting the cloud line. Zaan wondered if Palanzal was researching the red stone at that very moment up in the high nest of the tallest tower.

      Turning a corner leading to the main courtyard, he saw the new statue of Gildur, looming large and heroic. There were a few people bustling in the courtyard, all of whom he recognized. A bright shimmer of gold caught his eye, and he saw Lily sitting on a bench not far from the statue. As he wasn’t in great spirits the last time they met, he decided to go over and apologize.

      As he approached, he expected her to lift her head and see him, but the closer he got, the warier he was about joining her at that time. She lifted her head slightly and glanced at him through a couple of her golden locks. She quickly put her head back down and sniffled, wiping away moisture from her face.

      “Oh, hi, Zaan.”

      Zaan kept his distance. “Is this a bad time? I can come back later.”

      “No, it’s okay. You can come sit,” she said, wiping the remaining tears from her cheeks. He went and sat next to her, but not too close. She looked up at the statue of Gildur. Her normally smooth complexion was rosy and blushed. They sat there for a few moments in silence, looking up at the magnificence of the statue.

      “It really is nice, isn’t it?” she said.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “He saved my life.” Tears formed again, she closed her eyes, and the tears streamed down. Zaan sat there silently as she sobbed. Poor girl. She has gone through so much, and she blames herself for it. I wish I could ease her pain.

      “He died for me,” she said, pain cutting through her words.

      “He died for us,” Zaan added. “It’s not your fault.” I wish I could go back and change the way things ended. Maybe I could’ve done something to save him. I guess she thinks the same thing.

      “You ever feel like you are just bad luck?” she asked, then looked up at Zaan. “You ever feel like bad things just follow you around? And that everyone that gets close to you gets hurt? I feel like I’m cursed.”

      “Don’t think like that, Lily. You’ve just had terrible things happen to you. You are safe here, we are safe here,” Zaan said.

      They sat there silently for a few moments more. Lily sniffled, and pulled out a handkerchief to blow her nose. Excuse me. “You don’t have any tobacco leaves, do you?” she asked Zaan.

      “Sorry, no I don’t, I can go get some if you want.”

      “No, that’s okay,” she gave Zaan a small smile.

      “I didn’t know you smoked,” he said.

      “I don’t really. I’ve taken a few puffs off of Stave’s pipe a couple of times,” she said, seeming lighter. Zaan gave an approving smile. “Funny thing is, I think it's disgusting. I usually feel like an old man the next day after smoking.” He started laughing, and then Lily followed.

      “Now I want to go get some, and see you smoke it,” he said.

      “How about just a glass of wine. That sounds better.” She held her hand out and, he took it and helped her up.

      “Folk’s?” he asked.

      “Sure.”

      They walked up to the left of the courtyard towards Folk’s Inn, and Zaan’s heart about beat out of his chest. He was elated to finally have some time alone with Lily, albeit, initially quite sad. “I’m sorry for the other day by the way.”

      “Oh, no, don’t even think it was anything.” She gave him a gentle touch on the arm. “I do hope you are feeling better.”

      “Yeah, I am. I was just having a rough day.”

      “I don’t know anything about that,” she said, giving a slight laugh. “Let’s just both pretend that we’re two normal people going to get a drink for no other reason than to just enjoy the beautiful day.”

      “Agreed.”

      They entered Folk’s Inn, and as Zaan was looking for a table, in the already crowded bar, he heard, “There you are.” Zaan knew instantly who it was.

      Gar came over and gave Lily a hug. “Where in the hell have you been?”

      “Around, I guess,” she said and gave Zaan a subtle wink.

      “Damn fine, damn fine,” Gar said, and Stave motioned for the two of them to go sit at their table.

      Gar went over to Zaan and clapped him on both shoulders. “Hey buddy, haven’t seen you in a spell either. Last I saw you, I was wiping the floor with you.”

      Zaan just smiled back. “Last I saw you, you were getting spanked by the Major.” Gar gave a disapproving grin, then smiled wildly and began pulling them both over to the table.

      Zaan leaned over and whispered into Gar’s ear. “Are you drunk? It’s pretty early still.”

      “No,” Gar said enthusiastically. “Just enjoying my time. This city can be so dull!” Zaan gave a sigh, and looked over at Lily, who gave a shrug of her shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours passed, and the four of them had many laughs, and caught up with each other. They talked about their separate training, and about the things going on in town. Eventually, Gar began to fade, laying his head on the table a time or two.

      “Well, I should be going. I have to see Tilda bright and early,” Lily said, as she stood up. Her lips were stained a lavender purple from the few glasses of wine she had.

      Zaan looked up at her, not sure what to do. Then Gar looked up at her. “What are you doing, it’s not late yet.” Stave put a hand on Gar to calm him, and Gar rested his head back on the table soaked with stale ale.

      “Do you want me to walk you home?” Stave asked.

      “No, that’s okay, I’ll be fine. Thanks though.” She smiled at Stave. “See you later, Zaan.”

      “Okay, see you later,” he said. She lowered her head, turned, and walked out of the tavern. An uncomfortable silence fell over the table. Then Gar shifted in his seat.

      “You are such an idiot,” Gar mumbled while face down on the table.

      Zaan looked over at him, surprised. “What?”

      Gar laughed. “Why didn’t you go with her?”

      Zaan was speechless, and scratched his head.

      Why didn’t I ask to go with her? “Should I go after her?”

      “It’s too late now,” Gar said.

      Stave chuckled lightly, and shrugged his shoulders at Zaan, “He’s right.”

      “What are you . . . I don’t know what you are talking about,” Zaan said, and his face began to flush.

      “We aren’t stupid, Zaan,” Stave said. “She likes you too, we all see it.” Zaan’s eyes lit up. “But Gar’s right, it’s too late now. Here, I’ll get you a drink.” Zaan sat back in his chair on its back two legs, and grinned uncontrollably.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      THEY traversed back through the soft grass of the Auburn Plains, and back into the foothills of the Cascades. The last rays of sunlight disappeared as well as the pillars of black smoke from Garmos behind them. At the lead was Gogenanth, strong and tall, followed by Wollen, shorter and wide at the shoulders. Ezmerelda and Yule trailed behind them; she was quick and wry, Yule strode heavily and appeared fatigued.

      “We should leave him,” Wollen said to Gogenanth as they crossed the shallowest part of the foothills. “He will only slow us.” Gogenanth slowed his pace and motioned to Ezmerelda for them to catch up. Yule carried a heavy pack on his back, straps of fur trailing behind. It didn’t take her long to join the two men.

      “We will keep up. Let’s keep going,” Ezmerelda said, shifting her pack on her back, and Yule pulled out a canteen and took a deep gulp.

      Wollen looked over at Gogenanth, looking for an answer in his expression. Gogenanth sighed and looked back up to the peaks of the Cascades. “Well, it looks like we have two choices: we could: travel together, or one of us could travel quickly alone to warn them.”

      The two men thought hard, running the different scenarios through their heads. Truthfully, neither wanted to be the one left behind with the two new companions, as they both wanted to warn their friends in Barrier Cliff. Wollen looked back towards where the forest met the mountains. “What about the White Passage? Is that a possibility?” Indecision passed over Gogenanth’s face. “Would we be able to find it again?”

      “Not sure. It’s invisible,” Gogenanth said.

      “Well, we are wasting time standing here,” Ezmerelda said. “What’s the plan?”

      “We will take the White Passage,” Gogenanth said. Wollen recognizing the uncertainty on his face.

      Wollen reached over and grabbed the arm of Gogenanth, spinning his back to Ezmerelda and Yule. He then said softly, “I’m not sure we can find it, friend. We have to leave them behind and travel through the mountains, now.”

      “They want to help. We shouldn’t leave them.”

      “Very well, lead the way,” Wollen said, as they headed back down the foothills towards where the mountains brushed up against the Yelden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      THE rolling waves of the cold Rion Sea brought the tide in as Zaan ran down the overlooking roads of Barrier Cliff. Children ran out in front of him; as quickly as he was running, he hurdled over them without a thought. He had just finished up his lesson with Elindrill; she spoke to him about why clouds form, how old the trees were, and how there were recordings of the Aterax and its ferocious storms from thousands of years ago.

      Zaan had to find Lily before he had his lesson with the Major, and presumably Gar again. She was probably done with Tilda for the day, but he didn’t know where she’d be then. Zaan ran down to Folk’s and popped his head in. The aroma of cooked bacon wafted out at him, so he purchased three strips and ate them with a mug of cool, crisp water. He then ran up to her place and gently knocked on her red-painted door a few times. After a couple of minutes, he decided to leave. He guessed she might be off in the forest for some excursion of her own.

      He walked down the main wide walkways and checked the lilac-laden courtyard for any sight of her golden locks, but had no luck. He just wanted to see her, hear her sweet voice.

      With a slight sense of discouragement, he went back to his room. He unlatched the downstairs door and climbed the stairs to his room. As he opened the door, he noticed an envelope at his feet. He picked it up, and as he held it closely to his eyes, he recognized the writing as his mother’s. Quickly, he walked over to his desk and slid a knife through the seal and laid the parchment out in front of him. He held it up to the light of the window next to him, it left a golden glow on the fading paper.

      Dear son,

      It has been so long since we last lay eyes on you. We miss you dearly, and think of you every single day. Some exciting news, we got another dog, and named her Giddy. A mix of what you recommended and something we liked. She’s a puppy that we found on the street, actually. She sort of reminds us of what Oscar looked like when you first got him. Maybe that is why your father picked her up off the street and took her in. How she barks at Bruno! The poor donkey— always getting nipped at the ankles by her, the ornery dog.

      Well we hope that life is as exciting as you’d dreamed. The world is a big place and we hope you are making your little nest somewhere nice.

      Planting is mostly done for the spring season. We did the usual, but I’m trying an early crop of peas this year. I’m trying to see if I can get a nice, sweet batch. I’ll cook them off with some sage and butter, just like you like. I’ll can some things so that when you get back to see us, I can make you something from this harvest.

      Janos just told me to tell you to bring back some tobacco from up north. But secretly, I’m going to try to get him to quit smoking soon. So don’t bring him any.

      We love seeing your letters come in, so write back, and take care, son. We love you so much, and hope the world is treating you well.

      Love,

      Mom and Dad.

      Zaan folded the top of the letter down and smelled the parchment. He didn’t smell much, as he assumed it’d been on the road quite a while to get this far to him. A wide grin came across his face, and he stared out his window up to the sky. He thought about a puppy running around the house and yard and his father having to train her to go outside to relieve itself. He laughed, and watched the large, puffy white clouds drift past.

      The thought crossed his mind to pull out a piece of parchment and write a return letter at that moment, but with his training with the Major coming up, he put the letter into his pocket. He changed into more breathable clothing, because he tended to get quite a workout from getting whipped by Gar and the Major, and he left his room.

      Walking down the curving eastern stairway to the Major’s residence, Zaan picked a couple of leaves off a dogwood tree and felt their texture between his fingers. He thought about how old that particular tree was, and what generation of leaves those were. He knew if he really wished to know the age of the tree, he could simply cut into it and count the rings. Ironic, he would have to harm, or kill, the tree to find how many years it has lived. It truly would be incredible if Lily would have the ability to talk to things without thoughts or minds. Zaan’s mind began to contemplate this. How do we know plants don’t have thoughts? After all, it’s not like you can hold a thought in your hand. And who says they don’t communicate with us? It seems the more you know, the more you realize you don’t know. He reached up to scratch his chin. Suddenly; he realized he hadn’t shaven in a couple of days, and he had the beginning of a beard. He looked into some reflective glass of a house nearby, and for a split-second, he thought he was looking at his father in the dark glass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “DAMN. Where the hell is it?” Gogenanth said, as he spread his hands and fingers out on the blank canvas of jutting rock, feeling for any sign of the hidden White Passage.

      “It’s here somewhere,” Wollen said, his hands doing the same.

      “What are you looking for?” Ezmerelda asked. “If you are looking for a big rock, you found it.”

      Gogenanth gave a frustrated grunt. “All the rocks around here look the same.” He turned his back to the wall and rested, looking up to the top of the mountain looming above them.

      “Why was it so easy to find the last time we went through it?” Wollen asked, kicking the rock wall.

      “We didn’t find it. Zelestiana and Gildur were the ones who found it. We just walked through,” Gogenanth said.

      Ezmerelda walked over to the wall and began to feel a different area with her hands. “What will it feel like? What are we looking for?” She held her ear up to the mountain, as if to listen to its insides.

      Wollen gave a low chuckle. “I like that one— she’s got spirit.” He took a few steps over to her, and he had to look slightly up at her. “Hey girly, when you find it, you’ll know.”

      “Girly? Whose girly?” She looked down at him and pointed an outstretched finger to him. “Don’t start with me, Shorty, we’re with him,” she said, pointing at Gogenanth. “You’re just along for the ride. If you've any problems with me, you can take it up with him.”

      Wollen looked over at Gogenanth, who gave him a surprised and confused look back. Wollen began to laugh hysterically. “This one. I like this one! Way to go, girly. You are going to do real well with this troupe.”

      Ezmerelda’s face began to well up with anger, and Yule walked over slowly behind her, placing a hand on her shoulder blade, as if to calm her. She took a deep breath and looked back down at her feet. Gogenanth continued to check the walls, and Ezmerelda joined back up.

      “Ugh, we should have just taken the mountain path,” Gogenanth said, his brow furrowed, and teeth clenched. “We need to make it back to Barrier Cliff.”

      “Aye, but we made the choice to be here,” Wollen said. “Looking for this damned door that is just supposed to be somewhere in a mountain, where everything looks the damned same.”

      “Is this it?” Ezmerelda asked, and the two came running over.

      “What? What did you find?” Wollen asked.

      “This.” Ezmerelda took her finger and touched a knobby stone on the rocky wall. She had wide eyes that asked for a response, trying to turn the rock in the cliff with her hand like a doorknob.

      “No, that is not it,” Gogenanth said, and returned back to a new section of wall.

      “Hmm,” Ezmerelda said. “Well, it’s hard to look for something when nobody tells you what the hell you’re looking for.” She looked over at Gogenanth, who walked down the long stretch of rock feeling the wall all along the way. Wollen sat over on a bank of marble rocks, and lit a pipe. He inhaled deeply, and when he exhaled, the smoke blew back in his face and wild hair. “Hey, where’d Yule go?”

      “Yule,” she called out and turned behind her. “Yule, where you at? Where did he get off to?”

      Wollen looked over and stood up. “What’re you doin’?”

      “You seen Yule?” Ezmerelda asked him.

      “No, awful hard to lose such a big guy though. I’m sure he’s around, and probably off in the woods doing his business,” Wollen said, and took another puff off his pipe.

      Gogenanth saw the commotion and came back over to them. “What’s wrong?”

      “Yule’s gone. He was just here,” Ezmerelda said, now concerned. “Yule. Yule, where are you?” she yelled out. “Maybe we should spread out.”

      “We are wasting time,” Gogenanth said. “Every moment we’re out here, Zaan and everyone in Barrier Cliff . . . We need to . . .”

      Before he could finish, Ezmerelda put a finger up to his mouth and gave a shushing sound. “You hear that?” The three listened closely, hearing a faint call in the wind. They heard a muffled call for ‘help’.

      “Yule? Yule, where are you?” Ezmerelda called out. Gogenanth and Wollen armed themselves. They listened and heard the calls for help, as they walked closer to them. They inched along, quietly and low. As they walked along the outstretch of wall, the calls got louder. At a point though, the calls grew further away, and they realized the calls began to come from behind them.

      “What the?” Ezmerelda asked. She listened for a moment. “Is that . . . is that a . . . laugh? Is that Yule laughing?” They backtracked a bit, until they could hear Yule clearly laughing. “Is this?” she said as she reached towards the sound of Yule’s voice and her arm slowly disappeared into the rock.

      She stuck her head into the rock, and saw Yule, standing there, lit on both sides by glowing torches and white rock. She walked through, and Gogenanth and Wollen followed. She looked back at the entrance and realized Yule had been looking at his reflection in the entrance, laughing.

      “Good job, Yule. You found it,” she said. Yule gave out a big grin, and Gogenanth entered the passageway and rushed past.

      “Time to move,” he said, and began running. The others quickly followed. “We don’t have much time.”
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      “CONCENTRATE.” The word echoed again in the back of his mind. “Concentrate hard . . . Focus.” The words built up to a roaring echo in Zaan’s head. His eyes were closed, but he could see it. It illuminated a misty blue in the distant dark black. As he focused his mind on it, he began to feel its weight. It felt like he was holding a full-size man in his arms. Zaan’s feet pushed harder into the stone floor, and his knees began to ache.

      Zelestiana looked out onto the cold Rion Sea, hovering slightly over it was the rising golden sun. The sea looked as white as the caps of the Cascade Mountains in a cold winter’s grasp. Centered perfectly in the bright gleaming reflection of the sea, was a boat. It was manned by two individuals, who looked quite normal at the moment, but that was about to change. It was a one-mast sailboat two men had taken out from the shore early to beat the other fisherman to the catch.

      In his mind, Zaan saw the boat, and the two men. They both sat idly on either side of the vessel, drinking a warm beverage as they sailed out little by little. Zaan cupped his hands with his palms open.

      “Focus, feel the weight of it, anticipate its next move,” Zelestiana said, still eyeing the boat. The sea reflected its warm light off her unwavering eyes.

      The image of the boat made of blue mist grew brighter and more vivid. He saw his own hands reach out, and they were covered in blue flames. The words of Zelestiana seemed distant, but powerful. This is it. There it is. He clenched his hands under the ship in the distance. He counted. Three . . . Two . . . One . . . With all his might, and what felt like five hundred pounds, he lifted with his back and his knees.

      As the boat lifted from the water, the two men stood up startled, and quickly fell to their backs as the uplifting of the boat knocked them clean over. Zelestiana looked on at this. “Yes,” she said with a curled lip. “Okay, you have it, Zaan.”

      Zaan felt the boat, and held it, as it hovered slightly over the passing waves of the outgoing tide. He continued his strong focus, as he didn’t want to drop it; he wanted to be deliberate, and delicate.

      “Hold it . . . Steady . . . there you go,” Zelestiana said. “Now, Zaan, I want you to raise it up three feet more.”

      Zaan’s brow began to perspire. “I . . . can’t, it’s too heavy.”

      “You lifted an object that weighed twenty times that. Do it.” Zelestiana looked at him, and he felt it. “Think about what drove you to drop that fallen, great tree on Reizenthrōgz when he wanted to kill your friends.”

      “Reizenthrōgz,” Zaan said with an icy tone. Inside of his pocket, he felt the idle weight of the red stone. He clenched his teeth and with a low grunt, pushed his feet into the ground, and lifted the boat another foot . . . Then another . . . And then, with a loud grunt he lifted it the last one. Off in the distance, he heard the cries of the two men.

      “There you go, well done, now turn it back towards shore and set it down as gently as a leaf falling into grass.”

      His shoulders and back relaxed, and he felt the weight come off of his knees. He rotated his hands and the boat slowly spun with them, as he laid the boat back on the water. At the last moment, it dropped quickly a couple of inches and let a ripple sing out into the water from the boat. The man remaining inside let out a loud sigh and clapped. He dragged his partner back into the boat.

      Zaan’s eyes opened and let out wisps of blue smoke. His body relaxed and he went over, sat on the stone wall, and drank a couple gulps of cold, crisp water. He wiped his brow with his shirt sleeve and smiled up at Zelestiana, who smiled down on him.
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      “HURRY, we have to move,” Gogenanth yelled back at his companions behind him.

      “We need to stop,” Ezmerelda called back from behind. Gogenanth and Wollen both paused, and breathed heavily.

      Ezmerelda and Yule caught up to the two, and Yule knelt over to catch his breath. Yule then stood tall and took deep breaths, trying to calm himself. Ezmerelda grabbed her canteen, and took a swill, then handed it over to Yule, who poured it into his mouth— most of it ran down his face and chin. “Thanks, we don’t need long.” Gogenanth looked down the White Passage. “We just need to catch our breath,” she said, giving her a moment to look around the tunnel. “Is that gold?”

      “Looks like it,” Wollen said, impatiently.

      Ezmerelda walked over and began to run her fingers over the gold-speckled walls. She began to dig her fingernail in.

      “Maybe, maybe we shouldn’t do that,” Yule said between breaths. She ignored him, and began to put more force behind her fingers.

      “You should listen to your mate. This is a magic place, don’t know if you should be taking things,” Wollen said to her.

      “Ugh,” Ezmerelda let out a grunt as she forced a small pebble of the gold substance off the wall and she held it up to the torchlight. “It’s pretty.” She put the stone into her pocket and smiled. Yule gave a concerned look and Wollen rolled his eyes. Gogenanth remained staring forward.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “You ready, Yule?” Ezmerelda asked, and Yule nodded.

      They shifted their feet and began running down the corridor. “How long does this go?” she asked.

      “Not much longer, if I remember—” Wollen said, “—but, it does all look the same in here.”

      As they ran, Ezmerelda caught up to Gogenanth at the lead. “Once we get to your friend in Barrier Cliff, what do we do then?”

      Gogenanth continued gazing forward as they ran. “If we have time, we warn them, and set up defenses.”

      “And if we’re late?”

      “Hopefully, that is not the case,” he said.

      “Well, have you thought of it?” Ezmerelda asked.

      “We fight. And if we are later than that, we bury.”

      “We bury?” she asked with her eyebrows upturned, and a grim expression on her face.
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      SINCE his training session with Zelestiana, Zaan felt good about the day. The sun was warm and the air was crisp in Barrier Cliff. The view was clear; one side the Rion rolled off into the horizon, and on the other the snowy peaks of the Cascades reached to the heavens. Below, the green, lush forests swayed with the refreshing gusts of warm wind. He smiled as he stood and watched, taking in the beauty. Only a few months back, he had escaped from the darkness of the Black Cave, and stood, on the high walls of an ancient fortress with his friends. He felt the letter from his mother in his pocket.

      He had gone to see Elindrill at his normal time, and she had left a note saying that she had an urgent matter she needed to attend. So Zaan had the afternoon to dally around and enjoy the sunshine. In a few hours, he would have his scheduled appointment with the Major, but until then, he decided to go sit on the beach and enjoy the day.

      Zaan walked down the market on his way out of the city. He gathered up a fresh loaf of bread loaded with whole grains and warm olives. He purchased a small flask of olive oil, and traded half the bread for a golden melon. He placed his lunch in his bag and made his way down the winding trails of the city, and found himself at the front gate of Barrier Cliff. Just as he approached, the soldiers were closing the giant, steel doors. Zaan stopped and was puzzled. That’s strange.

      He stepped closer, “What’s going on, why shut the doors before twilight?”

      “Orders,” one of the soldiers called out.

      The other soldier called out from the other side. “If you want to get out, you need to use this door.” He pointed over to a small door to the side of the gate.

      Zaan walked over to the soldier. “It’s an unusual time to be closing the gate. Do you know why they are ordering you to shut them?”

      “They never tell us anything,” the soldier said. “Usually, when we are ordered to close the gate this time of day, it’s just an exercise.”

      Zaan looked up into the clear sky and saw nary a single cloud. “How does this door work?”

      “It’s concealed into the wall on the other side,” the soldier said and reached around and put his finger on an unremarkable stone the size of a marble. “Push and twist,” he said as the small door cocked open, “and don’t let anyone see you, Zaan.”

      “Push and twist, got it,” Zaan said as he walked out the side door to the entrance of the old fortress of Barrier Cliff. He carried his food in one hand, and the Tiger’s head hilt of the slaver’s sword under the other. On the rocky dirt path, he continued down the trail and stepped off into the short grass to his left and continued down to the sandy shore of the Rion Sea.

      Once foot hit sand, he pulled his pack down from his back and laid out a cloth on the warm sand. His feet began to burn in the heat of it, and he quickly jumped up onto the blanket. He sat and brushed the undersides of his feet off, wiping the fine dust off into the breeze.

      Laying back, he squinted to look up into the blue sky, Zaan had to cover the direct sunlight with the palms of both hands. Keeping his eyes open only just enough to catch the enchanting blue of the sky, he struggled to stay awake. He shrugged the drowsiness off and sat up. He lay out his meal in front of him. There lay his fresh bread, with the light flask of olive oil and an aromatically-sweet melon.

      Looking up and around the skyline, he could count the clouds in the sky on one hand. He ate casually— he delicately poured the olive oil in droplets onto the bread. When it dripped onto his hand, he would lick up the juices. He cut the melon with the edge of his sword carefully and ate it as if he were famished. He placed the seeds in a pile next to where he sat. The sweet smell of them wafted in the warm air.

      After he ate, he stood up and brushed off some grains of sand that had landed on his lap. He walked in easy strides towards the water, but then ran faster as the heat of the sand built up quickly on the bottoms of his feet. Running in large strides, he rushed into the cool, salty water, instantly relieving any pain he felt. He rolled up the legs of his pants, and stepped further into the water.

      Zaan stood there for a few minutes, breathing in the warm air and looked back up at the high walls of his new home, Barrier Cliff. Looking down, he saw the water washing back behind him and out to sea, and he could feel the sand rushing back through his toes. Quickly his shins, and then ankles showed, and he looked out to the sea. His eyes widened as he saw a wave approaching, with thick, dark clouds above. Not only was the wave approaching quickly but it was gaining in size. He began to run back towards the shoreline, worry set in as shadow rushed past him. He noticed he was walking in wet sand, and the sea water had receded back many meters behind him. Zaan felt a sense of panic as he saw the lightning, and felt the thunder boom overhead. He began running as fast as he could towards the city. Lightning struck again in the distance behind him and the crack of thunder echoed loudly around him.

      He looked back over his shoulder and saw the great wave approaching, he was running as fast as his long legs could carry him, until, droplets fell onto his head. The wave was upon him. He thought about calling on his Azulūz, but there wasn’t the time. What could it do against the force of water?

      He felt his feet lift up from underneath him, and he was soon at the mercy of the giant wave. He looked up above him and the lip of it surged in front of him. Soon, he was lifted up off the sandy shore by many feet and fell back into the salty water of the sea. He struggled to take one last giant breath before he was completely submerged.

      Moving at incredible speed, he flew back out into the ocean, at a depth he did not know. Using all of his strength to kick and swim towards the only light he saw, he assumed it was sunlight, although he did not know which direction was up. His lungs began to burn, and he knew he needed to find air soon. He kicked as hard as he could, and pushed his arms harder in front of him.

      After minutes of fighting and clawing for new air, he breached the surface. He let out most of the air in his lungs in a mighty burst and drew the salty air into his lungs. Breathing heavily, and trying to regain his senses, he looked out and saw he had been drawn out to sea. He began his swim back towards the direction of Barrier Cliff. It was laborious work, and he struggled to remain calm as more giant waves came up from behind him. The water itself made it difficult to breathe, as his heart raced from the freezing water. Lightning lit the sky and the thunder was deafening.

      He clawed his way towards the shoreline, desperate and frantic, to make it to dry land. After what felt like an hour of he could see it in the near distance. He pushed with all his might, until he felt the brush of wet sand under his feet. He skipped ahead and ran up towards the dry sand, with water up to his chest, then his waist, then his ankles again. Zaan stood up on the sandy shore, and placed his hands upon his knees and breathed in heavily.

      Standing up, he looked out onto the Rion and saw the giant waves were reaching high peaks in the distance. He had never seen the Aterax on the sea before, it was every bit as temperamental and devastating as he had heard. He watched as the thick, black clouds began to scatter to sparse, gray ribbons. Not seeing any of his belongings on the sand, he quickly clutched at his father’s compass which still hung out his neck, he breathed a sigh of relief.

      He walked over to where his belongings had been, his shoes and the blanket were blown into the ocean. In the bright sun’s reflection off of the sand, he caught a bright sparkle. Reaching down, he brushed away a coating of sand to reveal a reflective, silver metal. He slipped his hand slowly into the sand to grasp the hilt of his Slaver’s sword with the tiger’s head.
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      “PUSH and twist,” he said, as he pressed the hidden button to allow him back within the walls of Barrier Cliff. The doorway was small, as Zaan had to duck down to almost his waist height to squeeze through. He emerged on the other side and stood, barefoot and wet.

      “Go for a swim, did ya?” The soldier laughed. “That storm came out of nowhere, huh?”

      “Yes it did,” Zaan said as he walked past, back up one of the winding staircases, with the glossy black stones. He wanted to get back to wash up and get the salt water off his sword before meeting with the Major. It appeared that the Aterax came and went so quickly no one seemed concerned by it, although it almost drowned him.

      He showered quickly in cold water down in the bathing room before heading up to his room to clean his sword, change into fresh clothes, and get into his spare pair of boots.

      Walking back down towards the entrance to the city, and the office of the Major, Zaan stared up at the sky. It was still completely clear of clouds and had an angelic hue of blue. He shrugged his shoulders and continued walking at a quick pace. Once he got close to the door to the office of the Major, he noticed a note pinned to it. He leaned in closer to read it, scribbled in vaguely legible writing was a note that said simply: class canceled.

      Zaan stood there a few moments, not knowing what to do with himself. He assumed Gar had either come and gone, or was running late to class and wouldn’t be there for a while still. He knew Gogenanth was still out in the world somewhere, so he figured he would go see what Astor was doing.

      Running at a brisk pace he ran up the winding pathways, almost running into an older woman carrying linens. He quickly dodged her as she appeared around a corner, but it indeed startled the old woman. He apologized and continued on. Once he arrived at the humble residence of his friend, he knocked a few times, with no answer. He knocked a few more times, still with no answer. What the hell is going on? Where is everyone?

      He turned and sat on the stairs in front of Astor’s home, and thought of what to do. He could go seek out Zelestiana or Tilda. He certainly would not interrupt Mäezer Palanzal, who probably would just want to fiddle with the red stone for another hour. They must be having a meeting. He couldn’t shake the uneasiness he felt about what happened to him at the sea, but he figured he did have the rest of the day off now.

      Well, what do you do with yourself now, Zaan?
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the courtyard at the base of the great statue of Gildur, Zaan sat, looking up at the monumental portrayal of his deceased friend. His mind wandered back to the time he strolled into Gildur’s armory back in Auracity, and Gildur sized him up. Zaan wouldn’t admit it then, but now he would say he was quite scared of him at first. The scars on his chest and down his arms, his wiry beard and the rough tone in his voice. He had never met a man like that, someone who could reflect the thrust of a sword, or seemingly catch the flail of a mace in his bare hands. He could breathe fire, and spit it out.

      Zaan sat there, snapping sticks in his fingers. He glanced at the other groups of people in the courtyard. A mother played with her young boy, she sat as he ran in circles around her. A young couple sat at another bench, closely, and spoke and laughed softly. An elderly man sat with another, they seldom talked, glancing around, and fed seagulls.

      Then he saw it, coming out the corner of his eyes, a subtle glimmer. Not the light of the sun, but a more delicate, flowing gold. Lily came up from the ascending stair to the right. She came slowly strolling over, she carried two heavy books, and wore a soft, pearl-colored linen shirt that draped just below her collarbone, and a tanned skirt that danced at her knees. She gave a quick smile and walked over to Zaan. As she approached, Zaan had that feeling of his heart up in his throat again, he smiled back.

      “How you doing today?” Zaan asked.

      “Mind if I sit?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he said and scooted over slightly, making room for her on the bench made of white, aged driftwood. She sat and lay her two books on the bench between them.

      “Strange day today,” Lily said. She pushed her curly hair back behind her ears. A single hair flew from her head and landed on Zaan’s face. It tickled and he reached up to grab it. He held it out in the breeze, and left it to float off a bustle of wind, that blew in from the north.

      “Indeed, it’s an unusual day. Did your class get canceled too?” Zaan asked.

      “No, your classes were canceled?” she asked.

      “Yeah, two of them. That never happens.”

      “Lucky. No, I had class,” she said, looking up at the statue of Gildur. “It was a good class though.”

      “Oh yeah, what did you do?” he asked.

      “Tilda taught me some breathing techniques and we did some archery,” she said, smiling. He could tell by the gleam in her eyes, she enjoyed archery.

      “She is incredible with a bow and crossbow. I’m sure you’ll be great too,” he said, still snapping twigs in his hands. “So, why do you think it’s a strange day?”

      “Oh, it’s just, I got a weird feeling in my stomach. It feels like I have this voice in my heart telling me something . . . It’s probably nothing, but things just seem, a little . . . different.”

      “That’s a good way of putting it. I just about drowned down on the shore earlier,” he said.

      She put her hand to her mouth, and then reached out and put a hand on his arm. “Oh my god, are you okay? What’s wrong with you? You almost drowned?”

      “Really, I’m fine. It was a bit worrisome in the moment. I’ve never seen the Rion or the Aterax act like that— that intense, that quickly.” He looked at her. “A strange day, that’s for sure.”

      They both sat there in silence for a few brief moments.

      “Hey, I was on my way up to the north cliffs to read.” She picked up her books, put them squarely on her lap, and gave a big grin. “You want to come with me?”
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        * * *

      

      Far beneath the high peaks of the snow-capped Cascade Mountains, there ran a group of four through a passageway made centuries prior that was illuminated by an unnatural force of golden lights on white stone walls. A shimmer glowed up ahead in the tunnel and Gogenanth saw their reflections running briskly.

      “That’s it! The end of the White Passage,” Gogenanth said, with fatigued breath. “Hurry, we have to move!”

      “Good. We can’t keep up this pace much longer. Yule’s having a tough go of it, keeping up,” Wollen said.

      “Keep pushing! And be ready,” Gogenanth yelled back to the party. “There is no telling what we may find on the other side.”
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      THEIR walk up the north cliff was peaceful and quiet. They strode confidently next to each other. Their legs moved in unison as they ascended slowly up the curving stairs until they reached the highest peak of Barrier Cliff, aside from the three towers overhead. As they climbed the final stair, Lily’s arm brushed up against Zaan’s, he didn’t move away.

      “So what are you going to read me?” Zaan asked, as they both sat on the waist-high walls of the north cliffs. Finally, time with her, alone. To their backs was an amazing drop to the forest floor. A strong gust of wind from the north hit their backs. “Whoa, windy today.” He put a hand on her back to steady her, “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” Lily said, brushing hair out of her eyes. “Well, let’s see, what do we have here.” She pulled the first book up in front of Zaan. “First, we have, The Elderberry’s Foil and Footprint.” She held in a laugh.

      “Sounds . . . Interesting.” She could read me a book on mathematics, and I’d be okay with it.

      “Yeah, it’s about foraging. What to eat and what not to eat. You ever had an elderberry?” she asked, as another strong gust of wind hit their backs. Their hair flew into both of their eyes, and their clothes flapped strongly in the wind. “Whoa, that was a strong one.”

      “Here, let’s get down from sitting up so high,” Zaan said, as he dipped down and put his back up against the wall they were sitting atop. She followed down to the ground after him. “Can’t say I’ve ever had one, an elderberry. What does it taste like?”

      “Not sure, never had one,” she said and they both laughed. Stronger winds gushed over their heads.

      “What is the second book?” Zaan asked, looking into Lily’s eyes. He thought they held the beauty of the forests in them, rampant greens and lush auburns circled her pupils.

      “Well, let’s see. It’s called A Honeybee and his Sunflower Patch,” Lily said. “Any guesses what this one is about?” She looked up at him, who was staring deeply into her eyes. “Zaan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What are you doing?” she asked softly.

      Zaan reached up and touched her cheek with the back of his hand. Her face was smooth and delicate. He looked into her beautiful eyes, lit with bright greens. Her rosy lips were slightly opened apart. It was hardly noticeable, but enough for him to notice.

      Her body was tense as he caressed her cheek, then chin. He slowly began to move his face closer to hers. He could feel the tenseness in her back and shoulders, and the panic in her eyes. He moved closer, until he could feel her breath. Then she moved forward just enough for her lips to press softly against his, and he could feel her body instantly relax.

      They put their arms around each other as strong gusts of winds rushed and howled above them. Lily threw her books off to the side, and she wrapped her arms around him. He felt her soft skin as she ran her hands up his arms, and up to his neck. Neither wanted that moment to end.

      Then, the loud sound of a single horn blew from Palanzal’s Tower, and the winds picked up above them.

      They kissed a moment more, then pulled away from each other and smiled uncontrollable smiles. They gave each other one more kiss, to share one last intimate moment.

      The horn blew loudly, so loudly actually that it almost drowned out the whistling of the winds overhead. Then, another horn began to blow from the second tower, doubling the volume of the first. Zaan was confused, and could see she shared the same feeling, from the look on her face.

      “What is that?” Lily asked.

      “I don’t know,” Zaan replied. “But something’s wrong, we should get back down to the others.”

      A third horn began to blow from the third tower. They watched as people began to shuffle out of their homes out into the streets and look up to the towers, blowing their loud horns down to the citizens of Barrier Cliff.

      Lily and Zaan looked at each other. Zaan couldn’t help but feel a sense of concern and worry. He’d never heard those horns blown. “Yes, we need to find the others,” Lily said.
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      A large crowd of women, men, and children had formed at the base of Palanzal’s Tower. People shouted over each other, trying to yell up to the high tower while the deafening horns blew. Lily and Zaan found it difficult to make their way through the crowd. “Excuse us. Excuse us, please,” Lily said, as they slid through the cracks in the crowd of people. Eventually, they made their way to the front door, slid the latch open, and went inside. They tried their best to slip in unnoticed and shut the door behind them.

      They went over to the staircase to the side of the tower and strode up quickly to the office of Mäezer Palanzal. Zaan knocked once and then opened the door. Startled faces appeared as Zaan saw Zelestiana and Astor quickly draw their swords and Tilda pulled back an arrow in her bow.

      “Whoa!” Zaan said and put his palms up in the air, “It’s just us.” They lowered their weapons. “It’s just Lily and me. What is going on around here?”

      Palanzal stood and waved for them to come over and join them. At Palanzal’s side sat Elindrill, and besides the three who drew weapons upon them, there was the Major and a group of armored soldiers, six of them.

      “Quickly, head over here,” Palanzal said urgently. “We do not have time to fully catch you up.”

      “What’s going on, Headmaster?” Lily asked.

      “There is a concealed shadow heading for the high walls of Barrier Cliff.”

      Zaan looked to Zelestiana, who gave no gesture, but stood as a soldier prepared for battle.

      “A shadow?” Lily asked.

      “Yes, something is approaching very quickly from the north, but it’s identity is shielded from my sight. All I know, is that is moves quicker than anything could by land, and that it is big, whatever it is,” Palanzal said with wild eyes. What is it coming towards us? Is it coming by sea? Whatever it is, Palanzal seems really worried by it.

      “Major, take your soldiers and set up your defenses. Bar and barricade the gate, and let nothing over the walls,” Elindrill said.

      “Nothing will breach the walls of Barrier Cliff, m’lady,” the Major said as he motioned for the six soldiers to follow him, and they shuffled past Zaan and Lily as they made their way out Palanzal’s study. The Major gave Zaan a look as he ran past, that Zaan interpreted as a look of ‘be prepared’ as if the Major was about to attack Zaan in a lesson of swordplay.

      “What do we do?” Lily asked fearfully.

      “The only thing we can do,” Tilda said, as she walked over to Lily and put her arms around her. “We fight.” She looked into Lily’s eyes. “We fight for our home.” Lily looked at Tilda with large, tear-filled eyes.

      Zaan looked over at Palanzal, and then Zelestiana, and then Astor. “Okay, we fight,” he said with his chest out and his back straight, and he cupped the hilt of his sword with palm. “What’s the plan?”

      Astor looked over and Zaan, “We will find out when whatever is heading our way arrives.”

      “What about Gogenanth? Where is Gogenanth?” Lily asked.

      “Ay, Gogenanth!” Palanzal said, as he hit himself in the forehead with his hand. “In all this commotion, I completely forgot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      BLINDING sunlight struck the sheer cliff, it reflected so brightly, Ezmerelda even went briefly back into the White Passage to let her eyes adjust. She emerged slowly once more into the Yelden Forest, the foliage and trees thick, but she could see the highest tips of the black towers of Barrier Cliff hovering in the distance over the forest’s tree line.

      Ready to draw his scimitar at the slightest sound, Gogenanth stood tensely just ahead of Wollen. After he had a sense the surrounding area was safe, he removed his hands from the hilt of his sword, and stood back up straight. He looked to the sky above where the city lay. There were no signs of smoke, then he began sniffing at the air. Yule upturned his eyebrows at the sight of Gogenanth smelling the incoming winds.

      “What do you think, Wollen?” he asked.

      Wollen cracked his knuckles on his right hand, one by one. “Well, from here, it doesn’t appear that there has been a battle, and I don’t sense anything around here out of the ordinary.” He ran his hands through his wild, long hair. “What do you think?”

      Gogenanth growled in a low tone. “My outward senses don’t see or smell anything, but I cannot shake the sense of hatred approaching. Listen . . . ” Gogenanth put up a hand for the party to remain quiet.

      “It’s quiet,” Wollen said. “Not a damn bird or animal around.” They watched as a colony of seagulls flew stealthily high in the air, moving south.

      Gogenanth and Wollen both watched the sea birds fly high overhead in their V formation. Then, they both looked north. Both of their brows furrowed. Ezmerelda and Yule both followed suit, and look north, struggling and squinting to see anything of particular matter.

      “There it is. We still have time,” Gogenanth said.

      “Wait, there is what? What are we looking at?” Ezmerelda asked, still trying to see, she even took a few steps forward, hoping that would help.

      Wollen walked over to her, and tried to match her eye line with his. He stood next to her and pointed his arm out, pointing his index finger out into the distant sky. “There, you see?” She covered her eyes and looked out. “That patch of clouds. The dark ones, in the middle of the clear sky. That's it. Whatever it is, it is concealing itself in darkness.”

      “That can’t be . . .” Ezmerelda showed grave concern on her face. “That must be enormous, and it is . . .  flying?” She took two steps back and stood next to Yule, who stood with his mouth open.

      Then suddenly, Gogenanth fell to a knee. The three looked over at him, both his hands fell to the ground, and clenched the ground at his feet. He then brought one hand up to his head, and remained there for a few moments.

      “Go— Gogenanth? Are you okay?” Ezmerelda asked.

      “Shh.” He shushed back.

      Inside of Gogenanth’s mind, he felt the deeply embedded presence of another persona. It was as if he had another personality communicating with him. He had to concentrate specifically on the voice to hear it loud enough to properly communicate with it. He took a deep breath and focused all of his energy on it, and it then grew loud enough to hear a light echoing of his name. It was calling for him, “Gogenanth . . . Gogenanth . . . Hear me.”

      “Yes, I am here, I hear you Palanzal.”

      “Gogenanth, we need your strength. Where are you?”

      “I’m almost to the fortress. I am with a few friends. We should be there within a couple of hours.”

      “You must hurry, something is approaching, something shielding itself from my senses. I fear it is a great and powerful force, though I know not what it is.”

      “Palanzal, listen carefully to me. Whatever it is, it was sent by Armoz the Devil King, and it is coming for death.”

      Palanzal did not respond immediately.

      “Do you hear me, Mäezer?”

      “Yes, I hear you, Gogenanth.”

      “Palanzal, there is one more thing . . . it is hunting . . .” He paused, “You need to hide Zaan.”

      Palanzal, again, took a few moments to respond. “I understand. Gogenanth, the Major is fortifying the fortress, but you must make great haste back.”

      “Understood. May Ojiin grant me the speed needed to protect our home.”
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        * * *

      

      An eerie, and foreboding silence floated in the air, as Mäezer Palanzal sat with both palms flat on the top of his desk, and his head bowed down. His long gray hair fell over his thin, tense shoulders, and beads of sweat fell under his golden spectacles. He sat still for many minutes. Streams of angelic sunlight illuminated the floating particles of dust slowly dancing through the room. Zelestiana stood motionless, Astor lightly fidgeted and looked around the room. Elindrill sat tensely by the Headmaster, and Zaan and Lily paced about slowly.

      Elindrill moved towards Palanzal and put her hands on his back, as his head dropped down slightly, and his hands curled into fists. He lifted his head up, his long gray hairs falling in front of his face, then his opened his eyes widely, looking out into the far corner of the room. Then he turned and looked into Elindrill’s nervous eyes.

      “What is it, Mäezer? What have you seen? What have you heard?” she asked.

      “It is finally upon us. Victory or enslavement. Pride or death.” Palanzal stood up and spoke in a voice unfamiliar to Zaan. It nearly shook the walls with it volcanic tone. “Armoz the Devil King has made his move.”

      Astor stood up suddenly and his face turned white. Zelestiana simply lowered her head and closed her eyes.

      Palanzal lifted his arms up to his sides. “Chaos has stirred from the depths of Hell and awoken. The beasts of the underworld are upon us. Strong walls will do little against Demons of the Dark. The world will shake in the hours to come. Stories will be told for millennia of the events of this day. For Armoz will show his true face to all those of Essill, and all of the world. My friends, my colleagues, my family, today is that day we fight. Many may perish, but we must fight for the light of the Azulūz, for the light of our Father, the Great God Ojiin and the other Forgotten Names of the Gods. For today we fight. War is here. War is upon our doorstep. War has come to claim us.”

      “This truly is terrible news,” Elindrill said softly, as her eyes welled with tears of terror. Palanzal did not reply, he simply lowered his head again.

      “What of Gogenanth. Where is he?” Astor asked hastily.

      “He comes, although, he may be too late.”

      “What else did he say, Mäezer?” Zelestiana asked.

      Palanzal lifted his head and looked into the thin, dark eyes of Zelestiana. “They are hunting, and they are coming for one.” Without moving his head, he then shot his eyes over at Zaan. “Zaan, my boy, you are in grave danger.”

      Lily looked over at Zaan. “What? What do they want with Zaan?” It’s all happening again, will I never stop being hunted? What will it take to end this? Why do they want me so badly?

      Astor looked over to Lily, and in a grave tone said, “Revenge.”
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      TO the south, the east and the west, the skies were as clear as a pane of freshly cleaned glass. Flocks of birds flew in enormous groups southward, and small mammals hurried into burrows or hollows. There was a general commotion at the front entrance of Palanzal’s tower and in the square of the city.

      Every minute that passed, the northern sky grew darker. The blackness grew closer, and the fear rose in the population of Barrier Cliff. Frenzy gripped the people of the town, as fully-armored soldiers ran about, mostly to the front gate. The sun hung directly overhead, reflecting off of the armor and weapons of the soldiers.

      From atop the tower of Palanzal, the horns died down, and the people of Barrier Cliff quieted their voices. In eager anticipation, they looked up to Palanzal and Elindrill standing on a great pedestal high on the tower.

      “Citizens of Barrier Cliff. Hear me,” Palanzal said with a great tone in his voice, a tone most of them had never heard, and wished they hadn’t. “I wish this day had never come, but they are finally coming for us, in our home. Evil is upon us.”

      The audience remained quiet below, although there were murmurs passed around.

      “This evil is what we have sworn an oath to defeat, and defend against.”

      “What can we do?” A woman’s voice asked from below.

      Elindrill stepped forward. “The strong will fight. Yet, the children, must be hidden. We shall move the children under the city and take them out into the forests for safety if need be.”

      The group below stirred and began yelling.

      “Hear me, citizens of my city.” The voices quieted at Palanzal spoke again. “We will fight, and we will win. We will defend our home, and our families. This fortress has been a home to us, and she will protect us.”

      “Gather your weapons, and rally the elderly and children here,” Elindrill said. “This is not the end.” Palanzal turned and went back into the tower, and Elindrill followed.

      Zelestiana, Astor, Tilda, Lily and Zaan stood there in the room, without a word spoken.

      “Well,” Palanzal said. “What do you think?”

      Astor looked toward Elindrill. “So, we have no idea what is coming for us? Correct?”

      “It appears it will come by the sky, whatever it is,” Elindrill said. Astor put his hand up to his chin, and scratched.

      “Form squadrons, and take them down from our numbers,” Astor said.

      “Astor, Tilda, and I will take on any problems that arise,” Zelestiana said.

      “What of them?” Palanzal asked, looking to Lily and Zaan.

      Zelestiana, Astor, and Tilda looked at one another. “Zaan will come with us,” Zelestiana said.

      Tilda looked at Lily. “Lily will help look after the children.” Lily’s face showed great disappointment. She looked over at Zaan.

      “If they are coming for Zaan, Zelestiana, do you think it wise to put him into the battle?” Palanzal asked.

      “I’m not going to hide away like I'm a helpless child. I’m going to fight,” Zaan said.

      “We need his strength. He is ready, and we don’t know what will be upon us yet,” she replied.

      “I agree with Zelestiana,” Astor added.

      Palanzal looked at Tilda. “I also agree,” she said, nodding in approval.

      “It is decided. Lily, you will escort the needy into the tunnels,” Palanzal said. “Zaan, you have already proven yourself a crusader, ten times over. This battle, it will test all of us. You must be strong, and confident. You must watch over your brethren. May Ojiin watch over you, and us all.”

      Lily began to speak up in protest of her assigned position. “It has been decided,” Palanzal said, and sat at his desk.

      On their way out of Palanzal’s office, Lily gave a scared look at Zaan, who looked deep in thought. “Tilda, I can’t leave you all,” she said.

      “You are not leaving us. You have a very important job ahead of you. Be sure to arm yourself,” Tilda responded.

      As they all left the entrance of the tower, the crowd split in two, to allow the group to pass. All eyes lay upon Zaan as they left. Zaan only looked forward. As they exited the group of people. Tilda turned and spoke, “Now, all of you, arm yourselves or gather in the tower. Take only what is necessary. May Ojiin watch over us all.” The group scattered quickly in different directions. Most faces showed panic and worry.

      “Okay,” Tilda said, turning back towards her friends. “This is where we separate. Lily you must stay.”

      “What of Gar and Stave?” Lily asked.

      “They will fight with us. Worry about your part, for you have much to do, and you must be focused,” Tilda said.

      Lily looked over at Zaan, ran over to him and wrapped her arms around him, and kissed his cheek. Zelestiana’s eyes shot open, Astor smiled, and Tilda turned her head to look away.

      “Goodbye. Good luck, Zaan,” Lily said in a soft voice as she turned and ran quickly over to the tower. Zaan watched her golden curls sway back and forth as she ran, until she disappeared back into Palanzal’s tower.

      Astor grabbed him by the shoulder. “Ready?”
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      DARKNESS gripped the air, and silence spread across the great stronghold. Nervousness and anxiety fell over the soldiers and remaining people, still in sight to fight the unknown enemy. Lightning shot directly overhead, and many soldiers were startled as loud thunder cracked. They looked up to see the last slit of sunlight as the darkness fell underneath, and shadow engulfed Barrier Cliff.

      A cool wind from the north brushed down on the men and women as they held their ground. They examined the sky, looking for a trace of what imminent threat was upon them.

      Zaan stood at the northern cliffs of the city, with Astor, Tilda, Zelestiana, and Gar. That location would give them the best view of not only the incoming enemy, but it laid out the best downwards view of the city, besides the towers. They didn’t speak, they only held their weapons in anticipation of battle, and as ready as Zaan felt for battle, there lingered that bit of fear, and he gripped his slaver’s sword tight. He looked over at Gar, who now looked like a seasoned soldier. In his light silver armor with an ocean blue-sash, he looked back at Zaan. In his eyes, Zaan saw a rage he had never seen in his friend, and it made Zaan feel more secure. Together they’d fight whatever came.

      “There,” Astor said. “You see it?” He pointed into the northern distance. “Just dipping out of the clouds.”

      They all attempted to see what he saw underneath the dark, looming clouds that glimmered with sporadic lightning. “I see it,” Zelestiana said.

      “It’s not an it—” Tilda said, “—there are many. Are you ready, Gar? Zaan?” They both nodded, and felt the weight of their swords in their hands.

      An ear-piercing scream let out in the distance, and a loud grumbling roar followed. Claws dipped beneath the clouds, and then disappeared. Black, sharp talons, tore through the cloud line again. Then yellow teeth and scaly skin appeared. Then exposed bone and hanging flesh could be seen. Black fog danced past the rotting flesh as the monsters appeared in the dark clouds.

      Loud screams and yells came from behind the group in the lower parts of Barrier Cliff. “What the hell are those things?” Astor asked.

      “Damned evil beasts,” Zelestiana said.

      I never imagined in my wildest dreams I’d live to see monsters such as these. Let alone, go into a battle against them. I can feel my heart beating hard in my chest just from the roars of them. There’s going to have to be a miracle for us to get out of this alive.

      Giant wings dipped lower out of the cloud line, and the large creatures started their descent upon the city. Ragged, long tails followed the bodies of the beasts, rotting flesh hanging off every part of their scaly bodies. Bones pierced through their chests, stomachs and wings. They flew down closer, and closer, until they were nearly on top of the Zaan’s group.

      “There are so many of them,” Zaan said.

      “Stay focused, Zaan,” Zelestiana said, as the shadow of a silhouetted beast flew over her, and Zaan ducked low. “These are no ogres we face. These are the dragons of Riverend, brought back from the grave.”
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        * * *

      

      As they exited the wilderness of the dense forest, all became clear to Gogenanth and Wollen. “We are too late,” Gogenanth said, exasperated.

      “What in God’s name?” Wollen said. “The city has no hope to fight off damned dragons.”

      Gogenanth looked at the oncoming swarm the dragons, “I hoped this day would never come. Barrier Cliff under full attack by Armoz.” Ezmerelda and Yule stood silently, in shock. “Head back into the woods Ezmerelda, and take Yule with you, this doesn’t have to be your fight.”

      She wiped the shock off her face and walked towards Gogenanth. She grabbed his hand and held it between her smaller hands. “You sure your friends are in there?” she asked. He nodded, with a sigh. “We’re going with you then.”

      Wollen smiled, “I told you I liked this one.”
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        * * *

      

      The loud horns began their call again from the towers. “Attack!” Zaan heard Major Gylem’s call from down below towards the front gate of the city.

      “No mercy!” Zelestiana yelled to her friends as her black hair blew around from the downbeat of strong, deathly wings pattered down on them. “They will show you none.”

      “Let’s kill some dragons!” Astor yelled back, shaking his sword in his hands. At that, they all ran single-file down the stairways to a lower section of the city. As they turned their first corner, the rotten, decomposing body a large dragon appeared. It was on all four of its feet and clawing at the entrance to one of the tower’s main doors. As it clawed at the door, it left long, ragged, deep cuts.

      The dragon had a long curling neck with exposed muscles tensed and stretched all down its body. It had crimson-colored wings longer than two body lengths and were tattered and littered with small, black spots. Atop its head was four yellowed, curled horns and its eyes were a deep, blood red.

      Here we go, this is the fight of our lives here. The fight of the century possibly. Please, Ojiin protect us.

      Zelestiana rushed forward at the dragon with her sharp sword slashing. Astor ran its side, and Tilda drew back light arrows in her bow and quickly let them fly at the dragon. Gar hesitated only a moment, and then with a battle cry ran at the beast.

      Zaan watched as it let out a roar that nearly knocked him to the ground, and it twisted and slashed at them. He’d never seen something so fast and ferocious, but he regained his wits, and ran at the dragon, ready to fight.

      In the chaos of the dragon’s slashing claws, and snapping, sharp teeth, Zelestiana found her sword sink into its side, dark blood poured from the wound. Not able to react quick enough, Zaan watched as its long tail went and caught her in the shoulder, knocking her hard to the ground.

      Should I use the Azulūz? Or should I just go in and attack? She needs my help, now. He ran in with his sword held firmly in his hand. The dragon, which stood twice as tall as him, was six times the size of a grown man. It slithered about, snapped its sharp teeth, and was wholly unpredictable in its chaotic movements. Tilda continued to lay arrow after arrow into it, patiently waiting for clear, clean landing shots.

      They’d surrounded it, but it only seemed to drive the dragon madder, and it roared and rushed straight at Tilda, infuriated by the barrage of arrows. Zaan saw the panic in her eyes, and unexpectedly, as he ran it, Astor had crawled up its back slashing at it. The dragons stopped and thrashed wildly, roaring and twisting its neck back to bite at Astor, and it’s teeth found his sword. The dragon easily ripped his sword from his hand, and he found himself utterly defenseless then.

      “Astor!” Tilda cried.

      The dragon bit to sink its teeth into him, but instead found itself being hacked at by Gar and Zaan, who poured everything they had into slashing and stabbing it.

      “Kill it!” Gar yelled to Zaan. “Find its heart.”

      Quickly, Astor rolled to safety and grabbed his sword, and helped Zelestiana to her feet. Tilda let more arrows fly.

      Zaan could feel the heat from the dragon’s breath, he could smell the stench of its rotting flesh, and he could sense the danger he was in. Any second one of these wings could come and rip me in half. Stay alert, stay focused, remember what the Major taught you, keep moving your feet and wait for your chance to strike deep and hard.

      As they tried to stab their swords through its thick hide, an arrow zipped through the air, and lodged itself into one of the dragon’s eyes. It roared and screamed as its dark bloodshot onto Zaan’s face. Blinding him temporarily, he drew back and wiped the thick, stinging blood from his eyes.

      “Zaan, get back,” Zelestiana yelled and she and Astor ran at the beast, slashing and berating it. He got the blood from his eyes, and watched his friends fighting the dragon, they’d been hitting it with everything they had, and it barely slowed it. What’s it going to take to kill this thing? If we don’t take it down soon, someone’s going to die.

      The swirling blades of Astor and Zelestiana battered the dragon as it had its attention on Gar, who wasn’t letting up, he just kept hammering at it while it thrashed from the arrow sticking from its head.

      Suddenly, the great beast stood up on its hind legs and began to flap its wings, and strong gusts of wind blew down on it while it growled and hissed.

      “What do we do?” Gar asked Zelestiana. “It’s too strong.”

      From nowhere, dozens of rocks began to fly at the dragon, hitting it in the face and neck. “Now!” Zelestiana said, and they all ran at it.

      Zaan continued to pummel the dragon with his Azulūz, letting stone after stone fly at the dragon, infuriating it further. Swords flashed, and arrows flew at the dragon, until finally Gar’s sword found a soft crack in its chest. It stuck in, black blood poured, and with a yell, he shoved his sword clear through, into the beast.

      It writhed and screamed but crawled back as far as it could before it collapsed to the ground. As it struggled to breathe, Astor ran over and drove his sword through its other eyes, and the body of the beast lay still in a pool of black blood, dead.

      They didn’t have time to enjoy the victory as many screams from people were heard below. Zaan looked over the cliff to see many other dragons roaming the city, and there were many bodies that lay on the black stones.

      “Let’s move,” Zelestiana said, and they ran off down the winding stair together.

      “Way to go, Gar,” Zaan said as they ran.

      “Not so bad yourself,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      WINDS blew in harshly from the north, and Palanzal had to hold his spectacles firmly against his face to keep them from flying away as he peered down onto the city. A dozen, half-decomposed dragons scattered themselves throughout the city. He watched as the Major’s battalion confronted the two of them together at the gate.

      One after one, he was losing his soldiers to the dragons, and they barely managed to get in close enough to do any damage. They’d lost many already, and the fight had barely begun. He looked and saw one dragon’s corpse on the higher cliffs, and Zaan and the others ran down towards the ferocious other dragons.

      The strong winds made Palanzal’s eyes water. “How is this all possible Elindrill? How is it possible such monsters can exist?” He stepped back from the terrace. “How has the world come to witness such things?”

      “I fear the worst, my friend,” she said as she walked over to him crossed her arms in front of her chest. “This indeed is a siege that will echo through generations. This is a battle unprecedented in time. Even with the one death dragon slain, there are another forty-nine left, by the numbers of history books. And there are already so many of us gone.”
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        * * *

      

      The group ran down the stairs to the courtyard, seeing a massive dragon rampaging through the gardens. They found it bigger than the one before, it had a menacing stare with hollow eyes lit with deep red and greens. Half of its chest had its ribs exposed, and Zaan could smell its rank insides. Three soldier’s bodies and a citizen’s body lay before it. One soldier stood his ground, terrified before the beast.

      Here we go, this one has fresh blood on its teeth. It’s ready to kill us all.

      Swiftly, it took a step towards the soldier, and knocked him on his back. “Quick Tilda,” Gar said, pointing his sword in its direction, but it was too late, the dragon stepped on the soldier’s chest, crushing him. Zaan heard the last puff of air leave his chest.

      Astor and Zelestiana were already running at the dragon, bloody swords in hand. Gar and Zaan followed, and Tilda shot her whistling arrows. An arrow ricocheted off its head, and it turned to square off with Zelestiana and Astor. Its long, slender tongue dripped fresh blood. They stopped and squared off with it, just out of reach of the long neck of the giant dragon. As it roared, exposed bone shown through its cheeks, which tore and hung from its mouth. It was a hideous beast.

      It moved towards them quickly, biting and clawing. Not able to react quickly enough, it pinned Gar against one of the stone garden beds with its wings, and he began to panic. Zaan saw his friend in trouble beneath the statue of Gildur, and ran over to help him. Gar fought to free himself, and Zelestiana and Astor were stuck trying to defend themselves from the dragon’s teeth, snapping at them.

      “Help!” Gar yelled, and Zaan could see the dragon was crushing him. “Zaan . . .”

      Zaan stood in place, and began a chant. “Halanal.” Close your eyes, feel for it, feel its weight. I can feel it, but it’s so heavy. You have to do it. You must lift it. It doesn’t matter how heavy it is. You can do it. Your friend’s life’s at stake.

      Cracking stone was heard, and small pebbles began to fall to the feet of the dragon. The great death dragon turned to see the crumbling pebbles turn to stones, and the giant statue of Gildur crashed down onto the dragon, shaking the ground beneath their feet, and it let out a massive roar. It found itself pinned to the ground. It squirmed and roared, but did little to budge the monument of their friend.

      Gar crawled away to safety, holding his chest. “Zaan-”

      “I hope he wouldn’t mind,” Zaan said. “Gildur, that is.”

      Tilda approached the dragon as its thrashing slowed. She pulled an arrow taught into her bow, and let it fly into the center of the dragon’s head, “I think he would have loved it, actually.” Astor and Zelestiana let their swords stick into its chest, and blood poured onto the black rock. Zaan felt woozy, and his mind fogged, he had to sit on a bench to the side.

      “What’s wrong, Zaan?” Tilda asked.

      “Its . . . It’s the blood, I think, it’s clouding my mind.” He heard the roars and screams from the soldiers and people further below. “I’ll be fine, just give me a second.”

      Zaan saw Zelestiana looking up to the high peaks of Headmaster Tower, and she said, “Yes, Palanzal, I hear you.”

      “He must be talking to her with his power,” Gar said.

      “We are doing our share, but I fear if we get surrounded, we may be in trouble,” she said, looking up into the sky with the dozens of dragons swirling overhead. She walked over to the edge of the courtyard and looked down towards the front gate of the city. “If these are indeed the dragons of Riverend resurrected, what do we need to do to defeat them?” She paused, and then she looked back at Zaan and the others.

      “Well, what did he say?” Tilda asked.

      “He said, if we see Riverend, we should try killing him.”

      Zaan looked down to see the battle unfold below them, with the Major and his forces fighting off three dragons now, each a different color: one as red as blood, one stone grey, and one a dark, deep brown with white stripes.

      “We need to find Riverend,” Astor said.

      “Riverend is here?” Zaan said, trying to shake off the weakness he felt. Might this all end if we can find him and kill him? I guess if there’s any chance it will, we need to do it, and quickly.

      “I’m not sure, I don’t see him,” Zelestiana said, surveying the skies.

      “Well,” Astor said, “if he’s up on one of those dragons, it’ll be hard to get him down. Arrows won’t reach that high.”

      “I don’t know if I want them to come down,” Gar said, watching the swirling legion of dragons above.

      Just as Gar said that, a dozen dragons began to glide down towards Barrier Cliff, continuing their swirling pattern. From Zaan’s perspective, it was as if they were in the center of a tornado of claws and teeth.

      “Get ready,” Tilda said. “They’re coming in a second wave.”

      The dragons began to land around the city. One by one they dropped out to the sky and landed on houses, in the streets, even on the great towers and began poking their heads in, snapping at anything that moved. Screams were heard around the city, all around the group. The Major yelled orders down below and scores of soldiers hollered and yelled. Loud roars of angry dragons followed.

      As the group gathered in a tight circle, waiting for any dragons to come and attack, a single, loud roar came from the center of the funnel overhead. Zaan looked up at the beast that made such a horrific roar. So far overhead, it looked like the others, but as it slowly descended downwards, he realized this was not at all like the others. As it floated down, its massive wings moved giant swaths of air down onto him and his friends.

      Zaan could hardly see, even with his hands over his eyes, protecting them from the biting winds. His heart beat nervously in his chest, and he felt the presence of something new— powerful and terrifying, entering the fight.

      The winds died down as a great dragon landed in front of them loudly, and there was something. . . someone on its back. Zaan gulped, and bounced his sword in his hands. What has Armoz sent after us now? It this Riverend? Or something even worse?

      “I do not now, but we shall soon find out,” Zelestiana yelled over to him.

      “What is that?” Gar asked.

      “I’m not sure we want to know,” Tilda said.

      The dragon was white, with crimson blood stripes down its sides and wings. It's black, rotting insides were exposed. Huge yellow eyes like a snake’s stared at them, they were the hue of a golden sun, encompassed by the color of a blood moon. Zaan shook the slaver’s sword in his hand.

      Atop the great dragon was the figure Zaan felt, and he sat, staring at Zaan. There was a light the figure carried, however, it wasn’t a light from their world. It was a bright, blinding white fire that wrapped the sharp edges of a black, devilish battleax. Stepping down from the beast, a single, silver clad figure jumped heavily to the ground. He landed and dropped to a knee, his long black leather cape fell behind him.

      “Who the hell is that?” Gar said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Is that Riverend?”

      “Don’t know,” Astor replied, shifting his feet harder into the ground.

      The silver knight lifted his head, and looked at the group. The dragon behind him showed its long, gnarled teeth. The knight stood up, and leaned slightly to one side. “So we finally meet,” he said with a low, hallowed tone. The ax’s flame flared up as he said that. Zaan noticed the other dragons around the city had stopped and watched the knight as he stood in the courtyard. This man looks powerful, and seems intent on me.

      “Who are you?” Tilda yelled out to the silver knight.

      “I? You do not know? I am the messenger. I am your judgment. I am Xelex, servant of Armoz. I’ve been sent to claim what Angela Dragus could not. I’m going to destroy you, and I’m going to enjoy doing it,” he said, and hung his ax down at his side, taking a single step forward.

      Zelestiana looked back to the group. “This demon is strong. I can feel it. Be alert, but be cautious.” She looked over at Zaan. “Ready?” He nodded.

      Xelex began a slow approach, with sturdy, strong strides. His crooked spine made him stride heavier to one side.

      Zelestiana looked at Tilda, “Distract him with some shots of your bow. I will go in while he is defending your parlays. Keep him between us and the dragon.”

      “What do I do?” Gar asked.

      She looked at him with powerful eyes. “You Gar, will try to flank him from the rear, if you get the opportunity to do so.”

      Palanzal’s voice carried down from the high tower, “Why do this demon? To what end do you seek, now emerging from the underworld?”

      “Ah, the teacher.” Xelex looked up over his shoulder. “Hiding in your high tower I see. Come to watch your students die?”

      “Why have you come, devil in armor?” Palanzal yelled down.

      “I have come to claim the lives of the ones who fight for your gods,” Xelex said as he looked back at the group.

      “Armoz the Devil King couldn’t come himself? He sent a messenger to do his bidding?” Palanzal yelled with anger and antagonism in his voice.

      “Quiet old man!” Xelex snapped. “Do not speak the sacred name of our Lord.” The enormous dragon behind him let out a loud snarl in Palanzal’s direction. “Do you think there is an end to this, other than all of your deaths? There is only one way this is going to end.”

      “You think you can beat us that easily?” Astor yelled at the demon, and he took two steps forward. “We are the warriors of Ojiin, the true and only High God.”

      Xelex began a low, deep laugh. “You believe your god will save you? He could not even save himself. You are alone in your fight. I will squeeze the last of your living breath from your lungs.” He began to walk forward again.

      Palanzal called down from above. “Stop you beast! Halt you devil!”

      “I have come to do the will of Armoz. I have come to kill the infidels. I have come to reign down death!” Xelex said as he took his ax up above his head and crashed it down where Astor stood, but he was narrowly able to dodge it. Tilda let her arrows fly, but they ricocheted off harmlessly.

      Before he could react, Astor got to his feet just in time to get bashed in the side by the boot of Xelex. He went rolling into a nearby wall. Astor cried out in pain, and grabbed at his side and broken ribs.

      The whistling speed of an arrow was heard, and again deflected off Xelex’s armor. “Do you think little wooden arrows will do anything against me?” He laughed slowly again.

      “Back up everyone,” Zelestiana said to her friends.

      “There you are,” Xelex said as he snapped his neck and cocked his head, he looked straight into Zaan’s eyes. “It’s you. The one who killed one of Armoz’s strongest warriors, Reizenthrōgz. He’ll be avenged when your blood soaks the grounds.”

      Gar looked quickly at Zaan. “Zaan, run!”

      Zaan stood up straight and tall. “I won’t run from you, demon. You’ll have to kill me first. You come to my home, and threaten me and my friends. I’m sick of you and your kind hunting us. So you’ll have to kill me, because I’m not going to stop until Armoz’s army is all dead.”

      Xelex laughed his slow laugh again. “You have courage, Zaan Talabard, although it is fleeting.” Xelex cocked his head to the other side. “What is that? There is something . . .” Xelex sniffed in Zaan’s direction. “There is something different about you . . . Yes, you possess something, don’t you?” Xelex smelled again, and extending his arm, he opened his silver gauntlet towards Zaan. “Yes, you have one, don’t you? You have . . . an Adÿthyst Stone.”

      Zaan gripped the little red stone in his pocket. An Adÿthyst Stone? How does he know? Whatever happens, I can’t let him have it. I have to act quickly.

      “I am going to take your life, and pry the stone from your stiff, dead fingers,” Xelex said as he stepped closer to Zaan. Zelestiana ran at him, and with the flash of her sword, she slashed violently at him. Frantically trying to find a weakness in the Crooked Knight, she grunted and attacked like an animal.

      The demon’s eyes went alight with flame, and the fires of his ax roared wild and bright flames shot out at her, pushing her back.

      Tilda released arrow after arrow at him, all of them falling harmlessly to the ground or being incinerated by the fire. Xelex proceeded towards Zaan, and Gar jumped in between them, his sword ready to slice at the demon.

      Zaan put a hand on Gar’s shoulder, and gently pushed him to the side. “Halanah,” he chanted, and blue fires danced around his hands. Zaan, with all his strength, took a deep breath and with his muscles straining, brought down a sharp, brittle piece of wall onto Xelex’s back. While the Crooked Knight stood unfazed, he gave a smile that showed his pleasure.

      Another jutting section of wall crashed onto the Crooked Knight, and Zaan could feel the sweat pouring down his arms. He threw another wall at him, but Xelex only continued laughing.

      “Is that all you have? Time to die, Crusader!” Zaan watched helplessly as Xelex rushed at him with an unnatural speed, as he stabbed his ax of flame into Zaan’s shoulder. He’d never felt a pain as grueling as that, and fell to the ground, yelling in agony.

      Just then, as Xelex began to lift his ax to cut into Zaan for the finishing blow. A shadow darkened the helmet of Xelex and the large body of a man barreled on top of him, knocking Xelex to the side, but not completely over.

      Zaan saw the pale skin and widow’s peak of his friend, as he landed with him scimitar drawn, and he stood between Zaan and Xelex. He held his long, sharp scimitar in both hands, and swayed it from side to side.

      “Gogenanth.” Zaan struggled to say between his cries of pain, clutching his shoulder.

      “I have lost too many friends to your god. It is time he feels my pain,” Gogenanth said sternly. “Hold on Zaan, we’ll get you out of here.”

      This pain is so overwhelming, this may be the end. Please Ojiin, protect me. Then he felt the hands of another wrap around him, and they started pulling him back, they were Tilda’s.

      “Ah, the man from the Arr,” Xelex said as he cracked his neck into its crooked alignment. Gogenanth lunged forward and swung his scimitar at Xelex, who caught it firmly with his ax. The two swung back and forth at each other, every time their weapons collided the ground beneath shook. With a great, deafening roar, the dragon behind them began creeping towards them. The dragon began to run, but then a man with the shoulders of an ox thrust his sword into the rough scales of its side.

      “Wollen!” Gar yelled out in excitement. Following Wollen were Ezmerelda and Yule, who went at the dragon with their weapons drawn. The dragon shot its head around, biting at them. It batted it’s great, decaying wings, and whipped its long, strong tail around wildly.

      Zelestiana joined the fight with Gogenanth. Ripples coursed through the air as their swords clashed with the ax of flame of Xelex. Zaan tried to watch as he was being pulled back from the battle. He’d been fighting against unconsciousness from the pain in his shoulder.

      Gogenanth looked back at Tilda, as beads of sweat poured down his forehead. “Get him out of here. There’s no time, dammit. Get Zaan out of here!” She put her head down in sadness, not wanting to leave her friends to fight without her. Gogenanth and Zelestiana continued fighting Xelex, as even Zelestiana’s strength was beginning to fade.

      I’ve got to do something. I can’t leave them with nothing. This pain is only physical, focus your mind. Concentrate. Zaan’s eyes glowed blue as Tilda dragged him back. A large section of black rock wall began to hurdle at Xelex, who with a motion of his hand, knocked away the black rock over the edge of the cliff of the fortress. Zaan launched another large rock at him, and while fighting off Gogenanth and Zelestiana, Xelex easily managed to wave the massive rocks away again.

      “Is that all you have?” Xelex said to Zaan, “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      With two strong swipes of his ax, he knocked back Gogenanth and Zelestiana. Xelex strode towards Zaan, his long cape flowing behind him, and his ax of flame firmly at his side. Gogenanth breathed heavily, and Zelestiana looked over at Tilda, “Go! Run!”

      “Come on Zaan, you’ve got to get to your feet,” Tilda yelled.

      “No, we can’t go,” Zaan said. “We need to help them.”

      “You’re hurt, Zaan. You’re as white as a ghost, and the light of your eyes are fading. He’ll kill you. Don’t worry about them right now, they’ll be leaving right after us.”

      “I can fight still,” he fought to say, and then screamed in pain from his throbbing shoulder. It felt as if it had hot steel piercing straight into it.

      “Get up!” Tilda yelled at him, and lifted him to his feet.

      She managed to get him walking with her, and they staggered off clumsily to one of the hidden doors that led into the darker parts under the city. Zaan was falling into a dark place as they unlatched a trigger that opened the small door before them, and he looked back at his friends.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, and Tilda pulled him down into the dark. I’ve failed you all. Please live that I may see you again. Then all went dark as Zaan fell into a dark, deep place full of pain and sorrow.
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        * * *

      

      The massive, decaying dragon hissed and snapped its jaws behind Xelex. It was still fighting off the attacks of Wollen, along with Ezmerelda and Yule.

      Gogenanth caught up with Xelex, and fought with all his might as swords flashed, flames rose and spattered fire along the black stones. “We need to do something. The demon isn’t slowing,” he said to Zelestiana.

      The dragons that loomed around them began to creep in slowly. He looked over at Astor, who sat up against the wall, holding his side. There was blood on his hands. “You get him out of here, and get Gar to safety. I’ll hold him off.”

      “No. I won’t leave you,” Zelestiana said.

      He slashed again at Xelex, whose eyes grew in red flames. “The city is lost. Either we all die today, or you save them.” He looked into Zelestiana’s solemn eyes.

      “Goodbye, my friend,” she said as she turned her back and grabbed Gar by the wrist, pulling him towards Astor. “Get him up, we are leaving.”

      “But, what about . . .?” Gar began to ask.

      “We are leaving. Gogenanth will take care of himself,” she said as Gar lifted Astor up, and he groaned in pain as they did so.

      As they left through another stairway to the side, Gar turned his head and watched as Gogenanth used every bit of his strength as he fought the demon knight. He watched as Wollen and two courageous soldiers fought the huge dragon. They turned the corner, Zelestiana touched an unassuming, small brick on the wall and a hidden entrance opened up, allowing them into the area below the stone floors of Barrier Cliff.

      Zelestiana helped Astor and Gar into the opening and she looked back at her friend, and as she shut the hidden door behind her she whispered, “Goodbye, and good luck, Gogenanth.”
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        * * *

      

      “I grow tired of this worthless game,” Xelex grumbled, and knocked Gogenanth easily back with a slash of his ax, as the flames grew. “You think your friends can hide from me?” His eyes were engulfed in rage and red flame. “I am going to find Zaan, take the Adÿthyst Stone, and rip him apart slowly while you watch.”

      Gogenanth growled, “You beast. You don’t stand a chance against Zaan. He is better than you in every way.” He slowly tried to back away from Xelex.

      Xelex strode firmly, following Gogenanth. “That is where you are wrong, man of the Arr. Zaan Talabard cannot hide from me forever, and he won’t survive from the sickness I’ve given him,” he said with a menacing smile. His wrinkled and weathered mouth showed complete joy in their dismay. He showed his reddened teeth, clinched, and grinding.

      Wollen continued to labor, fighting the dragon in the background. His breaths grew heavy. Yule stood back and watched as more dragons began to creep towards them. “Ezmerelda, look,” he pointed behind them.

      “That’s too many, we don’t stand a chance,” she said with fear in her eyes. “Wollen, we need to flee! The city is overrun.”

      “You go, I’ll hold this beast off,” he said as he stepped back away from the dragon, who followed him. “Go.”

      Ezmerelda grabbed Yule by the hand, and they headed back to the wall from which they came. Gogenanth watched as they ran over to the wall, grabbed the rope at the other side, and began to climb down. He smiled and tried to get up from the ground but was knocked back down by Xelex’s boot. He pressed it onto Gogenanth’s chest with great strength. He watched as Wollen struggled to fight the dragon on his own; it was a massive dragon which fought him wildly and viciously.

      “Do you see? Your home is mine. Your friends will burn in my flames. Everything you loved I will take from you. This is how your story ends.”

      The white dragon roared and hit Wollen with its long tail against a wall, and he yelled in pain. Dragons began to creep next to him from all directions. Their jaws snapped and they hissed loudly.

      Xelex began his slow laugh again, low and horrible, as if the walls of Gogenanth’s world had come crumbling down, and there was nothing he could do.

      “Go ahead, do it. Give me a soldier’s death.”

      Bright flames burned as Xelex lifted his ax up over his head, and laughed his evil, wicked laugh. “You’ve lost, and this fortress is mine!”
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            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      IN the dark, the thick, stagnant air felt ancient, as if it hadn’t seen light or life in ages. They strode through the dark tunnels beneath Barrier Cliff. Breathing it in, the air was damp and heavy, and the stone crumbled at their feet as they ran in the dark. Tilda’s face faded into view, dimly lit by the light of a warm, blue-burning torch. He laid his hand on the stair below him, feeling the cold wet stone, and the cobwebs that littered the underparts of the city.

      “Why did we leave them?” Zaan said angrily, still partly in a daze. “We need to go back.” Tilda grabbed him and began walking him down, urging him to keep moving down the winding, dark stairway. “We have to go back,” he said, but she continued pressing him downwards.

      The blue light of her torch reflected off the wet, dark stone walls as they walked. He yelled out in pain, but she dragged him on.

      She turned to face him in the darkness. Her eyes produced a faint blue haze in the blackness. “Zaan, I understand you want to help them, but we have to leave. We need to escape from the city. We cannot stay here. It isn’t safe.” But I’ve let them down. My shoulder feels like it’s going to explode, but those are my friends alone with that devil.

      “They might need our help,” he managed to say through his stabbing pain, and he wiped the pouring sweat from his brow.

      “They’re on their own. You had nothing left to give,” she said.

      I knew she was right, but it didn’t help to hear it.

      “Gogenanth told us to leave. There was nothing more we could have done. We would have died against that demon. Now come, we have to go, now.”

      Zaan, full of rage and pain, did his best to let logic prevail. He knew there was little, if anything, he could have done against the demon with the ax of flame or the dozens of undead dragons that swarmed around them. He simply took one more step down the staircase, and his decision was made.

      For another half an hour they roamed around in the darkness. Zaan followed the sounds of Tilda’s footsteps, as she listened for the sounds of his. His body was soaked from dripping water, and he was littered with cobwebs. Eventually, they reached an area so low in the castle, Zaan picked up the scent of salt water. “Are we close to the Rion?”

      “Yes, we will wait until the cover of dark, then we will get you out of here.” She stood with her back to the stone wall at the bottom of the long, circular staircase they had run down. She gently pushed at the corner of the room, and warm, dry air whooshed in, reflecting light off the dagger in her hand. “Get some rest, you can give into it now.”

      Zaan almost instantly gave into his delirium, and the pain faded as he drifted off into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      He opened his eyes to the sound of her voice. He felt as if he’d been asleep for ten minutes. The pain surged back to him, and he winced and moaned. He looked down to see her opening his shirt and revealing his shoulder. His skin had turned black, and a yellow liquid oozed from the center of it.

      “We need to get you to someone who can heal you,” she said. She untied the blue band of cloth from around her head and wrapped his shoulder in it.

      He yelled out from the pain, “Be careful.”

      She stood and peered her head out the door carefully, analyzing the surrounding area. Then, she crept her head back in, and closed the door again securely.

      “Well?” he asked, again in the darkness.

      “It is nearly twilight, and the dragons scout overhead.”

      “What do we do?” he asked. “How are we supposed to flee with the dragons looking for us from on high?”

      “We can’t fight them, with you like you are. But they will surely find us here eventually.” Tilda stood there in thought for a few moments. She brushed her hair back away from her face. “The tree line along the shore of the sea is our best bet. The sun will show its last light in an hour, then when the moonlight shines, we will make our escape.”

      That hour seemed like a lifetime to Zaan. The thoughts that went through his head of the safety and whereabouts of his friends, as well as the thoughts of his family, and the current danger they were still in. He thought of Lily and where she and the children had gone off to, and if they were safe. This was all eclipsed by the intense guilt he felt for leaving them. The fact that Tilda and he were the first to leave the fight weighed heavily on him, even with his injury. He went through fits of rage with clenched fists as he paced back and forth and hit the walls, and he even struggled to hold back his tears at the thought of Gar’s possible death.

      Tilda sat in silence with her head down. She mourned in her own way. While Zaan raged and let his emotions fly, she sat, and silently thought of her own regrets for their fleeing. Once Zaan calmed down, he went and sat on a stair. Tilda stood and walked over to him, sat on the stair next to him, and put her head on his other shoulder. There they stayed for the remainder or the hour, waiting for the sunlight to fade, and the cover of night to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      RUNNING through the damp, dark tunnels of Barrier Cliff was not only challenging on its own but helping a wounded soldier made it all the more treacherous. Gar made sure to find solid footing before helping Astor to step down to the next step. Zelestiana chanted lowly, and dim, blue lights appeared, lighting the pathway down. Cobwebs littered the downward, curving staircase.

      The ground shook, and dust and small rocks fell from the ceiling above them. Gar looked nervously at Zelestiana. “Why did we leave? What is going to happen to Gogenanth and the others?”

      “We had no choice, it was either flee or die.” She did not look back, but continued to walk down. “I had to make the decision. There is no going back.”

      Gar fought back tears. “What of Zaan? Where did he go?”

      “They went down another passage to escape.”

      “Will we meet up with them?” Gar asked enthusiastically. Zelestiana continued walking down the stair. “Hey. I asked you a question,” he said forcefully.

      Zelestiana turned around, and Gar saw the hilt of her sword glisten in the blue light. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? Don’t you know these tunnels, and where they are?” He continued, and he shifted to lift Astor’s arm more onto his shoulders.

      “These tunnels are vast and expansive. I do not know which way they took, and where they will end up.” She turned back and began descending the stair again. “We need to focus on our survival now; they are on their own, and we are not safe yet.”

      Gar struggled with leaving his friends behind. “We need to go back, Gogenanth’s in trouble, and Zaan was injured.”

      “She’s right, Gar,” Astor said softly. “Zaan will be safe with Tilda. Don’t worry for him.” He coughed into his hand and put his head back down. They continued walking down the stairway together. Zelestiana and Gar took turns helping Astor down, as the passageway was too narrow to have all three of them shoulder to shoulder.

      As they reached the bottom of the staircase, Gar helped Astor down to the ground where he rested his back against the wall. Zelestiana walked over, she took out a small dagger and cut his shirt open on his side to inspect the wound. She brightened the light, focusing it on the wound. She looked up into Astor’s eyes, which were bloodshot and tired.

      “It’s not that bad, Astor, a few broken ribs and a gash which I can mend.” She ripped a strip of cloth from her legging, and looked over at Gar. She held her hand out to him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I need your flask,” she said, still holding her hand out.

      “Oh.” He reached into his inside pocket, pulled out a flask covered in black leather, and handed it to her.

      She doused the wound with the strong-smelling alcohol, and Astor squirmed in pain. She then gave the flask back to Gar, who swilled the remaining remnants, and she wrapped the legging around his midsection.

      “Thank you,” Astor managed to say.

      “What do we do next?” Gar asked.

      “We need to head into the forest for cover. We are on the west side of the castle. It is a short distance into the tree line at the foothills of the Cascades. It is not yet dark enough, and I suspect the dragons are roaming the skies. We shall sit here until nightfall.”

      There they sat for the next few hours. Astor slept, which helped Gar relax, as he was worried for his friend. For when Astor was awake, he was in great pain. Zelestiana sat silently in the corner. Gar assumed she was thinking, or meditating. Occasionally, the blue glow of the Azulūz would float above her and fade into the stagnant air.

      Eventually, she got to her feet and wiped the dripping water from her hair. “It is time,” she said, as she reached over and hit a switch on the wall to crack open the door that was hidden next to her. As the door slowly opened, Gar expected to see the darkness of night, instead, the first thing he saw was the shadow of a flying beast shoot past the door’s entrance and disappear.

      “That’s not good,” he said, as he lifted Astor from the ground, and back onto his shoulder. “Surely we will be seen if we go out there. It’s almost as bright as the sun. What do we do?”

      Zelestiana stood in the doorway and let her arms slowly fall to her sides. She dropped her hand and began moving her lips. “Hallanal,” she repeated softly, and her eyes began to glow light blue, and then her hands. As she repeated the words, they slowly dimmed to a low murmur, and her entire body began to glow with the light of the Azulūz. Gar could not see out past her into the sky, but he could see the grass plains in the light of the moon. He and Astor watched as a creeping shadow appeared at the base of the mountains in the distance, and began creeping towards them.

      Astor struggled to hold his head up and focus into the distance. “Impossible,” he whispered. Gar’s mouth dropped open.

      Perspiration collected on Zelestiana’s forehead, and the veins in her arms began to show. She lifted her head to look out into the distance and up into the sky. The thick cloud cover was almost to the doorway in which they stood. “We need to be quick,” she struggled to say.

      Gar and Astor stood there in awe as the shadow enveloped the castle of Barrier Cliff, and not a single shadow was cast out in the distance. The dragons above roared and screeched, and the three of them shuffled out of the castle, traveled across the grassy plains, and entered into the wooded foothills of the Cascades, safely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      THE bright, white light of the full moon lit the surrounding fields of Barrier Cliff. Tilda looked off into the distance and watched as the shadows of dragons glided along the ground. She watched as the dragons flew high in the sky, scanning the area for any signs of life. “Damn, we would be spotted in a second out there. The full moon is too bright. We might as well run into the sunlight.”

      “Not if those clouds have any say,” Zaan said. It appeared the clouds were more than luck at that moment to him, as they crept in fast and low. “I have a feeling the gods are looking out for us, finally.”

      Tilda looked up with wide eyes. “Where did they come from?” She watched the giant, thick-gray clouds hover quickly over the high peaks of the castle’s wall and float towards the bright moon and its pillars of light. “This truly, truly is a blessing. Thank you, Ojiin.”

      The air itself began to darken as the heavy cloud line passed under the white moon. Its long fingers of light were cut by the soft, thick clouds. They watched as the rocky foothills and grassy plains were immersed in darkness.

      “Okay, let’s go,” Tilda said, as she crept out low and slowly at first. Zaan followed behind, hunched over, and took clumsy strides as they moved down the rocky embankment at the base of Barrier Cliff. The dragons dipped below the low cloud cover, and hissed and screamed as they struggled to see the dark ground below, covered in the shadows of the cloud cover. “We need to make it to the tree line, then follow the path of the shore. We need to be quiet, and quick.”

      Zaan followed closely behind her. They made their way off the rocks and their feet landed in soft grass; he fell to his side, but managed to keep from yelling out. She helped him back up, and their pace quickened. Soon, they were running low and fast. The dragons howled and screeched overhead. Once they crossed the short distance of the field and made it to the thin trees with heavy leaves, they stopped to catch their breath, and survey the area.

      They looked out back to the castle behind them. Every blue torch had been extinguished, and not a single light shown, except one. The flames of the ax danced in the center of the city. They both looked in horror as the entire city was littered with the dragons, with Xelex standing in the middle of the raised courtyard. “We’ve lost, everything is gone,” Zaan said. Next to Xelex were the large bodies of two men, pinned to the high wall that lay behind the fallen statue of Gildur. The two bodies were motionless.

      Tilda lowered her head and let out a whimper that made him choke up. Everything we’ve fought for, and all we’ve done, is finished. Zaan placed a hand on her back.

      Tilda choked down her sadness and tears, and she cleared her throat. “There will be time to grieve later.” She turned away from the high, dark walls of Barrier Cliff and walked delicately through the light foliage under the cover of thick leaves, and dark clouds.

      They continued to walk through the night, resting frequently, and hiding the entire time beneath the cover of trees that hugged the shoreline of the Rion. The shore curved south, and then east, so anytime they wanted to look back at Barrier Cliff, they would see more and more of the Rion in between them and it.

      “Where are we heading?” Zaan asked as they stopped and drank the last bits of water from Zaan’s canteen. He had to fight to swallow.

      “We are heading to Dillengrad. The Castle of New Kings.”

      “Why there?”

      “There’s a place there we’ll be safe, and we need to get you healed, I fear that wound isn’t natural, and is only going to get worse. We need time to figure things out. The nice thing about Dillengrad is it’s easy to live unnoticed there,” she said. Then, taking the last sip of water from Zaan’s canteen— the tiny bit of moonlight lit the last drops of it falling down her chin— she wiped them off with the back of her hand.

      He grimaced. “How far away is it?” he asked, taking his canteen back as she handed it to him.

      “If we travel well, it should take less than a week. After three days, we should reach the Rangk River, full of fresh fish, especially this time of year. Until then, it may be nuts and berries,” she said.

      “I hope the rest of them are okay,” Zaan said. This wound is going to rip me apart. If I regain my strength, I’m going to return to Barrier Cliff and kill the Crooked Knight. Someday I’m going to kill Armoz too.

      “As do I, Zaan, as do I.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      THICK, hot iron rolled out from cauldrons, and hammers hit on anvils by the dozens. In the center of the machine that was the production center of Auracity, the kingdom Zaan had met Tilda, Gar, and Gildur, before he was captured by the king’s men and thrown in the Black Cave.

      Two men walked along a ledge overlooking the many men and women operating the forges. One man strode tall with a red mane of fur over his silver-armored shoulders. The other wore a crown of jewels over his black hair, with long gray hairs scattered among them.

      The king removed a seal that showed the symbol of a level scale and raven. He unfolded a small parchment and read the document quickly. Erolos the King’s Guard looked at King Hollon to get a read on what the tax collectors, the monaters, from the House of Publica and Excise in the Kingdom of Vallenhalen. Upon the king’s dismissal the two monaters, dressed in long, black robes exited the large, open room.

      After he had finished quickly reading the parchment letter, he folded it back up. “They are increasing their disbursements to the kingdoms,” the king said.

      Erolos responded, “This must be because of what’s happening in Barrier Cliff. Which Kingdoms are they sending more resources to?”

      “All of them: Vallenhalen, Dillengrad, Garmos, and us. They are telling us to fortify our castles and support the surrounding villages and towns,” the king said.

      They both stood there, looking out over the flowing red, hot iron and the people hard at work. Supposedly, Auracity’s industrial center was the main producer of all kinds of smithing for farming equipment and building supplies. Below them in the room were racks upon racks of all kinds of weapons: swords, spears, crossbows, as well as hundreds of suits of armor.

      “They are requesting a meeting of the kings and queens from the castles, wanting us all to meet here in my Kingdom of Auracity,” the king said.

      “Are you going to allow them to enter the city?” Erolos asked.

      “Of course— to not, would raise suspicions. None of the Kingdoms must find out what we are planning here. We are close Erolos, and the death dragons at Barrier Cliff are the perfect distraction. With all eyes focused on the lost city up north, we will be free to place our attack. They will be none the wiser,” the king said, with the reflection of roaring, hot iron in his eyes.

      Erolos nodded, “Your will be done.”

      “These lands are lost, there needs to be a patriarch to lead Essill into a new age. The Age of Peace is failing. The corruption at the House of Publica will end, and the Four Kingdoms will become six once again, as they were in the Olden Age. We will rebuild the lost city of Celendrial and reclaim Barrier Cliff and revive its lost glory. All will be under the banner of Auracity, and I, will reign with wisdom and iron fist.”

      “Your will be done, my Lord.”

      “What news of the boy, Zaan, did he perish in the battle?” the king asked.

      “Nothing yet of him, but the other fugitive who escaped us is being held at the fortress, Gogenanth of the Arr,” Erolos said.

      “Good, let him rot . . .  And what news of the red stone?” the king asked.

      “Nothing sire, we have excavated nothing, and heard nothing. But if, and when, we find one, it will be brought directly to you.”

      The king brought his shoulders back and puffed out his chest, and nodded his head in affirmation. “I care not what it costs. I need the power of the stone to claim my rightful role, as the ruler of this land, and to become the new Thousand-Year King.”
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      FORAGING through the tall grasses of the plains between Barrier Cliff and the Rangk River, Tilda and Zaan managed to find a surprising amount of raspberries and elderberries. They didn’t have to eat bitter dandelion greens Zaan hated the taste of. There were many freshwater streams that flowed out from the river to the sea, so they had plenty of fresh water, and weren’t forced to boil every batch. Zaan only found it harder to drink the water, and force down food.

      Barrier Cliff had passed into the horizon behind them, yet not even a feast made for a king could lift their spirits enough to diminish their worries for their friends left behind. Tilda told Zaan about how Dillengrad would be their temporary home for the foreseeable future, until somehow they found a way to cure him.

      As the grassy plains turned to rocky embankments, the vast spans of the Rangk came into view. It was known as a haven for all sorts of exotic fish, some even yet to be discovered. It had only been a couple of days of traveling on foot and the high towers of the City of Dillengrad peeked over the horizon line when the sky was clear enough.

      They sat there and dipped their feet into the cool, dark water. Tilda took a couple of loose threads from her sleeve and tied them up to a strong stick she had found prior. She removed a metal ring from her boot, and sharpened one end of it to form a small hook, and baited a thick worm on the end. Zaan lay on his back, holding his swollen shoulder, looking up at the sky and the wistful clouds as they slowly passed overhead. He watched as they flew back behind him, towards the direction they had come.

      He squinted his eyes as the sky was as bright a blue as he had ever seen. Watching the fluffy, white clouds pass, he scratched his hairy chin, and an interesting question popped into his mind. “Tilda?”

      She bobbed her hook and lure in the water. “Yes.” Her long braids had been undone, and her hair wafted in long, stray strands in the light breeze.

      “You notice how the clouds are floating back towards Barrier Cliff?” he asked, still watching them float overhead.

      She looked up at them casually. “Yes.”

      “The cloud cover that rolled in that night, to block out the moonlight. Well, it was traveling the other direction.” He sat up and faced the tips of Dillengrad. “But the winds were blowing into us. I remember it, because it stung my face as we ran from the city.”

      “Yes,” Tilda said, still watching her line float in the water.

      “Well, isn’t that odd? Do you think it did have something to do with the gods?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Zaan scratched his chin again, and furrowed his brow.

      Tilda could sense his curiosity. “There was something happening that night, that was . . .  unnatural. Whatever it was, I’m happy it happened.”

      “As am I,” she said, lifting the line from the water to check and make sure the worm was still attached to the hook.

      They sat there a few moments longer, Tilda eyed the line in the water and Zaan removed his bandages, and looked at the oozing liquid growing from the growing black scarring. “What do we do when we get there?” he asked.

      “I’ve been thinking that over,” she said, with a wry smile. “You may not like my idea.”

      “What? I can’t be that bad, I mean, compared to what we have been through.”

      “Well . . .” Her smile grew. “By now, I’m sure all of Essill has gotten word of the dragons of Riverend returning to Barrier Cliff.”

      Zaan gave Tilda a curious eye. “And?”

      “It’s people’s natural instinct to want to place blame,” she said, looking at Zaan in a way that made him feel uneasy. “And is there one citizen of Barrier Cliff that has become vastly popular over the last recent months?”

      “Okay, spit it out,” he said spitefully.

      “Everyone is going to be looking for Zaan Talabard who is tall with the long black hair,” she said, trying to fight the widening grin. Zaan took a tip of his hair and held it out in front of his face.

      “Is that really necessary?” he asked.

      “Yes!” Tilda yelled out and stood up as she pulled up on the stick and line, bringing up a long golden fish with a green stripe out onto the rocky bank.
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        * * *

      

      The scent of fresh, smoky fish skin wafted in the air as Zaan watched the flesh drip with moist juices onto the coals, making the scene all that much more aromatic. He watched as Tilda licked her lips. He, and Tilda, had not had a warm meal in days, although he’d lost all his appetite, he knew his body needed nourishment.

      Zaan and Tilda sat facing the fire. They still sat on the banks of the Rangk River, which glistened in the moonlight. The winds blew and made the endless fields of grass roll like a silk sheet in the wind. This gave Zaan a nostalgic feeling of sitting at his parent’s house, watching the fields in Fur-lol. He looked at his father’s compass, and felt for his mother’s letter.

      Tilda sat, and while they both waited for their two fish to completely cook through, she braided her hair into small braids. One after another, she delicately and expertly produced them with little effort. Zaan looked up at her while she did this. He wore his dark hood over his head and it hovered above his eye line.

      He reached up and ran his fingers under the hood, and they felt his smooth, bald head. Looking over, he noticed her smiling at him. “You enjoyed shaving my head a little too much,” he said.

      “Just trying to enjoy something in all this gloom,” she said, and lay on her side. Her hair fell onto the soft grass next to the rushing river.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      WARM sunlight crept into the small encampment, where the three of them had managed to get as much sleep as they could gather. Gar was up gathering kindling and firewood, as Zelestiana checked in on Astor’s wound. With the amount of rest he was able to gather in the forest, Astor had garnered a warmer complexion in his face. He smiled up at Zelestiana while she put a fresh bandage around his midsection.

      “Thank you,” he said to her warmly.

      She smiled up at him. “You will heal just fine.” She gave the bandaging a quick tap and sat back on a log by the side of their soon-to-be fire pit. Gar stumbled over haphazardly with his arms brimming full of wood of various sizes.

      “Is it safe to build a fire?” he asked as he dropped the wood next to the dug out pit he had made an hour before.

      “Let’s keep it a small one to be safe,” Zelestiana said. “I doubt they will be looking this far out for us. If they are, it’d be hard to spot us through the thick leaves.”

      Gar sighed with relief, and set to building the kindling in the center of the pit. “It’ll be good to get warm, that’s for sure.” He looked over at Astor, who gave a slight grin. “You look better.”

      “I feel a bit better, as you said, it will be nice to be warm though.” He pulled up a light blanket over his legs and nestled back into a thick, gnarled tree trunk.

      Gar lit the flint, and the small fire crackled and hissed. A light amount of smoke arose from the pit, and he blew delicately at the base of the fire. “There we go.” He blew again, and the flames shot up into the makings of a warm fire. Gar ran over and grabbed bigger logs and rested them on the foundation of the pyramid of kindling. Zelestiana’s eyes glowed as she watched the flames.

      “What is it Zelestiana?” Astor asked, peering over at her.

      “We need to find the children,” she said, watching the flames grow larger. A concerned look fell over Gar’s face. He looked over at her. “We need to find them today.”

      Gar sat there, looking at the fire then, contemplating. “And then what?” he asked. “Where do we go?”

      Astor took a stick and poked at the fire. “We either try to take back Barrier Cliff, or . . . we find a new home.”

      Zelestiana stayed there, staring into the flames. Gar thought she looked determined, or just deep in thought. “Going back is not an option,” she said as Gar and Astor looked at her. She looked deeply into the fire. “At least not yet.”

      They sat there in silence, as it if were a moment of mourning for those who had fallen in the battle of Barrier Cliff. Gar placed two more logs on the fire. “Where will we go? I mean, after we find the children?”

      Astor and Zelestiana sat, looking into the fire, and then up into the sky. “We could hide in the forest, but that would be difficult. Weather and food are the main concerns then. The nearest town is Tarluus, but that is no place for children.” He sat and rubbed at his chin. “What about Holdenbrook?”

      “Where is Holdenbrook?” Gar asked.

      “It’s directly south of Barrier Cliff, past the Cascades that separate Barrier Cliff from the rest of the lands of Essill,” Astor said. “It’s a smaller farming town, with hospitable people, and plenty of fresh food.” Astor looked over at Zelestiana, waiting for her to chime in.

      She looked over at him. “That is our best course of action.”

      “Okay, so how do we find the children?” Gar asked.

      “We won’t, they will find us,” she responded quickly.

      “How will they . . . ?” Gar began to ask, then he looked at the fire, and the smoke rising into the sky. “I gotcha.”
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        * * *

      

      She climbed a sturdy oak tree to get a sense of the layout of the forest. Lily had often traveled this forest for fun, but this was an area she had not traversed. Looking around, she saw the sloping knolls and valleys of the forest, and through the thick foliage she noticed the lack of wildlife that would have been normal, had there not been dragons in the distance. Surely they’d run off when the dragons came.

      A faint whiff of smoke came across her nostrils, and her head whipped north. There she saw the thin strands of fire’s smoke wafting up from the tree line. She climbed down the oak quickly and nimbly. Once she reached the base of the tree, she went over to one of the elders, who sat waiting. Reaching over, she gently grabbed his shoulder, and turned him away from the children so they could not hear. “There is a small fire to the north, about a half mile away. I am going to go check it out. You stay right here? Okay?” The elder nodded in approval. He turned back to the group and whispered to one of the mothers, who whispered it on to the others. The two dozen children sat in a circle, surrounded by the adults.

      Lily ran delicately through the woods, carefully avoiding any branches that would break under the weight of her feet, and alert any unwanted attention. She jumped over fallen trees, and quickly ducked under hanging, thorny vines. She made the half mile trek in short time, and climbed another tree to gain a vantage point to check out the people who had made the fire before she entered the camp. A voice yelled in the distance.

      “It’s us. You can come down.” She quickly recognized the voice as her friend Gar’s. With an ear-to-ear smile, she climbed quickly down the tree and ran to the campfire.

      As she approached closer, Gar ran over to her and they met with a strong embrace. Tears formed in Lily’s eyes, and she began to cry. “You are okay. Thank God.”

      “It’s good to see you too,” Gar said, smiling.

      Lily looked over her shoulder at Zelestiana and Astor by the fire. “It sure is good to see you as well.” She went over and hugged Zelestiana, who was not expecting it, but returned the embrace.

      As she ran over to Astor, he put his hands out in front him and warned her, “Not too hard now,” as he smiled up at her. They softly embraced each other.

      Then they all stayed there for a moment, all anticipating someone else to ask first. Gar was the first one to ask what they all had been thinking, “Who is with you? Who made it out?”

      “The children and elders are safe, and the mothers,” she said.

      Gar laid heavy eyes on her, “What of Stave?”

      “He is there too,” Lily replied. Gar’s shoulders relaxed, and he sighed in relief.

      “Where are they?” Zelestiana asked, and she stood up, her long, black hair blew behind her.

      Lily pointed back the direction she had come. “About a half mile back that way.”

      Astor put his hand up, asking for assistance to stand. Zelestiana locked arms with him, and helped him up. He put both palms out and looked at her. “I can walk,” he said. She assumed he was reassuring himself of that statement. “Lily, have you seen any of the others? Tilda, Zaan? Mäezer Palanzal, or Elindrill?” Lily shook her head no. “What of the Major? Or the surviving soldiers?” She lowered her head and shook it no again.

      “We will find them,” Zelestiana said. “First thing’s first— Take us to the children.”

      They walked briskly back to the huddle of children, surrounded by the adults. Some of the elders began to sob at the sight of Zelestiana. She had been their strength, and protector for many years, and the sight of her battered and worn, reminded them of their lost home, family and friends. The children stood as they approached, silently, watching their protectors walk over the hill and down towards them.

      Stave stood out from the crowd and walked slowly forward, and Gar ran down the hill and hugged him with a strong embrace. Astor limped down the hill and walked into the crowd, and a group of the mothers and elders took him and lay him down on soft sheets to check his wounds. Zelestiana stood there with Lily, eyeing over the crowd of people. “How many are there?” Zelestiana asked.

      “Fifty-seven. That’s with the twenty-six children,” Lily said, as she looked up to Zelestiana at her side, who looked as strong as an ox, and as fiery as a demon. A look of rage shot into Zelestiana’s eyes, and she gripped her sword so tightly, Lily thought she might snap the hilt from the blade.

      “They are going to pay,” Zelestiana said, clenching her teeth. “Those demons are not going to get away with this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      HE had never felt the cool winds bite at his skull like that before. Even the feeling of the breeze blowing on his cleanly shorn face felt strange. He ran both hands over his head and back as they left the dark waters of the Rangk behind them. Tilda and he took off their boots and laid them out in the warm sun to dry. They had found a shallow section of the river to cross, but the cold water reached further above the knees than they cared for.

      As they sat after their short walk from the river, they looked out to the east at the caps of the high towers of Dillengrad. “What is the city like, Tilda? You said it would be a good place for us to hide. Why?”

      She looked down at the ground, and the soft grass. She began to tie blades of grass into knots, and let them drift down in the breeze. “As with any monumentally old city, you have the very rich, and the poor . . .  and the very poor. The sad truth is, the really poor, who are hungry almost all of the time, are not only neglected by society, they are forgotten.”

      Zaan dressed his wound with a freshly dried cloth, he almost keeled over from the pain, but she caught him. “I feel like I’m fading, Tilda. The pain is getting worse.”

      “I know, hang in there, we’ll get you to someone who can help you. I do fear that even with your new look, they’ll be looking for you. King Manice Mordoth there is ruthlessly greedy and corrupt. With the price on your head already from Auracity, they’ll sure to be on watch.”

      “Isn’t that where Gogenanth had to go through when he came over from the Arr in the East?” Zaan asked.

      “I don’t think he would like me telling his life’s tale, but no, he didn’t arrive in Dillengrad. He actually traveled from the Arr to the Worforgon in the south. Rumors are he was a general in an army down there, although I believe he had a rough time of it.” Tilda looked up at the sky, and held one of her long braids in her hands. “Why don’t you ask him yourself, when all of this is over?”

      “You think he’s still alive?” Zaan asked somberly. One of those two figures hung up in Barrier Cliff could’ve been him. Where are you, Gogenanth? I could use your help right about now.

      “I truly hope he’s alive. If anyone in the world could have stood his ground against that devil and all those monsters back there, it would’ve been him. I just hope he can hold his own long enough for our strength to re-gather, and figure out an effort to help him if he needs it.”

      Zaan winced, and reached over and felt the wetness of his boots, they seemed to be dry enough for him to squeeze one on his foot. He yelled out in pain as he put both boots on. “Let’s get on with it then.”
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        * * *

      

      Dillengrad came more and more into view as their long walk progressed across the long, grassy fields that stretched from the Rangk, eastward, towards the city. It stood in the direct center between the Rangk and the Elden Sea. Both waterways could be seen on either side of its high walls and towers. Especially the main tower in the center, that tapered up towards the sky from its wide base. The walls of the city were almost a perfect square, and looked impervious to attack, it was a true castle, fifty times the size of Barrier Cliff.

      The city seemed to be an impenetrable fortress. Where Barrier Cliff had its height up on the cliffs, and the tall, slick rock, Dillengrad was built to withstand an attack from every side on the flat plains. Guards roamed the high walls by the dozens, and large catapults and towers held massive crossbows.

      Tilda and Zaan went to the edge of a large rolling knoll, and as they peered over the top, rows upon rows of formed battalions were marching in place. They moved in unison with their weapons at the sounds of a single voice’s commands. They looked like an orchestrated group of toy soldiers down on the long field, wound up and synced in their movements. Tilda looked over at Zaan, and motioned for them to make their long way around the battalion and make for an arched entrance to the front gate. They crept back behind the knoll, and followed the curve of it until it came to the road that led to the front gate.

      “Ugh, last time I had to go through guards to a city like this . . . it is not a fond memory.” Zaan said, remembering when Gogenanth and he had been chased and captured by the guards of Barrier Cliff. It seemed Tilda could tell he was anxious, even with his new appearance.

      She grabbed him by the hand, and made him face her. Her fingers grabbed the front of his collar of his shirt and buttoned the top button into place. She let her hands glide along his chest, pressing the wrinkles out of his shirt. Zaan tried to hide his pain, and felt uneasy about this contact. He was reminded of Lily, and his stomach ached at the thought of her fate. Lily, where are you now? I pray to the gods you haven’t been taken, that’d be too much for me to take. Thank the lords that Tilda is here, I’d probably be dead if it wasn’t for her.

      “Now, there you go. You look like a new man.” She looked up at his pale, white head. “So what is your name going to be?” He gave her a puzzling look. “Is there a name you ever wanted to be called?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “No. Why would anybody ever want a different name?”

      She stood back from him, crossed her arms, and raised a hand to her face, laying her thumb on her chin, and her index finger at the corner of her mouth. “How about . . . Tyler?” she asked, trying to hide a smirk.

      “Tyler? What the hell kind of name is Tyler?” He didn’t find the name as intriguing as Tilda apparently did.

      “Tyler Talabard. Sounds good doesn’t it?” She waited for his response when she said this, and she only received a dull glare. Giving a brief flutter of laughter, she then stopped, so as not to perturb Zaan further. “What then?”

      Zaan looked up at the castle. “How about something like—” He tried to think of something he might like. He thought of his old best friend Oscar, but all that brought back were grieving thoughts for his dog who’d passed. He needed something that reminded him of something he was fond of, something that maybe even reminded him of home. Then his memory went back to that night, so long ago on the New Omne Road with the solitary rider who stuck out her hand, flashed her bright lights into Zaan’s mind, and changed his life forever. “What is the male equivalent to the name Jonji?”

      Tilda tilted her head, and gave a smile, remembering her friend. “Janos,” she said.

      Zaan laughed, coughing as he did. “Well, I guess it was just meant to be. Janos it is. That’s my father’s name.”

      “Okay, Janos.” She then began walking towards the gate of the castle. Six guards stood at attention at the opened front gate, and many others loomed on the high walls. There were ten or twelve more directly above the gate, and too many to count quickly atop the wall itself.

      They approached cautiously as two guards came out to meet them. One wore a yellow feather on top of his helmet. He walked out with his hands at his sides, the other with his sword and shield at his. “Dillengrad bids thee welcome,” the figure with the plume said firmly, and he gave the slightest bow of his head, not letting his eyes fall, but examining their weapons and belongings. “May I have your names, your origins, and your intentions with our fair city?”

      Tilda removed one of her gloves, held up her hand to chest level, and faced her palm towards the guards. “I am Tilda Hildenbred. I was born and raised in Vallenhalen, and I seek gainful opportunity in your city. I am a skilled forger and armorer.” The guard gave her a slight nod, scribbled down her information on stiff parchment and she lowered her hand. She looked over at Zaan and gave him a nod.

      He did the same with his hand, fighting with all his might to not reveal the constant pain. He removed his glove, faced his exposed palm towards the guards. “My name is Janos Titanus, from Vallenhalen as well. I too seek to be a successful smithy in your fair city.”

      The guard with the white plume cocked his head. “Titanus, from Vallenhalen? Were you related to Gildur Titanus then? Did you know him?”

      Zaan was caught off guard. Why’d I pick that name? How’d these guards know of Gildur? My shoulder feels like it’s about to burst, and I can tell I’m starting to sweat. “No, no relation here. I wish I were. He was a great man I hear.”

      “Aye, that he was, and a good friend,” the guard said, eyeing Zaan suspiciously. “You say you are from Vallenhalen, yet we spotted you traveling from the west, not the south. There is no chance you came from the city of Barrier Cliff after what happened there? No one is allowed entrance to the city from that decaying fortress,” he said, peering at Zaan with hard eyes. “Why are you sweating young man?”

      “Janos, is your headache acting up again?” Tilda asked him. “He gets migraines badly after long travels.”

      “Yes, I fear my migraine is coming on. No sir, never been there. We headed over to the Great River for some fresh fish before we came to your city. Why, did something happen at Barrier Cliff? I thought that city was empty.”

      “Hmm,” the guard mumbled as he watched the two briefly, then looked behind them. He then looked down at the long line of entrants waiting behind them to reside behind the walls of Dillengrad. “Alright, move on inside. First sign of trouble from either of you, and we will lock up so quickly you will wish you had never entered our gates. Understand?”

      They both nodded, and the guards walked past to another couple with a wagon entering the city. The guards began to interrogate the couple with the wagon, and Tilda and Zaan walked inside. Zaan was holding his head. Tilda leaned over to Zaan and whispered, “Why in the world would you pick Gildur’s surname?”

      “It was the first one that came to mind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      THE troupe walked single file through the Yelden Forest, with its thick canopy shielding them from any unwanted, peering eyes. Zelestiana lead, scouting their pathway minutes before the group. Gar and Lily, were at the head of the party of children and elders, and Astor, slowly regaining his strength, covered the rear.

      Gar, Stave and Lily struggled through the soft whimpering of the children, as they missed their homes, and all of them were hungry. None of the friends knew how to gather enough food to support and nourish over fifty people. They did know all too well how hunger pings at the stomach while on a long march, burning so much energy.

      “What was it like up there? In the battle?” Stave asked Gar as they walked next to each other, Lily at Stave’s side.

      “It was like nothing I’d ever expect to see. Thinking about it now, it was more like a dream, or rather, like a tale out of a book.” Gar’s eyes saddened.

      “I’m happy the three of you managed to escape, and you are all safe now,” Lily said.

      Gar looked over at her. Stave fell back a step so they could see each other better. “I just can’t stop thinking about the others though, and Zaan. I know he can defend himself, but I have this feeling that something bad is going to happen.”

      “Don’t worry. Zaan will be fine, he’s with Tilda. I’m sure they are safe,” Stave said, trying to reassure his friend. Gar looked forward at the ground as he stepped over roots, and avoided walking into the small streams at his feet.

      “We know Zaan escaped. But what of the others?” Lily asked, placing her hair back behind her ear with her slender fingers. “What happened to Gogenanth and Palanzal?”

      Gar looked over surprisingly. “It never even occurred to me about the Headmaster. I have no idea if he is still there, or escaped. He was in his high tower shouting down at the demon knight, last I saw him. Gogenanth however . . .” He clenched his teeth and his eyes glazed over with anger. “I don’t know what became of him. He was fighting like I had never seen anyone fight before with everything he had, and Wollen too.”

      “Wollen was there?” Lily asked in surprise.

      “Yes, he jumped in with Gogenanth to save us. There were two others with them I didn’t recognize. One, a woman covered in tattoos with a golden sword, and another, tall, stout, completely bald lad. They had great courage to stand before that mighty, rotting dragon.”

      “What are those dragons? Do you have any idea?” Stave asked.

      “We think they are the Dragons of Riverend. The old tales of Riverend invading the city with his fifty dragons and occupying it for one hundred years seem to be true. Albeit, that story dated back hundreds of years ago. So they must have been brought back from the dead by the Devil King,” Gar said.

      Stave wanted to ask another question, as he searched his mind for a follow-up, but this was all so unreal, he felt any more questions would seem insignificant after that.

      Lily’s mind then began to wander towards Zaan and the moment they had shared together, just before the siege. She thought about the way they embraced each other, the way he held her, gently, yet passionately. Longing for his presence and touch, she put her arms around herself as she walked, praying he was safe, and that they would be reunited again soon.

      The three of them continued walking, all deep in thought, and the whimpers and quiets sobs from the children followed behind. Through the trees before them came Zelestiana, walking at a brisk pace, she dragged two does behind her, both bled out, and intestines removed. “Get a fire going, let’s get them fed.”

      Moments later, Stave was sparking the flint and working to fan the small flame. The children sat around him in a large circle, waiting for the warmth of the fire, and the feeling of warm meat in their bellies. Astor patrolled around the group, watching out into the woods. Zelestiana walked beside him.

      “How are you my friend?” Zelestiana asked him, looking down at his side. His blood-stained shirt covered his bandaged side.

      “Good. I feel much better. Don’t worry for me though, we need to find shelter for these people soon. It is going to be difficult to fend off any attack, with such large numbers out in the open,” he said. Zelestiana looked on, the light of her eyes acknowledged the truth of his statement.

      “We can continue our way to Holdenbrook, but you know that may be in vain,” Astor said, Zelestiana continued walking, peering into the forest with her hardened stare. “It gives the children hope to be moving in a direction, but the chances of any town or city, no matter what the size, letting us in, is . . .”

      “I know,” Zelestiana said.

      “Nobody is going to take in refugees from Barrier Cliff. They would all fear the dragons of Riverend attacking their homes,” Astor said, holding his hands at his sides in an exclamation of his point, and in his frustration. “And with good reason.”

      They continued circling the group. Astor looked toward the center and saw Stave and Gar standing by them, each on separate sides of the growing fire, hoisting the skewered first doe over the flame.

      Stave and Gar had gotten the first carcass over the flame, and then the second. They gave each other a look of accomplishment, as both carcasses began to smoke and crackle. Their expressions of happiness faded as they looked around at the worn and dirty faces of the many children. They licked their lips and sat motionless, watching, and waiting for their meals to come. Stave knew an animal of that size would take over two hours to cook enough for it to be safe for the children and elders to eat. He walked over a few yards, and lifted up a stone, the size of a large melon, and brought it over to the center of the circle. He stood up on the rock, elevated just enough to see all of the faces watching him. He even saw Astor and Zelestiana’s faces look over at him in the distance. “I’m going to tell you a tale, it’s an old tale. Are you ready?” Many of the children nodded in agreement, some of them even smiled.

      “This is the story of Llairriall.”
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      LLAIRRIALL lived in a small village west of the Yelden Forest with her three daughters. In their small village, they fished, wove baskets, and made tiles in their fires. One day a Man of Gold came to visit them in their tiny house. He knocked two times, solidly on their door painted white.

      “Llairriall, are you home, may I come in?” asked the Man of Gold.

      The door opened and warm sunshine burst into the room. Llairriall stood there with her three daughters and smiled pleasantly. “Yes, please, come in.”

      The Man of Gold, who was a fat man with a fake head of hair, which looked awfully close to a raccoon laying on an egg. He held out his hand to Llairriall and asked her for more gold. When Llairriall said that she was sorry, but she had none to give the Man of Gold, he pushed her and her daughters out the door, and locked it behind them.

      “Please, Man of Gold, can we please go back into our house?” asked the youngest daughter of Llairriall as he stood by the window. He shook his head no.

      “Please, Man of Gold, we beg of you, may we go back into our house?” the middle daughter of Llairriall asked. He shook his head no again.

      “Please, please, Man of Gold, if you are kind at all, may we please enter back into our home?” the eldest daughter of Llairriall asked, begging on her knees.

      The Man of Gold looked down at her and shook her head. “Young lady, if you would have given me gold earlier, you would still be in your home.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would I have given you gold earlier?” The eldest daughter asked. The Man of Gold only looked at her coldly, put his key in the key in his pocket and walked off.

      The three daughters cried and asked Llairriall what they were to do then, without their home. Llairriall thought long and hard about it, and prayed to the gods for them to tell her what to do.

      The next morning, after the four of them slept on the streets, Llairriall awoke quickly and told her daughters she knew what to do. She said the gods had spoken to her in her sleep and said they were to travel into the desert and find the City of Elunadin.

      “But mother, isn’t the City of Elunadin a fable?” the youngest daughter of Llairriall asked. Llairriall nodded yes.

      “But mother, isn’t the desert dangerous?” the middle daughter of Llairriall asked. She nodded yes again.

      “Mother, if the City is fabled, and the desert is dangerous, then why would we do those things?” the eldest daughter asked.

      “My three daughters, we must go because the gods have told us to,” Llairriall said.

      So Llairriall and her three daughters walked into the Bolgivish Desert, underneath the hot, bright sun. Following them was a small, thin legged man, who wore smooth silks and carried a heavy pack.

      One day the youngest daughter of Llairriall fell to her hands, and began to sob. “What is wrong, my daughter?” Llairriall asked. The little girl told her mother that she was thirsty and needed water. Llairriall looked at her daughter with tearful eyes. “Here in the desert, I’m sorry, I do not know how to get us water.

      The small man with the big pack walked up to Llairriall. “If you need water, you can have some of mine,” the man said, with a forced smile. The youngest daughter reached up to grab the canteen in his hands. He pulled the canteen back towards himself. “Sadly, if I am to give you water, you must give me gold, that is the way of things,” he said.

      Llairriall told the man they had no gold, but if he was so kind, he could have the ribbon in her youngest daughter’s hair. He agreed, and they drank water then.

      The next day, the middle daughter fell to her hands, and said her shoes had worn through, and her feet burned on the hot sand. “My daughter, I’m sorry, there are no shoes in the desert,” Llairriall said, and she began to sob.

      The small man with the large pack came over and offered a nice, new pair of shoes, but they would need to trade something for them. They offered the middle daughter’s earrings as trade. He agreed, and she wore the new shoes as they walked in the desert.

      On the next day, the eldest daughter dropped to her hands. Llairriall asked what was wrong, and the eldest daughter said her sleeves had torn and her arms were burning under the hot sun, causing large and painful sunburns. “My eldest daughter, I’m sorry, there is no fabric in the desert,” she said and began to sob again.

      Again, the small man came over and offered a sheet of nice, soft cloth for her to cover her arms. Llairriall offered him the sash around her eldest daughter’s waist. He agreed, and handed them the cloth, with his forced smile.

      “May I ask you a question?” Llairriall asked the small man with the large pack on his back. He nodded. “Why have you followed us so far into the desert?”

      “My lady, I have come because the Man of Gold told me to.”

      “Why would the Man of Gold ask you to follow us into the desert after forcing us from our home?” Llairriall asked.

      “Because, my lady, he said you might need my help,” the man with the large pack said.

      “Thank you for your help, sir.” Her smile faded to a frown. “But sir, we have nothing left to trade, except for my ring, which was given to me from my husband.” The small man walked over and eyed the shining ring in the light of the sun.

      “What do you want for it?” the man asked.

      “I do not want to trade away my ring,” Llairriall said. The man began to walk back towards the city.

      “Sir, where are you going? I thought you were here to help us?” Llairriall said.

      The man turned back to her. “Yes, I am here to help, but if you have nothing more for me, then I have no more help to give.”

      Llairriall sighed, and knowing full well her daughters would not make the voyage much further asked, “What will you trade me for my ring?” The man scampered over quickly and eyed the ring.

      “This is a fine ring, set with a fine stone. I will trade you my whole pack for it,” he said with an uneven smile.

      Llairriall reluctantly gave the man the ring, and he laid his pack on the ground. Then he walked briskly back towards the city and faded into the distance. In the pack, Llairriall found a ribbon for hair, a pair of earrings, and a sash.

      Llairriall looked up the sky and asked. “Why Gods, why did you send us out into the desert?” She received no response. “Please, Gods, why did you send us into the desert?” Again, no response.

      For two more days Llairriall and her daughters walked in the desert, dry were their mouths and ragged was their skin. In the distance, Llairriall caught the sight of a grand city. “That must be it. That must be the City of Elūnadin.” Llairriall and her daughters pressed on with every bit of strength they had towards the gate.

      Once they arrived, the gates opened up to beautiful gardens with many exotic beasts, and a cool spring at the center of the lavish botanicals. “Mother, we made it,” said the girls, with wild excitement.

      “Yes girls, we have found the City of Elūnadin, just like the gods told us to,” Llairriall said.

      An old man in gold silk, with a cane of ivory walked over and looked at Llairriall. “Beg your pardon, my lady, but this is not the City of Elunadin, as you hoped.”

      Llairriall gave a confused expression. “Are you sure, sir?” The man nodded.

      “Yes, this is the city of Typrus, here we have an abundance of food and water, and the Man of Gold is not welcome here. You are welcome to stay here if you’d like,” the man said with a warm smile.”

      “Thank you for the offer, your city is indeed grand, and your offer is generous. Do you mind if we simply drink some water before we travel back out to find the City of Elūnadin?”
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        * * *

      

      “And so the girls went and drank as much water as would fit in their bellies, and walked back out into the Bolgivish desert to find the City of Elunadin,” Stave said, his eyes wide. He looked out at the faces of the children, all of their backs hunched as they sat, eagerly waiting for more to the story.

      One of the children finally spoke. “Did they find the City?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, what do you think?” Stave asked.

      The child looked around, “I don’t know either.”

      “Why did Llairriall leave the garden and take her daughters back into the desert?” another child asked.

      Stave shrugged, “I don’t know, why do you think she did?”

      The child thought, putting her hand up to scratch her head. “Because the gods told her to?”

      “I think you might be right,” Stave said.

      “Is the Man of Gold one of the tax-collecting monaters?” asked one of the children.

      “I’m not sure, it’s possible,” Stave said.

      Behind the children, Astor looked at Stave, as he stood answering the children’s barrage of questions. “What the hell kind of story is that. That is so sad, that a mother would take her daughters back out into the desert to die like that,” Astor said to Zelestiana.

      “I don’t take it that way,” Zelestiana said.

      “How could you not? Isn’t it obvious that her blindness caused her to lose everything?”

      Zelestiana smirked. “I like to think she found the City of Elūnadin, and lived there in happiness with her daughters, and her gods for the rest of her life.”

      “I hope you are right, but you might want to tell the children that. Some of them may lose sleep over that story,” Astor said, “I think I might.”
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      AS they walked along the long, straight roads of Dillengrad, Zaan noticed stark differences between this city and that of Auracity. Auracity was made of streets that jutted, and carved around the city, as if the people who built it changed their minds every other day while building. There in Dillengrad, Zaan could see many blocks down at a time. Each street seemed to be a mile long, and they all followed the shape of the perimeter itself, in squares, each smaller, as they encompassed the center high tower, with its wide base.

      The tower was known as The Tower of New Kings, and at its peak was the throne room of King Manice Mordoth. The jutting high walls of the tower shot up into the sky, and Zaan found it hard to imagine that man could build anything so close to the heavens. It’s smaller towers at each of its corners waved the flag of Dillengrad, a golden crown with a silver shield on a white banner.

      “Back home, they taught us of the line of New Kings here in Dillengrad,” Zaan said. “Supposedly, the lineage of Kings here was broken after the Battle of Dürmant, the destruction of the Castle of Celendrial, and the end of the Olden Age.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard it too. Elindrill told me that the old line of kings was ended by King Asil, who killed anyone who could reproduce, in that family. All because they practiced religion and he believed it to be evil, pretty brutal story,” she said.

      Tilda led Zaan over to the northwest corner of the city. As they got closer to the corner, the stones got noticeably darker, and dirtier. The eyes that watched them as they walked focused harder. There were fewer smiles and more shadows in the alleyways. She led the way up to a heavy green and black door, with few markings, that was locked from the inside, and she knocked four times.

      The door shot open quickly, a few inches inward. “Yes? Yes?” A raspy voice asked from within.

      “We are here for a room,” Tilda said, trying to look inside the small building. Zaan stood behind her, holding himself up with the thin, twisted iron railing on the steps.

      “Rooms here are for reserved guests only,” the voice hissed out.

      “We were invited,” Tilda said, putting her foot in front of the door, halting its closure. “The Gentry kin should have made the reservation for us.”

      “The Gentrys?” the voice said curiously.

      “Why yes, don’t you have a record? We were told it was made over a month ago,” Tilda said, turning her head and giving a slick smile to Zaan, who gave a sigh of relief, as he hadn’t the strength to walk down another street. They’d traveled too far to be turned away from any sort of place to rest. The door opened and a hunched-over woman in a lace and cotton apron hurried them into the room, eyeing the streets suspiciously as they were let in.

      “Well, we do have one room. I should have remembered, I apologize. I forget things sometimes. Let me show you up to your room.” She looked down at Tilda and Zaan’s feet. “No bags huh?”

      Tilda shook her head. “We travel light.”

      The old woman looked up at Tilda, squinting her eyes to focus on her, and then looked over at Zaan. “Cute couple you make. I remember being that age. You married?” the woman asked as she began walking off towards the room.

      Tilda laughed, “No.”

      Zaan noticed Tilda blush slightly, but she turned her head and walked off after the woman.

      He cleaned the bottoms of his boots off on the entryway mat, and walked after them. As they approached the room. The old woman sorted through her ring of keys, each of them clacked against the next as she went through them one by one. Finally, she inserted one in the door, and opened it for the two of them. “How long will you be staying?” the woman asked.

      “Not long, just a few weeks,” Tilda said.

      “Very well, here is your key. Try not to make too much racket after dark.” She handed Tilda the key, and then began to walk away. This all seems like there’s some arrangement I don’t know about. How did the woman just forget she had a room in such a small place? All I care about though is cleaning my wound, and resting my head on something soft.

      “One more thing, Miss,” Tilda said, and the woman turned back around. “We are trying to . . . get away from things for a while. Would you mind keeping it quiet that we are staying here? We want to escape the normal life a while.” The old woman nodded, and walked off.

      “What was all of that?” Zaan asked.

      Tilda smiled. “This is one of our safe houses.”

      “Smart, I didn’t know.”

      “Yes, Mäezer Palanzal is a bit of an eccentric, but he’s also wise, and was always a bit on the paranoid, and safe, side. This place has been paid up for the next five years,” Tilda said.

      “Thank the heavens,” Zaan said, and all went black as he collapsed onto the floor.
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        * * *

      

      That night, he didn’t dream, or he slept so heavily, he didn’t remember them when he woke. He opened his eyes to look up at the dark, stained wood ceiling full of cobwebs drifting in the sunlight peeking in through the thin drapes over the window.

      He looked over to his side to see Tilda sleeping soundly next to him. Looking at her then, as she had cared for him over the last days with his injury— he remembered how he saw her back in Auracity. He remembered watching her with her hammer and anvil working over the anvil, hot sparks shooting from the hot iron in her hands. Thank the gods someone is with me now, at least someone is alive. I owe her for saving my life.

      She slowly shifted her body, and opened her eyes to see Zaan looking at her, and she smiled, but then her smile turned to concern. “Zaan, you look as pale as a ghost.” She sat up suddenly. “I need to find someone to help us. You stay here and rest.”

      As she sat up, Zaan felt her hair tickle his face. It was a nice distraction from constant pain he felt. His shoulder throbbed with his heartbeat, and it felt as if there was a knife sticking into it.

      “You get some rest, and keep it clean,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Tilda, if I don’t make it—” he coughed, and a shot of pain ran down his arm. “There’s a letter on me, it’s got my family’s names and address on it . . . Would you tell them? Would you tell them everything? I’ve been too worried to, but I think they deserve to know how I went. They don’t deserve to lose another child, and not know why.”

      Tilda went and sat down next to him, and put her hand on his head, it was cool, and covered in sweat. “Zaan, don’t talk like that. We’re going to get you through this. You need to hold on. Now rest, I’m going to go get help.” She stood, the sun was blinding behind her then. Just before she left through the door. “Hold on, Zaan. Just hold on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      THE group of children walked through the dense forest. Encircling them were their protectors, the elders and the warriors. Zelestiana still scouted ahead, and Astor strode at the rear. Fatigue wore on the children, but especially the elders. Their pace had slowed to a crawl, and worry began to show on the faces of their protectors. Zelestiana now scouted out in a fanning pattern as she grew more concerned of attacks, and she knew they stood little chance of defense against any enemy of moderately sized numbers.

      Zelestiana walked back to the group from her position at the front. “Everything okay?” Lily asked, as she strode back.

      “Yes, and no,” she said, and whistled loudly with her two fingers at her lips. Moments later, Astor came sprinting up from behind the group of children, now mostly seated. All of their eyes were on Zelestiana, their protector.

      Astor came up and stood at her side, Gar, Lily and Stave were there as well. Lily noticed that with the way Astor was running, he now showed no signs of injury. “What’s wrong?” Astor asked Zelestiana.

      “This isn’t working. We move too slow. Even with the tree cover on our side, we are highly vulnerable out in the open. We need to revise the plan,” she said.

      Astor stood in contemplation, knowing she was right, but not what to do about it. “You three mind going and getting some firewood so we can feed these people?” he asked the three friends. They looked at each other in confusion.

      “Come on,” Stave said, and motioned with his head for them to go off into the woods.

      As they walked off, Gar asked, “What did they have to talk about that they couldn’t say in front of us?”

      “I don’t know, and may not want to know,” Lily said. “Do we really need to get firewood or was that just an excuse to get us away?”

      “Might as well, nothing else to do,” Gar said, picking up small pieces of dry wood for kindling.

      They walked off, further into the woods, until Stave stopped and put his hands up to alert his friends, who stopped in their tracks. He motioned smoothly ahead of them. Gar and Lily squint, standing still, and saw in the distance a herd of deer. At the lead was a type of deer they had never seen, atop her head her not two, but six horns sprouted out in a swath of directions. It was as if sharp tree branches had splintered out from her mighty head, she was as white as snow, and almost twice the size of any other doe in the herd. Gar began to lift his bow, and the white doe at the lead, turned her head to look at him. Lily put her arm up to stop Gar’s motion, and he dropped both hands to his side.

      The three of them stood there, watching the majesty of the creatures stroll through the woods like gentle winds over rolling hills. As quickly as they had appeared, they were gone. They looked ahead into the empty forest, and then they looked back towards the group, which were not in view. “We should go back,” Lily said. The two boys nodded, and they turned to venture back. Then they sensed it. They were not alone any longer. The air felt thick, and there were tiny, short reflections of the sun shooting at them. It blinded them temporarily and made it difficult for them to focus. They drew their swords, and put their backs to one another, struggling to look out into the forest to see what was approaching.

      Nervousness began to create a panic of confusion as they looked around wildly, waiting for something bad to happen, some animal to jump out at them, or some dragon to come swooping in through the trees. Then they heard it.

      “Is that how you would defend yourselves?”

      Lily looked over at her friends in confusion. Gar’s back straightened as he stood up and sheathed his sword. Stave saw him and gave Lily a confused look. Gar smiled and looked out to where the herd had been.

      A wide, muscular man in full plate armor emerged from the tree line. “Is that how I taught you to hold a sword? You looked like a dog holding a bone, scared someone was going to take it away.” Then he laughed out loud in a short burst. Many armored soldiers emerged from the bushes behind him, and they approached the three friends.

      Lily dropped her sword and ran out to embrace the Major. She held onto him as though she had not seen a friend’s face in years. “Well, hello, Lily. Good to see you too.”

      Loud hollers and applause lauded in the air. The children were up on their feet dancing and yelling, and the elders embraced each other with tears of joy. Zelestiana’s eyes sparkled as she saw the shimmering plate armor of her friend Gylem. Astor stood tall and smiled as the Major and his battalion walked to the group. Immediately upon their arrival eight of the soldiers ran into the group of children, and lifted up their offspring in warm, emotional embraces. There were many sobs and excited screams. A few women came in from the group of elders and embraced their husbands. It was that moment that inspired hope in every single one of the people traveling through the forest on that day.

      The Major, after admiring the reunions in the center of the caravan, went up to Zelestiana and Astor. He shook their hands in strong handshakes, showing his white teeth under his thick, red beard. “You truly are a sight fer sore eyes!” he said. He eyed Zelestiana’s expression, and peered at Astor’s injury. “We have a lot to catch up on, don’t we?”

      “Yes, we do,” Zelestiana said with a casual smile. Astor nodded in affirmation, and watched the families reuniting with pure love and affection.

      After that, they broke off into a separate circle, around the fire that Stave was building.

      “Well, where do we start?” Astor asked, sitting down on a tree stump and lifting his hands up to shoulder level.

      The Major cleared his throat loudly as he packed his pipe with a moist tobacco leaf. “We know that we are all here, safe. But, what became of the others?”

      Astor looked over at Zelestiana, and she responded. “Zaan and Tilda escaped into hiding. What became of the Headmaster and Elindrill we do not know, and for Gogenanth and Wollen . . .  we assume the worst.”

      The Major let out a disheartening sigh.

      “How did you fare in the battle?” Gar asked the Major and his two soldiers. The two soldiers looked at each other with despair in their eyes.

      “We lost . . . many,” the Major said, putting his pipe down at his side, and exhaling a plume of smoke that floated up into the summer sky. Streaks of sunlight danced through the wafting wisps. “The dragons, they were indeed unnatural. We took a few of the damned beasts down, but, we were overrun. We had to retreat back into the woods. They even picked us off as we ran for the forest. Damned hell-forsaken beasts!” The Major shook his mighty fists at his sides and the fire reflected off his eyes. “I pray for the day of our redemption.”

      “You fought well, my friend, there was little any of us could do against the Dragons of Riverend,” Astor said, trying to console the Major and the soldiers. “What of Riverend? Did you ever see him in the fight? We were preoccupied with the Crooked Knight that was after Zaan.”

      The Major looked over at the soldiers, who thought about it a moment. One of them spoke, “Now that you mention it, there was one dragon that wouldn’t come down from the sky.”

      Then the other one spoke, “Yes, it did appear there was a man riding upon its back. Do you think that could have been Riverend, himself?”

      “Ay,” the Major said.

      They sat there for a few moments, all going through the events in their minds, Stave stoked the fire at the center of their circle. The fire hissed and cracked.

      “It appears we have only a couple of options then,” Zelestiana said, and all eyes went to her. “The first is we try to retake the city.” Subtle sighs came from a few of them. “This is not a likely victory, however. Astor . . .” she said, looking over at her friend.

      “Zelestiana and I have discussed our options for shelter and safety,” he said.

      “Yes?” the Major said, pushing for the answer.

      “These are difficult choices, as none of them is a great fit for our party. It is almost certain that any city would not bid us welcome for fear of the dragons being unleashed upon their cities for harboring the refugees of Barrier Cliff. The most likely towns, in our opinion, that would accept us, and hide us, are . . .  Tarluus, and Holdenbrook.”

      The Major gave a sour expression when Astor said the name Tarluus. “Not even the Devil himself could make me send these people, and children, to Tarluus. That damned city is the scourge of all things holy.”

      “Calm yourself, Gylem. The only reason that is an option is because they are so corrupt. We could possibly barter and pay our way into the city,” Astor said.

      “No, no damn way that is on the table,” the Major said firmly.

      “What about Holdenbrook?” Lily asked from the side of the fire.

      “Holdenbrook may accept us, because they are farmers who care for their families, and are akin to hardship,” Astor said, and watched as the Major nodded his head in agreement with these statements. “However, they are a superstitious lot, and they do not have strong walls to deter any amount of attack, let alone dragons.”

      The group sat quietly for a moment. Then the Major said, “What about Dillengrad, Auracity, even Vallenhalen for pity’s sake?”

      Zelestiana glanced at the Major. “You know very well, none of the three cities of kings would let us into their gates. There’s a strong chance we would all be charged for practicing religion, and sent to the gallows.”

      The Major sat back in acceptance, but spiteful of the truth. “Yet, we very well can’t have this lot in the forest another month, waiting for those dragons to fly back to where they came from. I’m in it for Holdenbrook.”

      “I’m leaning towards Tarluus. There’s a higher likelihood of them letting us in, and we can stay safe as a group, in our numbers. It’s even possible they don’t have slave trading there anymore, after what happened to Yemes and Franco,” Astor said.

      The Major and Astor looked over at Zelestiana, who looked deep in thought. “We will camp here for tonight, at dawn, we will head out for Holdenbrook and pray for the sympathy and compassion of their men and women.”
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      IT took the refugees of Barrier Cliff twelve days to reach the town of Holdenbrook. By foot it would have taken Astor less than a week, if he had the audacity to climb the high peaks of the Cascades south of Barrier Cliff, and into the den of the mountain wolves again. So, they kept to the ground and the foothills, weaving in and out of the paths of the great peaks reaching up into the heavens. All things considered, Astor thought the group was making good time.

      The party finally had reached it, the town of Holdenbrook. As they emerged from the rocky outskirts of the last reaches of the mountains behind them, they entered the lightly wooded outcrops, and stood in the shade. There they gathered, all of them, and the Major motioned for everyone to make camp, hopefully a brief one. As the Major looked out towards the humble town, he noticed thin wafts of smoke floating up into the air, he would have thought little of it, but he knew the smell of war.

      Approaching carefully the town slowly, Zelestiana, Astor, and the Major held their weapons firmly in their hands. They walked the long way around to the front gate, as to make a proper entrance, and not cause alarm to any of the inhabitants. They came to the front gate, which still stood hinged and secure, albeit open.

      They walked in to find the town’s streets desolate, not a single person occupied the normally chaotic market streets. “This is discouraging,” Astor said. “The last time I was here, this was a colorful, wild place.”

      The Major took a step forward, and Zelestiana put a hand on his arm to keep him back, but he kept walking and yelled out, “Hello! Is there anyone here?” He waited for a response, but did not get one immediately, and he grew concerned. “Hello, we are friends, we have come to help.” He looked around, and then saw an elderly man creep his head out from the corner of a door creaking open.

      “You say you are a friend?” the old man asked.

      “Yes, we are friends. What happened here?” the Major asked, and Astor and Zelestiana walked up to join him.

      The old man walked out into the street, looking up into the sky, his eyes jutting back and forth in different directions. “They came, seven days ago. Serpents from the sky. The killed mercilessly. My boy, they killed my boy.” The man sunk to the ground, and sobbed softly. Astor went over and put his arm around the man. “And that eye. That eye of the dead man. It follows me into my sleep, and in my dreams.”

      “Dead man. What dead man do you speak of?” Astor asked him.

      The man’s face lifted and looked past Zelestiana and Gylem, “The eye of their master.”

      “Do you speak of Riverend?” the Major asked loudly of the old man.

      “The eye of their master. The eye of their master. The eye of their master,” the man said, trailing off.

      Zelestiana walked over to the Major to speak softly, so not as to cause dismay to the old man. “The smell of corpses is faint. They must have buried the bodies and fled.”

      “Ay, they probably went off to Dillengrad to hide behind their walls. Can’t say I blame them,” the Major said, running his hand down his long beard.

      Astor stood up and walked back over to his friends. “What do you think?”

      “I think we stay here,” the Major said. “The damned dragons think everyone is gone, we could just lay low for a while, to give the children a roof over their heads, until we find a more permanent solution.” He looked over at Zelestiana, who thought for a moment, and then nodded in affirmation.

      “Well, I don’t have a better idea. I sure as hell don’t want to take these kids any further south, to that where that hellish Black Cave is,” Astor said. “That’s a dreadful place.”

      Astor lit a small flame and waved it above his head in the direction of the others. Gar, Lily and Stave emerged from the sparse trees. Behind them were the rest: the soldiers, children, mothers and elders. In the plains before Holdenbrook, the large number of them were much more visible under the warm sun, and in the soft grass. Smiles were visible on the faces of the children, and even the soldiers. If only they knew the horror this place went through a week ago, none of them would have warm expressions, Astor thought.

      As Gar, Lily and Stave approached the gates, they looked at their friends and the old man, hunched over with his head to his knees. He softly repeated, “The eye of their master.” They looked at Astor with concern.

      “We will rest here, for at least a couple of days, until we find our new home,” Astor said to them.

      “What do we tell the children?” Lily asked.

      “Tell them how lucky they are to have a roof over their heads,” the Major said, but Zelestiana and Astor gave that response a sour expression.

      “Tell them the people who own these homes said that we are welcome to stay here until they get back,” Astor said.

      Lily looked at him. “Are we going to be safe here?”

      Astor, Zelestiana, and Gylem looked at each other, and looked at Lily.

      “No,” Zelestiana said sternly.

      “This is temporary, we are to stay out of the streets, and not burn lots of wood,” the Major said.

      “Zelestiana, what do you mean?” Lily asked. “What made the people of Holdenbrook leave their homes?”

      The old man stood up, without a word, and walked over to Lily. Astor put his hand on his sword, Gar did the same. “The devil, girl. The devil has come for us all.”
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      DARK, cloudy skies hovered low above the towers of Barrier Cliff. Sunlight had not reached the black stones of its courtyard since the day the dragons came. The air was thin and cold, it reminded Gogenanth of being high up in the mountains. His mouth was dry, his stomach ached and his wounds healed very slowly. He looked up into the sky, and watched the slow swirling of the black clouds. Dragons hissed and roared as they flew overhead. Their torn, giant wings whistled slightly as they drew the thin air through them.

      Gogenanth looked over to his right, to Wollen, who was also bound, directly where the statue of Gildur once stood. He had his head down and appeared to be in a daze. In the courtyard before them was the great dragon who carried Xelex, the Crooked Knight. The dragon’s breath was icy cold, and blew dead leaves around in twirling motions in the air. The dead dragon did not sleep, it only stared. It stared constantly at Gogenanth. It drove Gogenanth into every emotion imaginable, the most intense of those was rage. He would use every ounce of his strength to try to break the chains that bound him.

      He wanted to take the thick, cold chains, wrap them tightly around the dragon’s neck, and squeeze them tight until the ‘life’ left the dragon with its head came clean off. But, looking down at his own body, he could see it weakening, atrophy was beginning to set in. He had been in one place for over a week, and with the bare minimum of food and water given to him, his muscles were beginning to diminish. He asked himself, why are they even giving me food and water? Evidently, they wanted to keep him and Wollen alive, but to what end?

      There they hung, both of them, wrists and ankles bound. When a strong gust of wind came through, they would sway slightly, and the chains seemed to pull harder at them, it was excruciating.

      The dragon before them perked its head up and roared loudly into the sky, and from around the corner the light of dark flames reflected off the black stone and Xelex appeared, this was the first time Gogenanth had seen him since their battle. The Crooked Knight walked out into the middle of the courtyard and put his back to Gogenanth, his black, leather cape caressed the ground, and then strong winds made it dance above the stones.

      A single dragon flapped its strong wings and lowered itself delicately to the center of the courtyard. Gogenanth squint his eyes to make out the form of a man astride the back of the dragon. The man in tattered brown and black robes dismounted the dragon, as if he had done it a thousand times, and walked over and bowed at the feet of Xelex.

      Xelex’s battle ax spurred its flames. “Riverend,” he said, in his hollow voice.

      “Xelex,” Riverend said as he half-bowed. Gogenanth could see that Riverend’s face was pale, with patches of hanging flesh. He had long brown hair that frayed and appeared to be slightly burned off. He had two eyes, yes, but one was stark black, and the other eye was haunting and terrifying. It was full of yellows, oranges, and ambers. It looked over into Gogenanth’s eyes, and he could feel the power in the man standing before him. It looked as if he were looking into the eye of a dragon itself.

      Riverend looked back over to Xelex, who looked back at Gogenanth, with no word nor expression, and then looked back to Riverend. “What have you brought me?”

      “My pets have just found the remnants of this city. They have moved to a town to the south, of which we just ransacked.”

      Xelex hissed, “Good. Show them how zealots are punished. What of the boy?”

      “There is no sign of the boy. He may be in the forest, or in one of the cities. We lost him in the night,” Riverend said, his tone was harsh, and had a slight wheezing sound, as if there were holes in his lungs.

      The flames of Xelex’s ax roared, as if showing the emotions of the devil himself. “Then burn the forests. Crush the cities. I want Zaan Talabard, and I want what he carries. I want that Adÿthyst stone.”

      Gogenanth twisted in his bindings, the chains clattered together. “You demons will never find Zaan.” He coughed under his breath. “He will find you, and put an end to your unholy siege. Go back from whence you came, and tell your master we will be slaves to none.”

      Xelex looked at Riverend, who drew out a dark gray, blood spattered sword from his side. He walked over quickly, and swung his sword in a long arch. Gogenanth didn’t flinch, and Riverend quickly halted the path of the blade, and held it at the base of Wollen’s neck.

      “Leave him alone, you monster,” Gogenanth spat.

      Xelex began to creep over slowly, hunched at the side. “The flaws of man are many, but your compassion especially makes you weak. You fight for your friends, you fight for your gods. You fight for things you do not understand, and never will. In blindness, you fight with your eyes purged in the dark.” He walked over and put his face directly in front of Gogenanth’s, who was burning with rage. “Once I have the Adÿthyst stone, and the body of your friend digests in the belly of the beast, your world will know order. Then, your world will know what is power. I, Xelex, will show this world the true meaning of obedience. You, man of the Arr, will live to watch your world be thrown into the ashes of rebirth, and you will see then, the true face of destruction and death.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part V

          

          

      

    

    







            Rekindling, Revealing and a Spider’s Silk

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      THE creaking of a door woke Zaan from his deep sleep. The sun had sunk down beneath the windowsill, and he saw a set of three candles entering the room. He tried to sit up, but screamed in pain, and sunk back down. Tears welled up in his eyes from the pain and made his stomach turn and his muscles ache. The lights of the candles spread through the room as he saw them with his foggy vision.

      “Zaan!” he heard Tilda’s voice call out. “I’ve brought people to help, they’re going to help fix you.”

      He felt a set of hands pull his bandages away, and he yelled as the pain was overwhelming. “This is a wound of unnatural doing,” he heard a voice say. “It’ll take the unnatural to heal it.”

      Zaan tried to focus his vision, and wiped the tears from his eyes. He saw the cloudy vision of a motherly woman over him, with the soft, warm candlelight lighting her face. She had tan, dark wrinkles and blond hair growing white. I know your face. You’ve come to help me. “Mother, you’ve come.”

      He tried to sit up again, as she examined the wound. Tilda’s hand gently pushed him back down. “Relax, she’s here to help.”

      Zaan wept like he hadn’t since the Black Cave. “Mother, save me. I can’t live through this pain much longer. My friends need help, and I can’t even move from this bed. Lily’s dead, Gogenanth’s dead. They’re all dead. Help me, so that I can avenge them.”

      “This isn’t going to cure him,” the woman in front of him said. “But it should stop it from spreading, and ease the pain. Zaan, listen to me, this is going to hurt, but you mustn't fight it. It’ll sting, but will sooth the pain soon.”

      “Are you ready, Zaan?” Tilda asked.

      Zaan nodded, desperately seeking relief from the unrelenting pain. It felt like hot molten iron was being poured on his shoulder, but he yelled out in pain as the liquid was pressed into his shoulder.

      “That’s it, Zaan. We’re done with that,” the woman’s voice said, as he breathed quick, short breaths. He looked over at Tilda, and his desperate breathing began to turn to subtle laughter.

      Tilda wiped the tears from his eyes, and the tears from her own. She couldn’t help but smile. “Why are you laughing?”

      “Beg your pardon—” He laughed. “—But you look terrible.”

      He heard other women’s laughter accompanying hers. “I suppose I do. I’ve been running around like a crazy lady trying to find the women to help.”

      His breathing slowed, and for the first time in many days, his shoulder relaxed and his whole body relaxed. He saw Tilda’s smile. “Thank you, I feel fantastic. Is there anything to eat? I’m famished.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d brought him a loaf of bread with fresh rosemary, olive oil, a pear and some cured pork. He ate it as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. They sat there and watched him eat, and once he was done, his shoulder ached in pain again.

      “What’d you do?” he asked the woman who’d applied the remedy.

      “Zaan, this is Stave’s mother, Annabella. I found her and brought her here to help,” Tilda said.

      “Stave’s mom? I’m sorry, I think I called you my mother.”

      “Completely understandable,” Annabella said with a warm smile. “I applied a salve that is quite potent, but it only staves off pain. This isn’t a cure.”

      Zaan sat up, swung his feet over to the side of the bed, and rubbed his shoulder, which began to throb again. Tilda lit a blue torch by the open windowsill. “Is there a cure?”

      The woman who gave them the room was at the open door at the rear of the room. Tilda looked over at her. Thank you for all of your help, but we may need some privacy . . . if you don’t mind.”

      The woman nodded. “Certainly. Let me know if you need anything. Glad the boy is feeling right,” she said as she left, and closed the door delicately behind her.

      “Zaan, I’ve told Annabella how your injury occurred— and who inflicted it,” Tilda said, and she looked over at Stave’s mother.

      “I’m sorry to say this Zaan, but there’s nothing more I can do. If there was ever a cure for something like this, it was lost when they burned all books on any such matter long ago, when they outlawed all religions,” she said. “I know many things of tonics and remedies, but this is beyond me.

      Zaan sighed, and his shoulder ached again. “You don’t know of anything, then?” He looked at the blue torch flickering by the window, and the other two Tilda had lit behind her. “What about . . . what if I killed him— I mean the one who inflicted this on me?”

      Annabella looked puzzled. “I’m not sure, I suppose it couldn’t hurt.”

      Tilda smiled. “Glad you’re feeling better, Zaan.”

      “Well, I’ll take my leave, and leave some of the salve for you. Apply it sparingly, I’m sure you remember its sting,” Annabella said.

      “Thank you, I’m indebted to you,” Zaan said.

      “You owe me no debt, but if you’d help find my boy and keep him safe, I’d be indebted to you. Farewell, I’ll return in a few days with more of the salve. Rest up, and get some fresh air every once in awhile.”

      She left the room, and Tilda thanked her as she did so. “So Zaan, what’d you want to do?”

      He thought for a moment, “You know what sounds good now? Wine.”

      She laughed. “I think I could use some too, after all of this. I’ll go out and get us some.”
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      Thirty minutes later, she was back with two bottles, one a dark red, and another, a bubbly white. She opened the first with a pop from the cork and poured them both glasses. He took a sip and gave a sigh as it lifted his spirits. He enjoyed the soothing feeling that came from the salve.

      She drank and smiled, and looked around the room. Her eyes drifted over to a collection of dusty books in the corner, beneath a flowering plant. “How about a story?” she asked, and Zaan agreed.

      She pulled out a thin book from the pile, and lit the second candle next to her on the table. Pouring another glass of red wine for herself, she asked Zaan if he wanted another. He shrugged his shoulders and she poured him one. He reached out and grabbed the glass from her hand, his fingertips touched hers as he grasped it.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “It’s called The Queen of Frostfeldon,” she said.

      “What’s it about? Have you read it before?” he asked, and took a sip of wine.

      “Yes, it’s about the Queen of an old city. It’s about royalty, and its themes of greed and power, and her struggle to find a king.”

      “Oh, sounds interesting. I’ve never heard of Frostfeldon,” Zaan said.

      “It was supposedly buried in a snow storm ages ago, but it was a massive, marvelous castle made of ivory. They say it was invisible in the winter’s snow. The Queen’s name was Evíngeli, and she lived for one thousand years,” she said, putting the book down on her lap. Zaan snickered. “What?”

      “Nothing, it’s just silly. Is the book supposed to be a story, or based on a real person?”

      “Evíngeli was a real Queen, and Frostfeldon was a real city, an ancient city,” Tilda said. “The conflict she had was that she was a great ruler, and loved by her people, but she couldn’t find a worthy suitor to rule with.” Zaan looked up. “She found one once when she was young, and they were in deep love— and he would have made a worthy king.”

      “What happened?” Zaan asked.

      “He died,” she said sadly. “He died on their wedding day, just after they said their vows and kissed, he died right there on the alter. For the rest of her thousand-year life, she searched the world for a suitor as good as him, which she never found.”

      “That’s a sad story.”

      “Yes, but when you think about it, even a great story has to be sad. It’s like life. That is what makes people read these things.” She waved the book in front of her. “I have read this book more times than I care to admit.

      Zaan sat there for a few moments, and then asked, “Well, even though you ruined the story, you care to read it for me?”

      Tilda smiled. “Do you want me to start from the beginning?”

      “If it’s all the same to you,” Zaan said, and lay back on the bed.

      Tilda opened to the first page and began to read. She read to him in a soft voice that soothed his mind, and all his worries and stresses faded away. He drifted in and out of focus and fell into a warm, soft sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      THE next day, not only brought Zaan to his feet again, yet the deep sleep he’d gotten brought with it powerful dreams. They had been of the battle with Xelex, and the dragons on the black stone of Barrier Cliff. He watched Gogenanth and Zelestiana battle them, and he watched the Major lose many men and women.

      A sharp pain returned to his wound, and he unwrapped it to see it was still black, but the fluids weren’t oozing from it. How am I going to save myself from this? What would the headmaster say? Would Elindrill know a cure? I wish Zelestiana was here with us, or Astor, Gar maybe. Are they alive? How could they be? We only barely escaped. How can anything defeat the knight of Armoz? Armoz, he’s the reason for all of this. So much death. It’s the only certainty in life after all, isn’t it?

      He went over and started to flip through the book Tilda began to read to him the night before. Looking from the book over to her, he found her still asleep on the bed. Tilda, she’s has been the greatest gift to me, even after all we’ve been through. I can’t help but feel for her. I know she rejected me because I remind her too much of her lost husband, but I’ve lost people too. Lily’s almost certainly lost too. What would I do if it was Lily here, and not Tilda? What if she’d died instead? Useless to think of, I guess. Tilda’s all I have now, and she’s my closest companion.

      He went to reading the book she’d read to him the night before, and picked up where she’d been when he drifted to sleep. He read a small portion aloud, “Queen Evíngeli fought for the love of her suitor, there was another who desired him, another queen. Later in life they became the greatest of all rulers, but over this suitor, they quarreled tooth and nail.”

      Tilda awoke as he read that, and rubbed her eyes. “Oh, you’re awake early.”

      “Yeah, my dreams woke me. I’m getting used to that feeling now.” Something occurred to him then, and thinking back to a conversation he had with the Major weeks before, he looked at her, wondering if she had the answer to a question the Major didn’t answer back then. “Can I ask you something, Tilda?”

      “Why not,” she said. “What’s on your mind?”

      “The Major told me to ask him about this later in the future, but with the future looking more and more uncertain, I may never be able to ask him this question.”

      “Okay,” she said uncertainly.

      “He said that he and Gildur fought over a girl when they first met. The story of Queen Evíngeli reminded me of it-” He looked over and saw her sigh.

      “Such a tragedy,” she said. “It’s gut-wrenching for me to talk about, but I’ll tell you.” She stood up from the bed, stretched out her arms, and walked over to the window, and looked out to the dark, dirty stone walls of the city. “Do you have a guess who the girl was?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You’ve met her, once,” she said. “She used to be my friend, until . . .”

      “You don’t mean . . .?”

      “Yeah, she was simply known as Angela to us, Angela Dragus the Bloodlark. She was wise beyond her years, and as true a friend as they come.”

      “They fought over Angela Dragus the Righteous?” Zaan asked.

      “Yes, but that was before she turned.” Tilda looked remorseful, as if a loved one had passed.

      “What happened?”

      “She left Barrier Cliff on an errand, and a knight wielding an ax of flame took her from us,” she said.

      “Ax of flame? I’ve seen the knight in a nightmare.”

      “He took her to Armoz, who turned her . . . turned her into something . . . evil. My friend Angela Dragus the Bloodlark is dead, she’s been dead for some time now.”

      “I’m sorry I asked,” Zaan said. I remember her on the battlefield, standing with Reizenthrōgz the ogre. She had Lily bound and cowering in fear. She was going to take her to Armoz, the way Xelex had taken Angela. “Now she’s hunting us.”

      “Hopefully . . . she’s at peace now,” she said. “It tears me apart that she was the one who took Gildur from us. Especially with how close they were. You know she chose him over the Major?”

      “That’s why he didn’t want to talk about it?”

      “Probably, he and Gildur became friends, eventually, but it took some time.”

      “It is a curse to carry the Azulūz, isn’t it?” he asked.

      She gave him a look that was made him feel shameful asking that question. “It’s not a curse. It’s a bittersweet responsibility. But remember, it’s from the gods, who are themselves cursed, no?”

      “I can’t imagine anyone asking for this, the Azulūz. Even with all its power, we’re never going to stop being hunted until he’s gone. Until Xelex, the dragons, Angela Dragus, and the Devil King himself are all dead.”

      Tilda looked out at the city and the bustling street below. “You need to get some fresh air. You’re right, but you’ve been cooped up inside too long already.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      THE warmth of the rays of sunlight gave its last kiss as it disappeared over the high walls of the city. Dillengrad was beginning to feel like less of a safe haven, and more of a prison. They’d picked up some food from a worn-looking street vendor, and they went to a small garden area of Dillengrad that was lined with beds of many varietals of plants and flowers, the smells were exotic, sweet and pleasant.

      Zaan put the last bite of bread with soft, sweet cheese into his mouth. Tilda swirled her glass, letting the wine breathe, she also found herself doing this as an anxious habit. They sat on the side of one of the gardens that were sporadically placed throughout the city. This one was laid out with long rows of soft, curled grass, and huge patches of roses. Roses of every color Zaan could imagine. The smell that arose when there was a light breeze was intoxicating. There were long rows of intricately-carved stone figures, most of the lavishly draped women of ages old.

      They had been sitting for nearly an hour. Lounging around on the soft grass, swilling wine, and watching the people walk by. Zaan was especially keen to watch the elderly folk stroll through the gardens. He grew fascinated with the aging process. As quickly as he saw his own life flying by, and with his cursed wound inching him towards death, he wondered if time went as quickly for the aged. He watched a man casually stroll through the garden, as he would walk in slow spurts. Often times, stopping for minutes to look at a single rose, or to look up into the sky. The man glanced over at Zaan, and nodded. With a kind smile, he nodded back.

      Images and worry flowed through his mind like the ebb and flow of the tide frequently then. Seemingly out of nowhere, independent of what he was doing, a rush of thoughts streamed in about the safety of his friends, and about the coming war. He watched as a large number of troops ran past, heading to the front gate, or to the high towers. He could sense there was tension all around, even if veiled from sight. The world was changing, and the prophecy seemed to be coming true. With Zaan’s inheritance of the Azulūz, war seemed to be oncoming for the first time in a thousand years, since the great battle of Dürmant.

      He looked over at Tilda, sipping wine in the sunlight, and her normal glow had diminished. She sipped at the glass of dark, violet wine. He wondered what was going through her mind then. Was she thinking the same things? Probably.

      After some time, Zaan’s shoulder began to throb, and he fell off the stone he was sitting on. Tilda grabbed his hand as he fell, and he convulsed on the dirt-strewn stones.

      “Let’s get you back, apply some more of the salve from Annabella,” she said, holding onto him.

      He staggered, and let out a groan from the pain, she helped him up and he limped as she put his arm behind her neck to help. “You ever think about the life of a rose?” she asked.

      He shook his head, and stared at the ground as they walked.

      “I was just thinking they seem to come back every year. At least the wild ones do. Do you think they live for years? Or do they live, and die, and a new one comes to take its place?” Tilda asked, laying her fingers on a delicate rose the color of the sun as they walked past. “Beautiful, aren’t they?”

      “Yes,” he said through the pain.

      “I like to think the rose comes out when the weather is warm and the sun shines bright, then hides when the darkness and cold comes. It doesn’t die when it wilts, it just hides,” she said. “All of these roses are out to inspire, show their beauty, and let others smell their sweet scents before they return to the ground.

      They walked a few blocks and returned to their room. They unlocked the door, and Tilda entered in. As she did, Zaan turned his head to glance behind them, as he had an inkling that eyes were watching him, from the alley in front of the house, but disregarded it as they closed the door behind them.

      The old woman wasn’t at the entrance, so they entered their room and Tilda went and lay Zaan on the bed. She walked over and closed the drapes from the window, and grabbed the salve. She put her fingers in the thick, gelatinous, clear substance, removed his bandages, and applied it to his shoulder.

      He yelled out and moaned for minutes from the burning. The feeling was overwhelming, but eventually it soothed his pain. Zaan fell into a deep sleep again.
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        * * *

      

      A strong shiver ran up Zaan’s back as the room faded back into focus. The first thing he saw was Tilda asleep on her side in the bed next to him. He grabbed at his shoulder, the pain had subsided, but now he knew it was only temporarily.

      Looking at Tilda, peacefully sleeping, the images of his friends ran through his mind again. Gogenanth, Lily, Gar, Astor, Zelestiana all shot through his head. As much as he tried to suppress his feelings and fears for them, he knew he had every right to be worried for them.

      He got up from the bed, it creaked slightly as he stood. He left the room, and the house itself, and he felt the cool air rush over his bald head. He stood on the front stoop with the twisting iron bars, watched the other people who sat on their front stoops, and those who traveled in and out of the alleys. Zaan reached into his pocket, and twirled the red stone around in his fingers. As he felt the sleek, smooth stone he looked out into the alley in front of him, and felt a strange urge to walk straight into the darkness.

      He could feel a poking in his mind, urging him to see what was hidden in the alley shadowed from the moonlight. Peering down the alley, which seemed to be inching closer to him. One foot crept in front of the other, closer, then the other foot inched forward, closer.

      Zaan had now crossed the length of the street, and timidly walked forward until he was at the mouth of the alley. He could then see that halfway down the stretch of the alley was a figure, standing in the middle of it, waiting for him to come. Closer, yes, you are almost there. He could feel the hooks in his mind, telling him to keep moving forward.

      His head ached, and felt foggy as he faded into the shadows of the alley, in the very back of his mind he could feel hesitation, but the urge to continue forward was too powerful to deny. Touching the stone walls to his side with his fingers, he walked down the alley, ever closer to the figure until he could see the dull reflections of the moonlight off a pair of eyes. Closer, yes, almost there.

      “Yes, there you are, it has been too long,” said the figure in a familiar voice. Zaan squint in the dark, trying to make out who the figure was, and why Zaan was standing in an alley to meet him.

      Zaan took another step forward and saw the reflection off spectacles that were all too familiar to him. “Is that . . . is that you headmaster, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to find you, and now, here you are,” the old Palanzal said. “Are you okay? Did you escape from the city well? It appears so.”

      “Yes, I made it out, but I’m injured, I need your help,” Zaan said, still curious why they were meeting there, and at night. “The others, do you know of the others?”

      Palanzal stepped forward, and he became more visible to Zaan. He held his hands out. “My boy, I don’t know much of the whereabouts of our friends . . . yet. If they are alive, they are too far for me to reach. All I know is that Xelex and the dragons of Riverend are still there, to what end, however, I do not know.”

      “Well, I’m glad to see that you escaped. Elindrill . . . What happened to Elindrill? Is she here?” Zaan asked, looking around the alley, trying to find another figure in the darkness.

      “Elindrill and I both escaped through some of the hidden pathways beneath the city. There we parted ways. She went off to locate the children, and I came here to find you.”

      “How long have you been here then?” Zaan asked. “And why are we meeting here?”

      “I have been here for a few days,” Palanzal said with wild, excited eyes. “I have good news, Zaan. I have found the way to defeat Xelex, and the dragons, and save our friends!” He walked over closer to Zaan, who finally felt some hope building inside of him.

      “How?”

      Palanzal looked deeply into Zaan’s eyes, and he could see the elation on Palanzal’s face. “The red stone. The red stone is the key!” Zaan’s shoulder pulsed with pain then, and Palanzal noticed. “You see, Zaan, I have been researching in the libraries of the king here, which is why I am just now finding you. The problem is that, before, I didn’t know what the red stone was, but Xelex made the mistake of telling us. I couldn’t find information on the stone because I didn’t know where to look, but now I do, and now I know what it is!”

      “And, what is it?” Zaan asked, curiously. Why has he been in the city for days and not found me until now. Why am I meeting him here, and why not with Tilda? This is all too confusing. Maybe the pain is getting to my head, but this doesn’t feel right.

      “Xelex called it an Adÿthyst stone.”

      “Yes, I heard that, what does that mean then?”

      “In a very old text here in Dillengrad, I found a mention of an Adÿthyst that was worth the equivalent of a mountain of gold centuries ago. It was so rare, and so sought after, kings built cities around where they thought it could be found. Their greed for it so ravenous, that they made any person who brought them any, wealthy for generations.”

      “What else did it say?” Zaan asked as he twirled the red stone around in his hand in his pocket. Palanzal’s eyes darted to that hand, with the red stone inside of it.

      “The text said that he who gained the powers of the stone, would be granted immortality, and powers beyond those of mortal men.” Palanzal’s eyes grew wide. “Do you see? This is the way to defeat Xelex!” Beads of sweat glistened off the old man’s forehead.

      “How do we use it?” Zaan asked. “Tell me how to defeat Xelex, Riverend, and the dragons!”

      “That, my boy, I don’t know. But that is why I need it. I need to inspect it and examine it,” Palanzal said, holding out his opened, sweaty palm to Zaan.

      Zaan looked down at the outstretched hand, and felt the smooth red stone between his fingers. He frowned slightly. “What are you going to do with it?”

      “My research has revealed its capabilities, but I have found nothing of the method of gaining its potential, therefore, I need the stone itself to discover this.” He continued holding his hand outstretched towards Zaan.

      Zaan paused for a moment, still holding the stone in his hand, then he pulled the stone from his pocket, and held it in his open hand. Both sets of eyes fell on the stone. “All that power in this little stone?”

      “Yes, we could end the war before it fully begins with that little stone. Give it here, Zaan.” Palanzal moved his hand closer to Zaan’s. Zaan pulled back slightly.

      “Well, what is the plan once you discover its power?” he asked, closing his hand, and hiding the stone from their eyes.

      “I will decide who will take the power of the stone to fight and defeat the armies of Armoz,” Palanzal said with narrowed eyes.

      Palanzal wants the stone to decide who will become immortal? Why is he pressing so hard for me to give it to him? Does he just want the stone for himself? “Xelex seems to want the stone for himself. Would you be able to keep it safe from him?”

      “Yes, give me the stone. I will keep it safe from his reach.” Palanzal took a step toward Zaan, who took a step back. He is becoming obsessed with the stone. “Let’s meet again in the morning, headmaster. This is a lot to take in. We need to save our friends, if they’re still alive. But let’s talk with Tilda, and figure this all out.”

      “Give me the stone,” Palanzal said again, taking another step forward. Zaan took another step back, and put the stone back in his pocket. “Give me the stone, Zaan. I need it.” Zaan continued walking backwards, and Palanzal continued following him, shaking his outstretched palm at Zaan impatiently. “Give me the stone. I need it. Give me the stone. I can save us all!”

      He had walked back so far, that Zaan was now out of the alley and into the street, and he tripped over a loose rock, and fell onto his back, clutching his injury. Eyes had fallen on him from the street and from the other alleyways. Laying in the middle of the road lit from torches, he saw Palanzal still standing in the alley, in the dark. His eyes and spectacles were illuminated from the torchlight, but he wouldn’t walk into the streetlight.

      “You’re injured Zaan, the stone needs to be in the hands of someone how can wield it, and turn the tide. Think of your friends, I have the strength to fight all that oppose us.”

      “I’ve got to be heading back,” Zaan said, as he turned and stumbled back to the door to their building. He unlatched the lock, and as he walked into the front room, he looked back to see the glowing eyes of Palanzal, still standing in the alley, watching him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “TILDA, I saw the headmaster!” Zaan yelled, as he entered their room in the middle of the night. She sat up quickly, seeing him framed by the hazy light behind him, standing in the doorway.

      “What? You saw the headmaster you say?” she asked softly, barely able to open her eyes.

      “Yes, Palanzal, he was right outside,” Zaan said. “He came to me, he was in the alley, waiting for me,” he said, breathing hard.

      Tilda lit the candle again on the red, oak nightstand watching Zaan as he paced back and forth at the foot of the bed.

      “You need to rest, here, come sit,” Tilda said, placing her hand on the mattress next to her. He hesitated, and then went and sat down not so delicately on the bed and gave a sigh of frustration.

      “What’d he say?” Tilda took his cloak off, and tossed it onto a chair.

      “He said-” Zaan tried to scan through the sequence of events again in his mind. “He found how to end the war. It was the stone. He wanted the red stone!” Tilda gave him a curious look.

      “Did you give it to him?”

      Zaan reached into his pocket, pulled his hand out, and opened his palm to reveal the stone to Tilda. The red stone sparkled white in the candlelight. “Can I see it?” she asked. He held the stone up closer to her, and she lightly plucked it from his hand and held it in the candlelight. “How could something so small do something so significant as ending all of our suffering?”

      “He said it gives immortality and great power to the bearer,” he said, watching Tilda peer at the stone. Immortality. Is that how all of those thousand year kings and queens lived? Was it the secret of the god’s power? Or was it all just a ruse? It didn’t seem so with how much Xelex wanted it. There was something to the Adÿthyst, but it only seems to gather those who seek great power to it.

      “I don’t see anything special about it,” she said handing it back to him, and he placed it back into his pocket. “It’s pretty though. It’s hard to imagine so much power in such a small thing.”

      “I know, me too. I’m concerned about him. I asked him to meet us. Both of us, together.”

      “And?”

      “He was acting differently than normal. He wanted the stone badly. He seemed obsessed with it.” Zaan could see on Tilda’s face she was trying to connect the dots as well. “He said Elindrill was safe and is looking for survivors.”

      Tilda smiled. “That’s good. Truth be told, I’ve been quite worried about them.” She lowered her head and looked into the candle light. “I feel regret that I didn’t stay and fight with them. It is hard to think about it, leaving them to fight for themselves. Gogenanth . . .” she said, still grieving at his possible demise.

      Zaan looked over at her. “I know how you feel.” He put his hand on her back. She leaned into him, putting her shoulder onto his chest, and her hair wafted underneath his nose. Tilda sobbed, and she reached over and put her hand on his other shoulder and she continued to cry. Zaan’s body became tense from being so close to the woman he had been so infatuated with before, but was rejected by. I care for Lily, but I care for Tilda too. Lily may not even be alive anymore. Is it wrong to feel this way?

      She reached down from his shoulder, and put her hand on his chest. She lifted her head and looked up into Zaan’s eyes. Her eyes were soft, and loving, yet he saw her sadness in them. She moved her head slowly closer to his, and her lips gently touched his. Zaan was caught off guard by the kiss.

      I’ve wanted this for so long, a moment with her. I’m so torn.

      She pulled her lips back, and gave a shy smile. “I care for you, Zaan. I’m sorry I’ve been so difficult. But seeing you in such pain, I . . . I want to take care of you. I want you again.”

      Her lips touched his again, and his whole body relaxed. He felt her hands running along his legs, and he tasted the sweetness of her lips. This feels so good. His hands crept along her arms, her skin was soft and warm. But, if feels so wrong, like I’m betraying Lily, but she’s probably not even alive.

      A look of confusion came over Tilda’s face as Zaan pulled his lips away from hers. The image of Lily’s face had entered his mind, and with all the focus he could muster, he couldn’t get her image out of his head. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What’s wrong?” Tilda asked with curious eyes.

      He didn’t answer.

      “It’s Lily, isn’t it?” Tilda asked softly.

      “Yeah,” he sighed. They both sat there not knowing what to say. The uncertainty of the moment turned to awkwardness. Then Tilda finally broke the silence. “Well, I should get to sleep.” She looked at Zaan, implying he had to move so she could lay down.

      “Yeah, me too,” he said as he laid back in the bed. And as he lay there, with the sharp pain in his shoulder gnawing at him, he thought. What if Lily wasn’t even alive? What if not giving into his passion was a mistake? What if what he really wanted was just the loving touch of a beautiful woman? What if this is my last chance to be with Tilda? She saved my life, and I really do care for her, and now we’ve both lost ones we cared for. He laid there, with his hands on his chest, wide awake, staring at the ceiling lit in the candle light, he looked over at Tilda undoing her blond braids, with sparse gray hair throughout.

      He reached up and gently touched her shoulder, and then her neck. He sat up and kissed her gently on both. He could feel the goosebumps run up her arm. “I care for you too, Tilda.”

      “You sure?” she asked with a warm smile, turning to look at him.

      “I’m sure.” And his lips found hers again.
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      SHE was up and about at dawn, walking through the tall grass fields around Holdenbrook. She ran her hands along the tops of the blades of grass, and it slightly tickled. She examined the tops of root vegetables grown in the ground, and uprooted them to lay in her bag for supper. Looking up into the clear, spring sky, she looked back at the tall mountains behind her, and thought to herself that beyond those mountains was Barrier Cliff, and she thought about Zaan.

      Lily was not only worried for his safety, but she fretted over where he was in the world. Astor had told her that he escaped with Tilda, and since Lily had great confidence in her, she was happy at the thought the Zaan escaped successfully. Hefting up the bag full of fresh food, she began to walk back to the front gate of Holdenbrook. Upon entering, Astor stood, watching into the distance, and peering into the sky often. He sharpened his sword with a whetstone at the entrance.

      “What did you find?” he asked.

      “Plenty of good veggies. This really is a marvelous place. They grow things here I have never seen,” she said.

      “That’s true. This village has stood for many years, and produced great swaths of food for the region,” Astor said, looking at Lily’s sweet face, that always seemed innocent and uplifting. “Hey, how are you holding up?” he asked, putting his sword down.

      “I’m fine, why do you ask?” she said, putting the bag of food down.

      “No reason in particular. We have all been through a lot recently, but none of us as much as you. I know you have lived through more than your share in your young age, but know that we can be your family now. We are here for you, you know,” he said, his eyes were compassionate, and caring.

      Lily stood there for a moment, looking into his eyes, and then hers began to water. She closed them, and tears streaked down her face. She rushed over to Astor and embraced him, and he put his arms around her. “It’s okay,” he said, as she sobbed into his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I’m so worried. I’m scared for the others,” she managed to say with her tears streaming down. “I’m scared to be alone again.” Her face pressed down into Astor’s chest.

      They stood there, holding each other a few moments longer. “It’ll be alright Lily, you won’t ever be alone again,” Astor said. “We are going to find our friends.” She took her arms from around him, and stepped back.

      “You think so?” she asked, wiping the wetness from her cheeks.

      “Yes,” Astor said with a smile. “We are going to find our friends, and we are going to all be back together soon.”

      Lily caught a glimmer in Astor’s eye as he looked over her shoulder, he caught sight of something, and squinted into the distance. She turned to see what had caught his attention, and saw a figure mounted on a horse, galloping towards them. Astor whistled loudly with his fingers in his mouth, it startled Lily.

      The sound of heavy footsteps approached as Zelestiana ran over, along with the Major and a squadron of his soldiers followed. “What is it?” the Major asked, “What do you see Astor?”

      “A figure approaches from the distance, there, from the east.” Astor pointed his hand and finger in the direction of the figure and its horse, a small speck on the horizon of grass plains, stretching out as far as the eyes could see.

      “I see it. You got it Zelestiana?” Astor asked, and she nodded. Gar and Stave came over from the inner part of the town, and quickly a crowd formed to see what the commotion was about.

      “Everyone, get back to your shelters please,” Gar yelled out, many children remained, trying to see into the distance with curious faces, but the adults pulled them back into the wooden houses back in the city.

      The rider came closer at a steady pace. The Major made a few forceful motions with his hands, and the regiment spread out at the entrance. Many of them held up spears, forming a blockade.

      “Major, tell you men to stand down,” Zelestiana said calmly, and she walked forward, in front of the soldiers. The Major nodded, and the soldiers stood back up at attention.

      As the figure drew closer, Astor began to catch familiar features of the woman on horseback: her silver hair, dark skin, the wrinkles along her face and the kindness in her eyes.

      He and Zelestiana stood out front of the soldiers as the horse rider rode up, and smiled down at her friends. Astor went over and helped his aunt down from her horse.

      “Aunt Elindrill, what are you doing here?” he asked excitedly.

      “Astor, my kin, I have been searching for you,” she said with a smile, holding his face with her cold hands, and put her arms around him and embraced him. Elindrill looked at the faces of her friends. “You all look well.”

      “Where have you been?” Zelestiana asked, “How did you escape the city, and where is the Headmaster?” she asked.

      “I have ridden from the city of Vallenhalen. I will tell you of many happenings, but first, if you don’t mind, I could use a fire and a warm tea.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why didn’t Mäezer Palanzal come back with you?” Gar interrupted Elindrill’s story after they had all settled into the town square around a fire made for her to regain her strength.

      Elindrill gave him an unimpressed expression. “If you would have been paying attention, and shown a glint of patience, you would see I was getting to that point.” Gar sat back and slumped down into his seat.

      “As I was saying, Dillengrad seems to be a safe enough place for Zaan, who is accompanied by Tilda. Their identities and whereabouts still remain anonymous.” She moved her gaze back over to Gar again. “Palanzal stayed behind to ensure their safety, as I rode here to help regather our force.” She looked back up to the Major, Astor and Zelestiana. “But I see you handled that quite well on your own.”

      “So what is next? What’s our plan?” Lily asked Elindrill, in a soft and eager voice.

      Elindrill looked over at Lily, and her golden locks, framing her pale face still wearing the streaks of tears wiped dry. She then looked up into the eyes of all of the people standing around, waiting for an answer. Lowering her head, and looking into the light of the fire. “There are no circles of blue flames that can protect us from these demons unearthed.”

      There was a heavy silence, the cracking of the fire filled the air, beckoning for someone to break the silence with some plan to defend their friends, and protect their new home.

      “What if the dragons have gone?” Lily asked, her voice lifted the spirits of the many around, even if only briefly.

      Elindrill looked over at her. “My dear girl, if only that was the case.” She paused, and took a deep sigh. “Alas, the dragons have not left. They remain at Barrier Cliff, and I fear their only intention is doom. I cannot be certain but I believe they are almost certainly going to remain there until they find Zaan.”

      “Then we must go to him!” the Major yelled out. “Surely if he was to rejoin our party, we could defend him.”

      “No,” Elindrill said. “That was not the wish of the Headmaster. He believed he is safer in hiding. And I would not wish the wrath of those beasts upon these people. The high walls and fortitude of Barrier Cliff were not enough to deter the Crooked Knight and his beasts. Here we would stand little chance fending them off.”

      “How do we know they will not be coming here for us?” Stave asked, taking a step closer to the circle, he held his hands out to his sides. “I believe you are right, we wouldn’t stand a chance in hell here, or anywhere against those dragons. We need a plan.”

      “I agree with you, Stave,” Elindrill said and nodded, then looked over at Zelestiana, and then to Astor.

      Zelestiana dipped her head as if in deep thought. Astor looked up into the sky, and peered at the walls of the buildings in Holdenbrook. He laughed suddenly, and then quieted himself.

      “What is it?” Elindrill asked, “what was funny?”

      “Nothing, sorry,” Astor said, regaining his composure, he cleared his throat. “It is just that, if you were a bunch of dragons, would you ever, ever, suspect someone would set a trap for you?”

      “A trap?” the Major asked as he squinted his beady eyes at Astor. “What are you going on about? How would you go about setting a trap against those things?”

      Astor put his hand to his chin. “I don’t know. That is why I laughed. I don’t think anyone would be stupid enough to try.” He laughed again and scratched his head.

      Zelestiana lifted her head then and looked at Elindrill, who met her eyes. Elindrill curled a thin eyebrow, and then she gave a wry smile. They both looked over slowly in the direction of Lily, who sat at Gar’s side. She gave a confused looked as both the women looked at her.

      “What?” Lily asked. The rest of the party looked at Lily, including Gar and Stave.

      “Perhaps it is time you learned more about your Azulūz,” Elindrill said, her voice rang out like thunder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      IN the fields surrounding Holdenbrook, Lily’s bare shoulders basked in sunlight and her ruby colored shirt flapped in the wind. Her eyes were closed and her golden curls danced in front of her eyelids.

      “Concentrate, you must focus on what you seek,” Elindrill said in a soft, dreamlike voice. “You have to feel everything, and you must feel the great nothingness.”

      Lily’s head made a slight jerk upwards. Her brow began to glisten in the sun’s rays. “Do you feel it?” Elindrill asked as a dull, blue hue formed above Lily’s head. A strong wind gusted in. Zelestiana stood strong as her clothes and hair rustled.

      “Now, Lily, begin the chant,” Elindrill whispered. “Hevelin.”

      Lily’s lips moved, and she whispered, “Hevelin.” The wind whooshed in again. Elindrill had to put her hand on her head to keep her hair from whipping at her face.

      “Havelin,” Lily whispered again, the blue hue grew and flecks of gold floated in the air around her.

      “You must reach out, feel it, and touch it. Do you feel it?” Elindrill whispered into Lily’s ear. “Do you feel its presence?”

      “No,” Lily said and opened her eyes, and her shoulders slumped. “I don’t understand how this is supposed to work.”

      Elindrill looked out into the horizon, all along the grass plains, deep in thought. “Is there anything in particular that has had a strong impact on you recently? Let’s say something that has lifted your spirits, or makes you feel . . .  stronger lately?”

      “Stronger?”

      “Or maybe, more comfortable?” Elindrill added.

      “Well, actually, I’ve had this strange urge to head into the woods since I got to Barrier Cliff.”

      “What about the woods draws you into them?”

      “There is this one place in particular, it’s embarrassing to talk about, and I don’t really understand why I go there,” Lily said, and saw Elindrill’s inquisitive face. “It’s a place in the forest littered with spiders, and cobwebs. I go there, and run my fingers along the tiny strands and watch the spiders spin their delicate, yet strong webs.”

      Elindrill turned her head over towards Stave who stood watching, “Go back into town and gather up a collection of spider webs. Try to keep them intact the best you can. Even one good one would do.”

      He gave a confused expression, but took off. Minutes later, he returned with a wagon wheel, with a thin, yet complex, spider web within its spokes that lit white in the sun’s light.

      “Close your eyes again, we will try again,” Elindrill said. “Repeat the chant, and do as we said before, but this time, run your fingers along the web, and feel it.”

      Lily closed her eyes, and repeated, “Hevelin.” The blue aura speckled with gold hues began to float again above her. “Hevelin.” And the blue began to float all around her.

      “That’s it, focus, feel it in the distance. Can you feel it’s dance as it flies?” Elindrill said.

      Lily lifted her head, and gave a faint smile. “Yes,” she whispered, and another strong gust of wind shot through. Zelestiana, who stood to the side, knelt to a knee to stay herself from the wind. Lily stood unmoved.

      “Hevelin,” Lily said softly, but firmly. “Hevelin,” she repeated. A shadow fell upon Lily’s head from high above. Elindrill and Zelestiana looked up into the sky, shielding their faces from the strong current of wind.

      A single bird was circling high above their heads. As they watched, and as Lily chanted, the bird floated angelically in the sky. It began to glide down to them. It flapped its wings one last time, and gently it landed on Lily’s right shoulder. Lily did not stir, but opened her eyes, and looked at the bird. She reached over and petted its head.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Elindrill said, and she stood up as the winds had suddenly ceased their seemingly relentless torrents.

      A smile crept along Lily’s face. “It’s just like I pictured.”

      Zelestiana walked over and examined the bird. “It’s an . . .  owl,” she said, and following down its side, she glided her hand along it. It was indeed an owl, but it was crimson, blood-red with a patch of black feathers along its wings and it had a white underside.

      The owl peered at the three of them, and cocked its head sideways. “You are beautiful, aren’t you?” Lily said. “I remember my father telling me about something like this in one of his stories.” She reached over and stroked its head softly, and it began to howl. “It was called a Bloodlark. I remember it was from the tale of the Tangier and the Silver Lake.”

      “Yes, I know the tale,” Elindrill said. “How does it go again? The Tangier was born from a volcano of fire and ash, and the fire constantly burned the Tangier. The Bloodlark told it the only thing that would extinguish the fire, and free the Tangier was the Lake of Silver.”

      “That’s right,” Lily said. “But the riddle of the tale is that a bird is a Tangier’s prey, so why would a bird help its predator? Because the Bloodlark wanted to get revenge on the snakes that had driven it from its home, the Silver Lake, which the snakes had overtaken. But the Bloodlark did not have the power to kill all of the snakes herself, so it went out to find something more powerful to reclaim its home. The Bloodlark made a pact with the Tangier, and the Bloodlark lifted the Tangier by its great antlers, lifted it from the fire and ash and dropped it into the Silver Lake. It held to its side of the bargain, killed the snakes, and left out into the world.”

      “Yes. That’s right. That’s how it goes,” Elindrill said, and smiled.

      The Bloodlark spread its wings and leaped off of Lily’s shoulder. It glided with its strong wings off into the distance and faded away into the forests that surrounded the rolling plains. The three women watched the magnificence of the legendary bird as it left, as quickly as it had come.

      “How did you feel, Lily?” Zelestiana asked, she stood tall and straight, and her arms were behind her back.

      “It felt . . .  strange, in a good way, I suppose.” Lily said, trying to recollect her thoughts. “I’d never felt anything like that before. It was like, there was someone standing right next to me, no, like someone was standing underneath me. Someone who I had never met, but had been with me my whole life. If that makes any sense.”

      “You’ve done very well, Lily. Excellently done,” Elindrill said.

      “What was that about the spider’s webs that Stave brought over?” Lily asked.

      “All of us who carry the Azulūz, have a strength. Something that builds our Azulūz, making it more powerful. Yours may be a spider’s silk,” Elindrill said.

      “A spider’s silk? That does make more sense, why I’ve been going to that cove in the woods every night.”

      “This is essential knowledge to have, as a bearer of the Azulūz. However, you must cautious, as we all have a weakness as well. You must find this weakness, and learn to cope with it the best you can. You don’t want to find it in the midst of battle,” Elindrill said.

      Lily looked up at her with innocent eyes. “This is a lot to take in.”

      “Yes, it is. But as a bearer of the Azulūz, it is your responsibility to care for it,” Elindrill said.

      “I understand,” Lily said. She turned her head back towards the town and saw her friends approaching through the vibrantly green grassy plains. The easiest to recognize in the distance was the Major, with his stout stature and broad shoulders, and with him walked Astor and Gar.

      As they approached, Gar gave Lily a wry smile. She cocked her head, not knowing what to take from such a thing. He put up a finger, to insinuate for her to wait. Elindrill and Zelestiana were silent as the trio walked up to them. “Well,” the Major gruffed. “It is possible. Stupid . . .  But possible.”

      “What have you come up with my friend?” Elindrill asked, and placed a delicate hand on Lily, standing close to her.

      The Major shook his head, and snickered, looking at the ground. Astor took a step forward. “We have devised a plan based on the premonition that everything will work perfectly, on our end. The culmination of all of our devices, working together.”

      “Everything has to be perfect for this to work,” the Major said. “Which never happens.”

      “It is going to work,” Gar said in a stern tone.

      “Well?” Elindrill asked.

      “We are going to light small fires around the city, and Zelestiana will make people appear throughout. The dragons swoop will in, hopefully all at once. And then . . .” The three looked to Lily. “Then . . .  it’s her turn, and we fight.”

      “Me?” Lily asked.

      “What of the children, and elderly?” Elindrill asked.

      Astor’s face gave a grim look. “Either we can take them back out into the woods, or the foothills, hoping to find refuge, or . . .”

      “Or what?” Elindrill asked.

      “The Black Cave is just south of here,” Astor said.

      No one responded. “It should be empty,” he added.

      “Well, I don’t approve of that,” Elindrill said.

      “There’s plenty here to not approve of,” The Major said disparagingly. “The mere fact that scores of bloody dragons are going to reign down from the sky like a scourge looking for death. And not to mention, and no offense here, girl . . .” He looked to Lily. “We don’t even know for certain if she’ll be able to accomplish her end.”

      Lily stood up tall, and took long, confident strides towards the Major, she took both of his large hands in hers and she looked into his beady eyes, framed by his scarred face. “I can do this. You must let me try.” The Major nodded in belief, and Zelestiana smiled standing behind her. A subtle wind gusted past. Lily’s eyes harbored a deep, iceberg blue.
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      AFTER two days of searching: libraries, bookshops, asking scribes, and even peering in any windows of homes that had books on the shelves, they had found no trace of the headmaster. It was if the old man had up and vanished with the wind.

      Zaan didn’t doubt his own mind that he’d seen him, but he could tell Tilda didn’t fully believe that Palanzal would appear as he did— in the middle of the night— and not come looking for them, to help them. This was greatly troubling them. She had known him for a good part of her life, and if he was indeed in the city, there would be no reason for him to be reclusive. After all, they were a family. What had the stone created in him?

      The more people they asked about the headmaster, and his odd features and style, the more they would hear about a drifter that flew through the alleys like a ghost. They heard he would subtly walk around a stone corner of a passage and drift down and out of sight before anyone got a good look at him. It was becoming a bit of gossip in their corner of the city.

      Tilda, after becoming concerned with this gossip, decided it would be worth taking a risk. She told Zaan she wanted to approach a patrolman and ask if they’d seen the old man with the small spectacles and golden robe.

      “I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Zaan said, scratching at his arm, and rubbing his wound. “There’s still a bounty on my head.”

      “I have to know if there is any truth to this. I have to find out. It makes no sense why he would be scouring the city and not come and see me.” She turned and gave a sigh. “I have to know,” she said softly.

      “Okay, but I’m going to be there though. Just in case you get into trouble. If something happens, we’ll probably have to leave the city. I won’t risk you being taken because of me.”

      “There is always the other great city down south, Vallenhalen.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re joking, that’s quite a trek from here,” he said with a puzzled look. A hot pain shot through his shoulder, and he felt the puss welling up inside of it.

      “I can’t tell if I am either. I think I was being serious.” She played with a small blond braid.

      Less than an hour later, they easily found the local sergeant patrolman. He was almost always in plain sight, and usually had two guards to a dozen with him. This time was the latter. She approached nervously. They were in the middle of the market square, and the town was bustling that early afternoon.

      The smell of clean linens and flowers was mixed with that of dirt and sweat. The sun was almost directly overhead, cooking everything around and whirling those smells, and meshing them into an odd cocktail. It was an odor similar to that of the Grumblane Market District in Auracity, so many miles away: fish, alcohol, pungent body odors, and hay were the prominent smells.

      She continued walking straight to the group, she counted sixteen soldiers, and the sergeant. Her hands were at her sides, she made sure to keep them visible. Holding her head down, but not completely hidden, she took calm strides towards the group as Zaan watched nervously from behind.

      Suddenly she heard the uttering a word from one of the guards, she didn’t quite make it out, but it caused an alarm to go off in her body. It stopped her in her tracks. Looking up at the collection of soldiers, she stood just outside of the group of blue-clad patrolmen. Their silver armor reflected sporadically in the sunlight as they shifted around uneasily.

      Zaan watched as Tilda took a couple of slow steps closer, and had the guards been more focused, any one of them would have seen she was standing only a few feet away from the circle.

      “How long ago?” one of the men said. They were whispering in a frantic sort of way.

      “Well that’s a relief,” said another.

      “How’s that a relief?” another said in a louder voice.

      “It’s a relief because we are safe here, you moron,” the first yelled to the other.

      The group began to sway back and forth with action, as the two guards began to lunge at each other, and the others were attempting to hold them. Tilda took a step back.

      “Enough, stand at attention,” the sergeant said in a strong voice. She was not a large woman, but her armor was thicker and stouter than the others. She had a scar along her cheek, with short black curls flowing out from her hood. The soldiers quickly stood up and faced her. Her eyes glanced at Tilda, but she seemed to pay no mind.

      “No,” the sergeant said. “They do not appear to be heading towards us. However, that doesn’t mean the city is safe. We will prepare for an attack, and we will guard the city. Make no mistake, if they make it this way, we will defend our city, even if it means our lives. We will man every wall, and we will prepare to arm every able-bodied man in the city. That is the word of the king.” Her eyes glanced at Tilda, who was combing through her hair, acting as though she wasn’t paying attention.

      “Where are they going? Do we know?” one of the guards asked the sergeant quietly. Zaan had meandered closer so as to hear.

      “The dragons are heading south from Barrier Cliff, to where exactly, we will soon see.”

      Tilda gasped and turned her head away to cover her mouth. She slowly began walking away from the party, playing with a braid the best she could, as she tried not to run. While she walked away, she grabbed Zaan’s arm and pulled him with her. He heard one last thing from a guard that troubled his greatly, “Whoever they are after, they don’t stand a chance.”

      They crept around an alley, and Tilda said to him, “Zaan, the dragons are moving.”

      “They are heading south,” he said. “I know, I heard. What’s down south? Are they going to attack Auracity? They came from the north, so that means they aren’t heading back to where they came. Where are they going then?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Could be Auracity, could be a small town. Only the devil knows.”

      He clenched his fists tight. “What should we do?”

      Tilda looked troubled at that question. “You know what we are supposed to do. We are supposed to stay here. If they find you, they would assuredly surround you and that would be the end. We are safe here, for now.”

      Safe here? Just sitting around while my arm rots off? This whole thing is starting to wear on me. “I’m not okay with that,” he said, his shoulder ached with stinging of a thousand hot needles, poking and twisting. He dropped to a knee. Zaan could sense eyes watching him from the group of soldiers.

      “You are a target Zaan, maybe the target,” she said, helping him to his feet. “You, Gogenanth, and Palanzal are the ones Armoz wants most. You would only attract destruction, and what use would you be fighting dragons now?”

      “But destruction is sure to happen, and death is going to follow. I can help, we have to leave and fight,” he retorted.

      “We can’t. We have to find out more information. The headmaster will know what to do, we have to find him.”

      “Hey, what’re you two doing over there?” Zaan heard from behind them, as Tilda helped him walk down the long alley, littered with trash with iron awnings above filled with clothes drifting with the faint breeze.

      “Let me do the talking,” Tilda whispered to him, and they turned around to find three soldiers walking up to them.

      “I asked what you are doing? What’s wrong with you, boy?” the soldier said in an aggressive manner.

      “My friend is ill,” she said with a smile. “Must’ve eaten something last night that doesn’t agree with him. I’m not a great cook.”

      The soldiers looked at each other. “What were you doing over there next to us? What did you hear?”

      “Nothing, sir. I was looking at the wares from that merchant with the horns of exotic beasts,” she said. Zaan felt another strong pain coming back, and fought with all his might to resist it, but it overcame him, and he winced in pain again, gripping his shoulder.

      “Doesn’t look like rotten gut to me,” the soldier said, and started to walk towards them.

      Zaan was fighting the pain, and didn’t notice that Tilda’s eyes lit with a blue hue, and he began to hear the creaking and bending of metal overhead. He looked up to see the soldiers looking up in surprise and awe as the awnings started to droop and twist downwards.

      “What in the world?” one of the soldiers said.

      A ceramic vase fell from one of them and crashed next to one of the soldier’s feet, startling him. Zaan looked up to see the awnings above had quit shifting and creaking, but out toward the market square, their iron was twisting and bending. The small crowds began to yell out in confusion.

      “What’s going on?” a soldier said, still startled. The three soldiers ran back out to the market, squeezing through the crowd, that was collecting in the road.

      “Time to go,” Tilda whispered to Zaan, lifting him again to his feet.

      “I didn’t know you could do all that with your Azulūz,” he said.

      “I’ve never had to bend that much iron before,” she said. “Come, let’s get you out of here.”

      She helped carry him down the alleyway, with the yelling of the crowd behind them. Zaan again, felt eyes on him, not from behind, but from above. He looked up to find no one there, but a voice drifted faintly in his mind. “Give me the stone, Zaan, I need it, give me the stone.”
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      THUNDEROUS horn’s blows echoed off the many, jutting walls of Auracity. Down in the winding streets, the sounds would normally be deafening, but with the streets lined with every citizen, the city was louder than it had been in a generation.

      King Hollon sat at the entrance to his tower with his many sons at his sides, but no queen, as he had never married. He sat in his golden thrown, decorated with every jewel and stone imaginable, except the one he most desired. Soldiers stood all along the main street that led from the city entrance to the main tower of Auracity.

      Down the street, came the entourage of King Rôagn from the fortress city of Garmos Castle. He sat in a black throne of burnt wood and obsidian. He had bright blond hair under his black crown with white jewels. His bannermen carried his symbol of the black flag with the sun, half eclipsed by the red moon. They strode down the road, handing out single slits to children as they casually paraded down. King Rôagn looked up at King Hollon and nodded— King Hollon nodded back.

      King Rôagn and his council entered the main tower after some time, and the envoy of Dillengrad entered the city entrance under an hour later. With King Manice Mordoth at the middle, an elderly man with a long, bitter face. He sat in his throne of heavy, exotic furs. He eventually made his way down the city street, in the same fashion as King Rôagn, handing out small coins to children and the poor.

      An hour later, Queen Brie Seleste II arrived from the great city Vallenhalen. She had long red and gray hair, and wore an elaborate silver and gold dress, with a tall crown of silver, sapphires, and diamonds. Not on a throne herself, she sat mounted upon a mighty Elotterel steed, twice the size of any other horse the people of Auracity had ever seen. Her envoy handed out coins in the same fashion.

      Immediately afterward entered the Presidix from the House of Publica and Excise from Vallenhalen as well. Presidix Evilen Rin was not seen, but was in a heavy, fortified-iron carriage pulled behind eight strong, white horses. Her entourage of monaters dressed in black robes and soldiers in heavy, silver armor didn’t hand out a single coin.

      “There hasn’t been a meeting like this in many years, Erolos,” King Hollon said. “It is always entertaining to watch history repeat itself. History is like life, it’s really just a cycle. I despise these weak impostors. Look at our lands, at the brink of ruin by a damned god, and these people want to sit and talk about it. Where’s the action? Where are the heroes of long lost? I would easily take the five-hundred-year King Dür over a hundred of these regencies any day. The goddamned Essillean Wars brought down the greatest age this country has ever known.”
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      In the long, lavish King’s Hall of Auracity. White marble walls were lined with fine statues of kings and queens past. Lifelike oil paintings lined the walls of what cities looked like ages past and swords of great heroes were laid on granite platforms. At the center of the room was a long mahogany table with soft silks and velvet laid across it. King Hollon was poured a glass of wine by a servant, who went around and nervously poured glasses for the other regents at the table. Around the table sat the three kings and one queen of the four kingdoms of Essill, and the Presidix of the House, who in essence, controlled all of the wealth of the continent.

      “Formally, I welcome you all here to my kingdom of Auracity. I hope your travels treated you well. If you require anything at all, please refer to each of your own personal attendants,” King Hollon said. The faces on the regents around were expressionless, especially that of Presidix Rin. She sat at the other end of the long table, refused wine from the servant with a dismissive wave of her hand. She had blond hair pulled tightly back, and wore no makeup, her face was indeed elegant, yet stern. Her skin was as pale, it looked like it hadn’t seen the sunlight in her roughly forty years.

      “Would you like to begin? Who brought us all here, Presidix?” King Hollon asked, trying to hide his disdain.

      Presidix Rin stood up slowly, and King Hollon sat loudly in his chair with a subtle grunt.

      “I invited all of the royal families of Essill here for an important, yet not unknown, reason. That which remained dormant, is beginning to awaken,” Presidix Rin said.

      “Ay, Armoz has returned,” said King Mordoth from Dillengrad.

      “Yes,” the Presidix said. “We cannot let the Age of Peace end, here in the one thousandth year of the anniversary of the Battle of Dürmant, which vanquished the land of the evil of King Dür, and the Great King Asíl saved us from the oppression and servitude of Deities.”

      King Hollon winced at that.

      “Yes, Armoz has remained silent for a millennium,” King Rôagn of Garmos stated. “He has returned because of those few that Angela Dragus the Righteous hunted. “We should hunt them down and sacrifice them to Him.”

      “If we do that, we are no better than those who sacrificed to the gods in the Olden Age, we would be slipping backwards,” Queen Seleste of Vallenhalen said.

      “Fine, then let the dragons of Riverend swarm upon your city and not mine!” King Rôagn responded to her.

      “I say we fight them, and send those undead creatures back to him screaming in pain!” Queen Seleste said.

      “The fact does remain, however we deal with these dragons, and the two malevolent figures that sit atop Barrier Cliff, the more overreaching concern is the citizens of this country are going to start asking questions . . . divine questions. Seeing dragons and demons is naturally going to cause the populous to look to gods to protect them. Our question is, how are we going to deal with this?” Presidix Rin said.

      King Mordoth stood up. “The punishment for practition of religion stands, death to any who worship. This is the one law that has kept our land at peace for one thousand years.”

      “So what is the difference if we sacrifice those who Angela Dragus hunted or not? They are inciters into the practice of religion,” King Rôagn said.

      “That is a valid argument,” King Mordoth said. “What say you, King Hollon?”

      “I care not for the ones that Angela Dragus died trying to murder. She even had that monster Reizenthrōgz on her side, and failed,” he said, and the other showed great surprise on their faces, even Presidix Rin. “Yes, it is true. We found the giant ogre dead at the mouth of the Aurburn Plains.”

      “This gets ever more grave every day, does it not?” Queen Seleste said.

      “Armoz has awakened that which we hoped would never be seen again,” the Presidix said. “Now we have a decision to make. At the core of this decision, is whether to give Armoz what he seeks most, or, we support the ones who carry the Azulūz, try to defeat this last god, and forever be rid of the villainy of their lost race.”

      “You speak of that magic as it were real,” King Mordoth said, laughing.

      “It is real,” the Presidix said. “Why else would Armoz send the dragons of Riverend back from the grave? Armoz is afraid of its power.”

      “This is absurd,” King Mordoth said. “Only children believe in such nonsense.”

      “When we found Reizenthrōgz’s corpse on the ground, he was broken beneath a fallen tree ten times his size,” King Hollon said. “A week later, the corpse was gone, moved . . . taken back to the land of Armoz by men in black cloaks.”

      “So? A tree fell over. Has that never happened before?” King Mordoth said.

      “The tree was far outside of the forest, and no thirty men could lift it,” King Hollon said. “Let alone surprise such a monster. I believe it was Zaan Talabard who moved it with the Azulūz. That is what awakened Armoz’s fury. I believe that if we find that boy, and kill him, or give him up, this siege will end. Not only that, we will look like heroes.”

      The other rulers looked at each other from around the table, with these new revelations swimming around in their heads.

      “Let’s take it to a vote,” said King Hollon.
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      LONG, arduous days ensued as Elindrill led the children of Barrier Cliff south to the safety of the Black Cave, where ironically, a prison would turn to a refuge. Stave accompanied her along with other parents, and a squadron of soldiers.

      Along their walk the sky was clear, butterflies were plentiful along the plains, and the smell of sunflowers wafted in the air as their long necks followed the sun throughout the long days. As anyone knows, traveling with children makes things take longer, much longer, and when there are dozens, time can drag out. Elindrill expected the trek to take no longer than three days, and three had already passed, and at that pace she expected another full day and a half. The soldiers were burdened down with the food, and drug rickshaws full of supplies. In the back of her mind, if they were to be attacked out on the open fields, they stood little chance. She may be the only one who could hold up in a fight. Stave was being weighted down by supplies as well, sweat was constantly on his brow.

      Again, they stopped because a child fell and began whimpering in the back. Elindrill nodded at one of the teenage girls to pick the child up, and carry him if need be. She looked over at Stave, dragging the rickshaw of sleeping supplies, sheets, blankets, small cloth pillows, and tents. He was breathing heavily. Elindrill stopped walking and put a hand up in the air, the party halted behind her. She peered out into the distance, up into the sky and back behind her.

      She wore long, flowing, black thin robes that laid across her arms and shoulders. There were indigo seams and underlinings that flickered as the winds blew them back behind her. Her hair was up, and tied with clips, but long gray strands fell and flowed behind her, glittering in the wind like melting icicles.

      The group watched as she peered into the sky back behind them. The children looked back that way, and looked at each other. This was unusual for Elindrill, as she was usually the one pushing them on constantly. Stave set down his rickshaw, laying its handles into the dry dirt and tall grass. He walked over to her, catching his breath.

      Her face was stoic and focused. Stave looked at her eyes, heavily laid on the sky back behind them. The wrinkles on her face twitched slightly as she glared, not blinking but once.

      “Everything okay, ma’am?” he asked softly, his voice ever so slightly cracking.

      She squint so forcefully, it appeared that her eyes were almost shut to Stave.

      “Do you see anything?” she asked calmly of Stave.

      He put his hand upon his brow to block the light, and peered out into the distance. He scanned thoroughly. “No. I don’t see anything.” He turned to look back at Elindrill. “Do you?”

      She looked into Stave’s eyes, they were a dull gray, with a blue hue in the sunlight, his hair flicked in front of his eyes in the breeze. “I hope not,” she said. She turned back to the south and began to walk, the children started walking again behind her. Stave scratched his head and went back to the cart of supplies. Letting out a sigh, he grabbed one of the handles of the cart, and something caught his eye. Not knowing what it was, he looked to the northern sky.

      He stood there as the children walked by, muttering about Elindrill. Whatever caught his eye appeared to be gone, his stomach began to relax, and he breathed a sigh of relief. But then, a black speck appeared in the distance. It was quite small, tiny, and hardly noticeable. As he watched, it began to get larger. Then another appeared. His stomach was up in his throat again. One of the soldiers watched him as Stave ran up the group back to Elindrill. He whispered something to her, and she stopped again and looked back into the northern sky.

      “Ojiin protect us,” Elindrill said quietly, but nervously. Stave’s eyes showed shock. “Everyone get down!” she yelled and put her arms up in the air. “Get down and hide!”

      The children now in front of her began to crawl down into the grass, and small children began to cry. “Quiet the children,” she said, and the older children began to soothe the young ones, even though they were quite scared themselves.

      The two soldiers walked over to Elindrill. “What’s the matter?”

      Elindrill pointed out into the sky. “It is heading towards us.”

      The soldier’s face grew pale as he watched the splotches of black in the sky grow bigger, and more numerous. “What do we do?”

      “If it’s what we hope it’s not . . .  we fight,” Stave said, gripping his sword.

      “We wouldn’t stand a chance out in the open, and with all of these . . .” the soldier said frantically.

      “Everyone needs to stay out of sight, the tall grass will help conceal us,” Elindrill said. “Now get down, and cover any metal with cloth.”

      They stooped down into the tall grass and hid within the sunflowers. Elindrill and Stave held their eyes fixed out onto the sky. There was no doubt now, something was heading towards them. The sky grew dark, as if a dark cloud was forming.

      Then, the ground began to move beneath their feet and a loud rumble of rustling grass began. “Stay down and remain quiet,” Elindrill said to the party. “Stay calm.” The rumbling got louder and closer. “It will be over soon, stay calm!” she shouted, struggling to be heard over the sounds all around them.

      She then began to catch glimpses of bodies rushing past them in the tall grass. Tan bodies glided quickly past and she recognized their soft fur, and white streaks. “They are just deer,” she yelled out, trying to soothe the party. She then noticed the darker hide of a larger animal running past, and the ground shook more violently. Bison were running past too.

      In all of the confusion, she took her eyes off the sky, and when they returned, it had grown dark, with thousands of specks, all heading towards them. “Stay down!” she yelled out in the chaos. She got down herself, and hid her face. Suddenly rushing over, were wings and talons, moving faster than anything she had ever seen.

      Birds, thousands, tens of thousands even, flying over. She had never seen anything like it, and she was scared. They were not only high in the sky, but they clipped the tops of the sunflowers, as the sky was so full it weighed down towards them. The sun flickered through the sunflowers them as they shot past. It was like staring into the sun’s reflection in boiling water.

      Stave crept over to Elindrill’s side. “What the hell is going on?” he yelled. “What do we do?” She didn’t respond right away.

      “I don’t know,” she said, worrying Stave even more.

      As quickly as it had started, it was over. The last few birds flew past, and the earth was still again. All of the children hung their heads low still, and Elindrill stood up and scanned the area. To the south, the sky was black with birds, and the trails of the herds snaked their way down the grassy plains.

      She turned and looked back up to the northern sky, it was clear, as clear as she had ever seen in her life. All eyes were on her as she watched the sky. “Alright, everyone, let’s continue,” she said in a voice as casual as could be, as if nothing had happened.

      She began to walk again south, not waiting on anyone. Stave rushed over to her side. “What was that all about? I’ve never seen a migration like that before.”

      Elindrill looked over at him, and he her eyes spoke before her lips even moved. Stave realized the gravity of the events that had just occurred. “The dragons are on the move, aren’t they?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      THE earth was still, the air was wet, and the last light of the golden sun washed the clouds overhead in a vivid, red glow.

      There was a quiet presence filled with nervousness and anxiety. “This is what war must feel like,” Gar said to himself. It was the waiting that made it so unbearable, the terrible, silent, waiting. He wished the dragons would just come so they could get this over with. The Major had taught him long ago, to strengthen the hand that carries the sword. The brain knows what to do, but the body must be faster than the mind, and that took honing a fighter’s instincts.

      To Gar’s side sat Lily, trembling in nervousness. She was holding onto her arms, and her eyes were unwavering— Staring into the northern sky. He put a hand on her back softly.

      “It’s okay,” he said, and her eyes met his. “It’s normal to feel like this. It’s your body preparing itself.” She gave no reaction, as she had fully given into the anxiety.

      “Just stay out of sight, and remain here, unless someone tells you otherwise. You understand?” he said, looking squarely into her eyes. She gave a slight nod, and her eyes returned up to the sky.

      Gar peered over and looked at Astor out in the distance. Holdenbrook was a village of scattered housing of wood and clay bricks. The courtyard in the center of town is where the Major was sure the siege would begin. He said they would come and land in the center at first, and then come in from the perimeter, surrounding them. So there in the courtyard kneeled Astor, cloaked in a thick hood, almost invisible in the dying light.

      There was a motion out of the corner of Gar’s eye. He looked over quickly, and it saw Zelestiana running from behind a shack to a spot next to a tree that was closer to Astor’s position. Gar felt slightly more at ease, seeing his warrior friends out in the courtyard. He didn’t see the Major or his battalion, but he knew they were hiding in the shacks.

      Then, a chill came down hard on them, and it sent shivers down Gar’s spine. He looked out into the sky, but didn’t see anything. He looked at Lily, and saw her eyes widen. “They are coming,” she said, her lips only slightly moving.

      A single torch was thrown from one of the upper levels of one of the clay houses, and it landed in the courtyard, on the dirt. Then another torch came tumbling down onto the dirt, and then one more.

      Then, a strong voice said yelled out, “Remember, power in numbers. Don’t take them on one on one. Power in numbers, take the bastards down with force.” The Major walked out into the courtyard, he was in full-plate armor, and wielded a double-headed ax. “The demons of Armoz are here to take everything from you. Everything! They are here to take your families, your friends, and your lives.” He stopped and stood in the center of the courtyard, in front of a single stone pylon reaching up into the heavens. “But fear not. Ojiin will protect you, and guide your sword for you. We will not die this day. We will send these devils off with their tales between their legs. This is our city, our land, our home! So fight!” He raised his ax to the sky. “Fight to live another day, fight for the lives of the innocent! Fight for the heavens!”

      The clacking sound of swords hitting shields echoed all around Gar and Lily. This calmed them, knowing how many of them there were, hiding. But it also got their blood flowing and adrenaline rushing. “You ready?” Gar asked her.

      “Yes,” she said in a firm voice.

      As they waited, Gar could hear Lily muttering to herself. Gar saw then the silhouettes of dragons in the sky, backlit from the now blood-red clouds hanging lowly above them. Lily continued slowly whispering to herself.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, still looking at the sky.

      “Counting,” she said, not taking her eyes off the crimson sky.

      “Oh,” he paused. Then looked over at her. “How many?”

      She whispered another moment to herself. “Twenty-four. That’s including the big one.”

      “Well, it could be worse I guess. Wait . . . Big one?”
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      AS the dragons of Riverend reached the small town of Holdenbrook, they began to circle high above in the sky.

      With his heart pounding, Astor stood watching the dragons fly high above, yet his eyes focused mainly on the dragon at the center of the spiral. He recognized it as the one that fought alongside Xelex in Barrier Cliff. That was the big one, the deadliest of the lot, there was no doubt. But he flew higher than the rest, watching, waiting.

      The city was dark, but for the three torches circling the pylon at the center of town. Not a single person was visible on the streets of the town. Then, it sounded, the deafening cries of the loud beasts above. It was a terrible, horrible screeching. They roared, and hissed so loudly the air itself began to shake.

      His palms began to sweat as he watched the dragons begin their descent. “Here we go,” he said to himself. In a twirling motion, the dragons one by one began to drift down to the soft dirt. Each landing with a loud thud, and they screeched and growled. There was the lust of slaughter on their breath. At first, there were six dragons prowling the roads, then more came down, seeking out their first victims.

      A muffled horn blew from one of the smaller, thatched-roof homes. Crackling could be heard then, and then faint light began to appear. Soon, the four homes at the corners of the square were lit ablaze. The dragons’ attention shot to the four surrounding homes, setting them completely on fire, and lighting the area. Then another horn call was blown, and with that Astor stood and emerged from the darkness.

      He stood, and pulled his hood down from his head. Unsheathing his sword, he held it strongly at his side and pulled a dagger out from behind his back in his other hand. The dragons were too preoccupied with the fires to notice immediately. In a flash of speed, he was running at the nearest dragon, who didn’t see him quickly enough, and Astor leaped onto the back of the red dragon.

      From the other side of the dragon, rushed in Zelestiana, sword lit in the firelight. They stabbed and slashed at the dragon’s scaly flesh as it thrashed.

      One more horn sounded, and with loud yelling and hollering, Gylem ran at the dragons, his ax ready to bathe in dragon blood. Behind him, were the soldiers with their weapons raised, yelling out, ready for battle.

      Swords clashed against thick, rotten dragon scale. The jaws of the dragons bit wildly, trying to catch something firmly within their teeth. They roared and hissed as they fought the soldiers who surrounded them. The dragons bit clawed, ripping through armor and soldier's flesh.

      A green dragon felt the mighty blow of the Major’s ax, nearly cleaving its neck clean off. It knocked him away before he could finish the kill, and savagely mauled two soldiers in its wrath.

      In the frenzy, soldiers screamed in pain and agony, yet also yelled in victory if a dragon was wounded. It was a bloodbath of chaos. Astor and Zelestiana flowed throughout the battle, their swords slashing through the night. Instead of taking on a dragon at a time, they drifted through the battle, inflicting wounds as they could.

      “Surround it dammit!” the Major yelled to his troops, as they fought one of the bigger ones. They continued to slash and hack at it from different sides, while trying to avoid its blood-soaked talons and gnarled teeth.

      Gar, who’d been waiting in the dark, crept silently along the wall, inching his way closer to a dark-green beast, his sword was held firmly in his hand. A group of soldiers had cornered the dragon up against one of the homes on fire, and he felt his opportunity, and stabbed his sword into the dragon’s hind leg. Blood flowed down his blade as he pulled it from the rotten flesh.

      The battle raged on. None of the dragons had fallen, but many men and women had. Finally, after a monstrous blow to its neck, the Major managed to cut through the last part of the neck of one of them. One down. Astor and Zelestiana eventually took another down with enough puncture holes in its neck, causing it to bleed to death.

      In the fray, the casualties rose on the soldier’s side. Dozens had already been killed or maimed, and the number of dragons was growing as they continued to descend from the sky above. All a while, the largest of the dragons hovered high above, at the center of the storm.

      Zelestiana, Astor, Gar and the others fought with everything they had, yet it felt to not be enough as the death toll rose.

      “What do we do now?” Gar asked them. “We’re eventually going to be overrun by these evil beasts. The soldiers are falling like flies. We aren’t going to be able to survive much longer.”

      “I’m guessing we need the big one to come down,” Astor said, looking up to the center of the spinning circle of dragons above. “It looks like it’s got something, someone on its back?”

      “Is it Xelex?” Gar asked. “Can you see?”

      “No, I don’t think it's him, I don’t see the light of his ax. I think it’s someone else.”

      “Riverend,” Zelestiana said.
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        * * *

      

      Dark clouds burned with auburn haze as the dragons loomed high above Holdenbrook. Roars and hisses rang throughout the town as the dragons continued to tear through the soldier’s ranks.

      Running through the battle, Gar approached a small clay house off to the side of the square and slid under it porch, stopping next to Lily, who was rife with fear.

      “Gar! Thank god you’re here, this is insane. The dragons are ripping through them. What can we do?”

      “Listen, we’re going to make it through this, it’s almost time for our plan, we’ve just got to wait a little longer,” he said.

      “People are dying, Gar. What are we waiting for?”

      Zelestiana and Astor managed to kill another dragon in a savage fight, blood pouring from its mouth and chest. In a furious rage, more dragons began their descent, they swirled down in large numbers then.

      “Here they come,” the Major yelled. “Have at them boys. It’s us or them. Show them what you’re made of!”

      Gar, watching the dragons drop to the ground, felt his heart racing. He looked over to see the terror in Lily’s eyes. “They just need to hang on a little longer,” he said.

      He watched as the chaos ensued. Roars of dragons, the snapping of teeth, and the flashing of talons. He saw the blood-stained blades of soldiers flashing under the crimson sky. Blood-curdling screams were heard, and occasionally he felt the earth shake as a dragon fell limp.

      Lily’s eyes were bloodshed, and her cheeks were wet with streaking tears. “I’ve never seen this much death, this much destruction. We’re going to die Gar, unless something changes.”

      “Just a little longer, Lily, we just have to wait a little longer,” he said, staring at the large dragon flying high up in the center of the storm.
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        * * *

      

      “There are too many of them,” Astor yelled to Zelestiana as their swords slashed at a savage gray dragon with black horns running down its spine. “Look around, the soldiers are fatigued and falling. Soon there won’t be any left. We can’t fight these all ourselves.”

      “I know, you’re right.” Zelestiana slashed through a decaying wing of the dragon, her sword tore through, it ripped like a satin sheet, and the dragon roared. “All we can do for now is take down as many as we can.”

      Major Gylem ran over to them, his face covered in blood, his eyes frantic from the fight. “What about the girl? When is she going to come in?”

      Zelestiana shot in, “It’s too soon.”

      “We can’t wait any longer!” Gylem said.

      “We should wait until he comes down,” Astor said. “Otherwise, he might never come down.”

      “Who, who’s up there?” the Major asked.

      “We believe Riverend himself may be on the back of the big one up there,” Zelestiana said. “We’re waiting for him to come down.”

      “It’s got to be now, or there won’t be anyone left to fight him!” the Major said, spit and blood shooting from his mouth.

      “I’ll go find Lily,” Zelestiana said, and ran off quickly.
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      BRIGHT, blinding lightning shot out, and the thunderclap was so strong it woke the dreaming Gogenanth. His bloodshot eyes burst wide open, and his body jolted. He realized his body had been shivering, it was tense and fatigued. He shook the daze off and focused his eyes on the tree before him, it was scorched by the lightning, and burned slowly.

      He looked over at Wollen, who appeared but half the man he was. He had dropped in weight significantly. He lips were cracked and dry, his hair and beard in even more dismay than before. His body hung limply from the chains.

      Gogenanth tried to speak, but a cough came out first. It was harsh and dry. “Wol . . . Wollen,” he managed to whisper.

      “Wollen, wake up,” he saw Wollen’s eye twitch. “There you go. Wake up, don’t be such a pansy.” His eye twitched again, and slowly opened, unfocused.

      He painfully turned his head and looked into Gogenanth’s eyes. The slightest curl of his mouth hinted at a smile. “You look terrible,” Wollen managed to say.

      Gogenanth gave a brief chuckle, “I probably do.” Wollen’s head sank back down. “Wollen, listen to me, we have to get out of here.”

      “Easier said than done, huh?” Wollen whispered. His eyes were closed again.

      “I don’t know how, but if we don’t get out of these chains, we are going to die.”

      Suddenly, the hairs on the back of Gogenanth’s neck stood straight, and he heard the brittle, hollow voice of devil risen from hell.

      “Incorrect, man of the east, you cannot die . . .  yet,” Xelex’s voice echoed around the hollow, black walls of Barrier Cliff. The few remaining dragons in the fortress screeched and growled.

      “You friend, however, can die when he has suffered enough to appease my Lord.”

      “You will not survive this world, Xelex!” Gogenanth shouted as loudly as he could, although his voice strained. “You hear me? We are going to put you in the ground! Your ashes will burn and fade to nothing.”

      Xelex appeared then in front of Gogenanth, his form wispy and translucent, as if he was made from the air itself. “And how will that happen when all of your friends are dead?”

      “What do you speak of demon? Tell me now!” Gogenanth yelled, his voice made the figure waft in front of him.

      “Riverend is already off with his dragons, surely your friends have met their end.”

      Gogenanth’s head sank. Wollen looked up at Xelex then. “They will kill your pet dragons. You will see,” he barely gathered the energy to say.

      “Hah,” Xelex barked a slight, hollow laugh. “The strength of mortals is weak. Your friend, Zaan, will find that out soon too. I’ve discovered where he’s been hiding. He’s in Dillengrad with your friend, the ironbender. Your friend’s been using his powers outside the circle of blue flame, I can feel his power.” He laughed a slow laugh again, and his image faded off quickly into the wind.

      “No,” Gogenanth said, “Xelex, come back and face me! Fight me!” Gogenanth gritted his teeth, and shook his head. He trailed off in fatigue, “Fight me, not the boy . . . ”

      He then caught a glare out of the corner of his eye. It was a reflection coming from one of the low-lying side walls of the castle. The light danced off and on in the darkness. Gogenanth squinted to focus in on the source, the golden light was blinding. Then it vanished, and as the shapes came into focus, he saw the unmistakable smile of Ezmerelda. Behind her was the outline of the broad shoulders of Yule.
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      THE unmistakable stench of death was heavy in the air. Blood spattered the dry dirt, and the feel of iron’s raw presence loomed in the battle. Lily’s senses were on overload, she had never witnessed such destruction, such death.

      The last time she had seen a person die was at the Battle of Gildur and the Witch, where both perished in a tower of flame. She sat and watched, helplessly.

      She laid low to the ground, underneath a porch at the side of the battle. She watched as the dragons continuously pummel her friends, and the soldiers in the field, she felt that same helplessness again. She looked next to her. Gar’s eyes were unblinking, and the flames of combat reflected on his wet eyes. He was in a trance, and his mouth hung open.

      Out of nowhere, a body rolled violently towards them, and landed right in front of Lily’s face. The soldier’s face was covered in blood, and her open, bloodshot eyes met Lily’s and seemed to ask for help before her body went slack.

      Frantically, Lily looked over and grabbed Gar by the shoulder. “What do we do? They’re getting murdered out there. They don’t stand a chance against those monsters? Tell me what to do. I’m so scared. They’re dying!”

      “Wait, just hold on a little bit longer! We just have to wait for him to come down,” Gar said. “Please come down soon,” he whispered to himself.

      Suddenly, Lily saw someone running frantically towards them. “Zelestiana!” she yelled. She watched as Zelestiana hurdled over fallen soldiers, leapt over a dragon’s tail, and slid into the ditch next to Lily.

      “Zelestiana,” Lily yelled. “You are covered in blood!”

      “Listen—” Zelestiana said. “It’s time, we are going to lose this fight. The dragons aren’t going to stop until we’re all dead.” The death dragons roared in the background. A person screamed, and the sound of bones breaking snapped in the distance. “It’s your turn now, Lily.”

      “Don’t we need to wait?” Gar asked.

      “We’ve waited long enough,” Zelestiana said. “Lily, it’s all up to you now.”

      “I’ll try,” she said.

      “You can do it,” Gar said. “I know you can.”

      “You have to. It’s the only way,” Zelestiana said, looking into her eyes.

      Lily closed her eyes, and began to imagine it happening. “Repeat this word,” Zelestiana whispered into her ear. “Odinell. Feel it in your mind. Feel it on your lips. Feel it all around you.”

      “Odinell,” Lily whispered. Nothing appeared to happen. “Odinell,” she said again. Lily heard screams in the distance.

      “Focus on the word, and focus on the distance, feel the warmth of it,” Zelestiana whispered.

      “Odinell,” Lily whispered again. In the darkness of her closed eyelids, a warm blue hue began to emerge. She repeated the word, and what she was striving to feel, began to creep into her mind. She repeated, “Odinell.” They crept closer. “Odinell.” She was almost there. Then. There they were, standing all around her, in her mind. She opened her lips and softly spoke, and the word echoed throughout her mind. “Help us, please.”
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        * * *

      

      A few soldiers began to retreat and tried to run out of the town. Astor watched as the dragons chased them down and easily killed them, biting the head off one, and crushing another with a swipe of its heavy tail. He and the Major had managed to slay a handful of dragons, but there remained over a dozen more. Neither would admit it, but they were growing fatigued from battle, but the death dragons showed no signs of slowing.

      “Your men are dying! They are beginning to flee,” Astor told him.

      “Cowards. Hold your positions!” the Major yelled out.

      “This may be our last push, Gylem. Your men don’t have much strength, and we are about to be outnumbered.” He looked up directly into the sky. “And the big guy hasn’t even come down yet.”

      “Well-” the Major said, “-if this is how I die, I’m going to go fighting the creatures of hell until the bitter end!”

      Without warning, the dragons suddenly stopped their advance. Something was coming. The Major and Astor held their weapons firmly in hand. The dragon’s eyes began to dart around in different directions around them. Astor and the Major looked at each other. “Lily,” Astor said, “Lily did it!”

      The ground beneath their feet began to shake. Dried clay began to crumble from the small structures around them. Their thatched roofing began to shake free. Astor’s heart beat frantically as the low rumble all around grew to a roaring sound like a tidal wave. The dragon’s eyes began to shoot more wildly around them, trying to find what was coming.

      With great speed a black beast rushed past Astor, he heard its growl as it brushed past his arm. The black beast leapt onto an unsuspecting dragon nearby, its teeth bit down into the thick scales of the dragon, and its claws tore a bloody mess into its neck.

      “Is that—”said Gylem. “A panther?”

      “Not one,” Astor said. “Look, there’s a pack of them! Lily’s called the panthers to the fight!”

      They watched as the panthers mauled the dragons, who roared in pain and fury.

      “Get them! Kill every last damned one of them!” Gylem yelled out.

      “Look,” Astor said, and he pointed over at three bears that ran into the battle. They were huge, brown grizzlies that went and viciously attacked a black dragon with green stripes.

      Soldiers yelled in excitement from the sidelines. More wild cats jumped in, another panther and two female lions. Snarling, they flashed their sharp claws and teeth. They went for the neck. They went for the kill.

      The soldiers hollered from the side and jumped in excitement. Zelestiana ran over to Astor’s side, and shook him by the shoulders “She did it!”

      Dragons bit and clawed, and the panthers and lions fought back. “This is the most vicious thing I’ve ever seen,” Gylem said. Bloody saliva shot from a tall bear’s maw.

      There was a deafening roar from high above. The fighting ceased momentarily, and all beasts and men looked to the sky. The giant dragon above let out another loud shriek that echoed through the air. A low voice spoke down, it was unworldly. “You bring beasts to fight with you.” The dragon let out another roar, and it began to descend in a crescent shape.

      “You may think you can defeat my children, but—” the figure yelled down, “—the dragons of Riverend are immortal. As am I. Armoz has given us life again!” His eye glowed like a dragon’s, as the big dragon landed in the center of the battle. Riverend stepped down off his mighty, black dragon, who roared again, deafeningly. The panthers, lions, and bears growled at him as he dismounted.

      He walked up slowly towards Astor, Zelestiana, and the Major. They could see his pale, dirty face, with rotting skin. He had one bright yellow eye with red specks, the eye of a dragon, the other was pitch black. “This is not how it ends. Even if you defeat my dragons, they will return. Again, and again. By the will of Armoz, my Devil King. We will always return to hunt you down, until there are none of you left.”

      “You’re wrong, Riverend,” Zelestiana said, stepping forward. “We will defeat you, and you will die just like every other devil in this world.” She held out her blood-stained sword. “See, your babies bleed just like everything else.”

      He yelled out, and the dragons roared with him. Zelestiana looked around to see the battle waged again, with the dragons and animals tearing each other apart.

      “Come on. What’ve you got?” Gylem yelled to Riverend, standing before them.

      “I don’t like the looks of this,” Gar said.

      Riverend reached behind his back and pulled out a long, flowing black whip, it was a cat of nine tails from underneath his ragged coat.

      The whip was black as night, each of its nine tails were colored a bright red, the color of fresh blood. Each point held a small, golden tip. He lifted it high over his head, powerfully high. Then he brought it down and it snapped with the force of crackling thunder, brought down from the heavens, or hell as it were.

      The Major, Zelestiana, and Astor stood not far from him and the huge dragon behind. They began to fan out in slow strides. Riverend stood calmly, with his feet spread apart, pressed firmly into the dirt.

      Major Gylem stood with his ax swaying in his strong hands, he even carried a hint of a smile. Zelestiana’s eyes were focused squarely on the whip, as it lay ready behind him on the dirt, ready to pounce.

      Astor stood straight, his sword at his side. “Sure would be nice to have Gogenanth here.”

      “Nothing lasts forever,” the Major said. “We will laugh about this when this demon’s head burns on a spike.” The black dragon behind Riverend let out a mighty roar, and took large strides to stand at the side of Riverend.

      There was one last still moment, that crept on. A moment that felt like a long breath of an eternity. Eyes met. Stares meant for killing. Remorseless, battle-worn, hardened. They stood with the load roar of war around them, ready to fight the commander of the death dragons. The Major dug a heel in, Zelestiana stared with unwavering focus, and Astor stood confidently, waiting. Gar held his ground, and even Lily had come up to face Riverend, her sword in hand.

      The silence ended with a quick movement by the Major, who raised a hand high into the air, and let it fall hard towards the demon and his dragon. “Loose!” he yelled and a storm of arrows shot towards the two. Riverend didn’t move. The dragon lifted a rotting wing over him, but arrows ripped easily through it.

      Zelestiana and Astor were already in motion, running at him. With the flick of Riverend’s wrist, he shot the storm of red tails at the Major, who didn’t react quickly enough. It tore directly into his chest, ripping easily through his armor with the sound of grinding metal. He lurched back in pain. “Fire at will!” he yelled, and a flurry of arrows hit at the scales of the dragon again. It hissed in the direction of the soldier’s and their bows, and ran off towards them, killing everything in its path.

      Riverend fought off the attacks of Zelestiana and Astor flawlessly. They continued to lay into him, trying to get him to move back, even an inch. Yet, he was powerful, his arms like iron. With one mighty blow, he knocked both of them back, and swung his whip, which they narrowly evaded.

      “He’s strong,” Astor said. “How do you think we beat him?”

      “We’re going to cut him in half,” Zelestiana said. “We’ll see if that works.” Beads of sweat were dripping from her head.

      “Ready to die, wench?” Riverend sneered, his dragon’s eye gleaming with cruel delight and malice. “I thought you would have posed more of a threat, the way Angela Dragus the Righteous talked about you.”

      “You’ll die as she did,” Zelestiana said, with grim intent. “Riverend and his dragons will perish at the hands of mortal men and women.”

      With a flash, he drew a hand up to unleash the whip upon her, but with before he could a sword into his hand, and droplets of blood fell to the ground. Riverend’s eyes glowed with rage at the sight of his own blood, and looked up from his hand to see Gar holding the bloody blade.

      “Look, he’s no demon. He’s just an old man,” Gar said, as he ran back to Zelestiana’s side, who’d hidden him long enough with her Azulūz, that he was able to creep behind the dragon master.

      “Why do you fight, when you know there is no victory for you? The warriors of Armoz are countless, and undying. What purpose does it serve to delay the inevitable? You are all going to die, today or tomorrow, it matters not. Armoz, my King, is coming for you all!”

      “In this you are wrong,” Zelestiana said, lowering her sword to her side. “You believe Armoz will save you. But you forget what is coming for you. Ojiin, the Great God Above, is waking. You know I speak the truth. You may not fear us. But you fear him.” She took a step forward. “You know of his power. You know he will kill Armoz for this.”

      Riverend sneered and spat at her. “Ojiin is dead. He’s never coming back!”

      “You’re wrong again,” a voice said behind Zelestiana, who turned to see Lily standing behind them, no weapon, no armor.

      “What are you doing, Lily? Get out of here!” Astor yelled. A strong gust of wind blew at her hair.

      “I know that one. My Lord wants her,” Riverend said.

      “Then come and get me,” Lily said, her eyes dimly lit by a blue haze.

      “Get her!” Riverend yelled at the large, dragon full of teeth and claws. It rushed towards her, and she stood unflinchingly.

      The dragon was almost at her, when she opened her lips and said, “I found someone for you to play with.”

      From nowhere, a loud growl was heard, and a giant form jumped over Lily and onto the neck of the dragon, knocking it completely on its back. It bit and cut its claws into the dragon, which hissed in agony.

      Astor stood there, watching, trying to discern what beast had entered the battle, and was mauling the giant dragon. His eyes went wide, “It can’t be . . .”

      Black stripes lined the back of the red fur in the moonlight, and huge, white antlers protruded from its massive head. It moved ruthlessly and swiftly. Tearing at the dragon as it gasped, and tried to fight back. The sheer size of the beast had the dragon pinned to the ground, as it ripped it apart.

      “I don’t believe my eyes,” the Major whispered, “a Tangier, a real Tangier!”

      “It’s beautiful as the stories say,” Zelestiana said.

      The Tangier removed its jaws from the dragon’s neck. It stood there in the moonlight under the blood red sky. Every dragon not fighting watched it as it killed the largest of the dragons. It stood there, with the body of a tiger, four times the size of a man, and with ivory antlers that dripped with dragon’s blood.

      Riverend stood there, motionless, perhaps deep in thought. “I grow weary of these games.” He gave a loud whistle that echoed through the air. Another slender, black dragon came to his side, and he mounted it before any of them could react. “An eye for an eye,” he said, as the dragon lifted him off into the sky. The surrounded dragons flew up after him.

      The town of Holdenbrook, now littered with corpses of all varieties, was still. “What did he mean an eye for an eye?” Lily asked.

      Riverend began his low, slow laugh as he flew off. “Your world is doomed. Black ash will be your new home. Your heroes will fall. Your homes will burn. You hurt my children, now I will hurt yours.”

      Lily’s raised her hand to her mouth in horror, “He’s going to slaughter the children.”
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      THE air was still. The winds were soft and desperate. Gasping for release. The grass stood tall, and motionless. There was no chirping of birds or scampering of hares.

      Creeping low through the grass, Gogenanth’s joints ached and cracked. He didn’t know exactly how long he had been bound in the high reaches of his prison, the city of Barrier Cliff. But, his normally powerful physique ached from malnourished and dehydration. He almost choked the first time they crossed to a fresh water stream, he drank so fast.

      Wollen, was even worse for wear. The broad shoulders of Wollen paled in comparison to what they once were. His wild hair had even begun to show hints of gray.

      Ezmerelda, on the other hand, was brimming with energy. She wanted to punish the one who made her friend suffer as he did, the Crooked Knight, Xelex. “I’m going to rip his head off his body and shove it down his throat,” she said, with clenched teeth as she walked next to Yule, who was assisting Wollen.

      “I don’t think that would work, shoving a head down a throat,” Yule said, his eyes remaining straight ahead. “Because a head is bigger than . . .”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it.” Ezmerelda cut him off. “I was just saying. What if I cut his hands off and shoved them down his throat? Would that fit?” Yule gave her an unsure glance, and shrugged his shoulders.

      The sun was high above them as they continued walking through the grassy plains. They now walked straight and tall, as they were far enough from the city that the remaining dragons would no longer see them. They stopped frequently, mainly to let Wollen rest and attend to his wounds.

      “Ay girl, thank you and your friend,” Wollen said, as he rubbed tharowroot on his wrists, that were worn from shackles. The tharowroot had a gummy consistency, and turned from brown to white as he rubbed it into his open scabs. “Surely, we would be goners had we stayed chained up there much longer.”

      Yule pulled out a pipe, and pinched stale tobacco leaves into it. He handed it to Wollen. Once Wollen put it to his dry, cracked lips, Wollen lit the end. He inhaled deeply, and exhaled in a big puff of air and smoke. He coughed, struggling to keep his composure.

      “Gogenanth, come over here,” Wollen said, holding back another cough. Gogenanth went over and kneeled next to him, who sat up against a black stone, pale and a sickly looking.

      “Yes, my friend?”

      “Are the others alive?” he asked, his eyes sullen, and wet.

      “I— I don’t know,” Gogenanth responded.

      Wollen choked back a cough, and groaned, “I can’t live knowing any others are in danger from these devils. What happened to Xersha . . . I won’t let happen to anyone else.”

      Gogenanth smiled. “Well, there’s a chance Zaan is still alive, from what Xelex said. That’s why we are heading East, to Dillengrad. The plan was always to send him there, if anything happened. With any luck, we could get there in time.”

      “Dillengrad, huh. Well, what are we waiting for?” he said, as he struggled to get to his feet, and puffed out his chest. Some color appeared to return to his cheeks. He held out an open hand and Gogenanth clapped his hand on it, with a strong embrace. “We have a friend to save.”
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      “YOU feel that?”

      “That what?”

      “That chill in the air.”

      Tilda studied the air around them. “No.”

      “I felt it, well . . . maybe I didn’t.”

      “Maybe your mind is playing tricks on you.”

      “Or maybe there’s a storm coming,” Zaan said, “and I’m the only one who senses it.”

      “Come on, we’ve got to get you back to apply more salve to your wound.” She was half-carrying him as they fell into stride, walking down the busy cobblestone street, leaving the confused crowd behind them.

      As they walked, Zaan watched a young girl walking a small puppy along the sidewalk. It struck him that the girl appeared to be walking alone, unsupervised. His black eyebrows curled up as he scanned the area for the parents. He suddenly stopped, and it jarred Tilda and held her back.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “That girl, she’s alone,” Zaan said. Something’s wrong, I can feel it. The dog began to bark wildly and started to pull at its leash. He watched the dog’s saliva fly from its mouth as it barked loudly, as the girl struggled to hold it from running off.

      “It’s okay, Zaan,” Tilda said. “It’s just a puppy.”

      Zaan looked down the busy street and saw another dog began barking, and a cat ran past him, under his feet. A doorway opened, and a well-dressed woman with short blonde hair yelled for the young girl and the pup to come back inside.

      Another cat ran past, and the dogs continued to bark. Tilda looked at him, “What is it, Zaan?”

      His shoulder ached in pain, and he could barely lift his arm. Yet, he fought through it the best he could, and began a soft chant, and his eyes grew a soft blue. He closed them, and slowly the blackness of his shut eyes began to turn to a pale blue outline of the street they were on. He saw the dogs barking, as they were outlined by dancing blue smoke.

      Looking around, he could sense the tension from the animals around, and looked up to where they were barking. He hadn’t been able to see it in the daylight, but in this shadowy view, he could see it off in the distance, riding through the sky, heading towards them.

      “Zaan, what’s wrong?” Tilda asked. “Zaan, look at me, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s him,” he struggled to say, and pain overtook him. Zaan’s vision blurred and everything around him turned to a dance of light and shadow. His heart beat raced as the panic set in. He heard Tilda’s voice somewhere in his mind, but he couldn’t quite locate it. He tried to yell out to her, to ask her where she was, to ask her for help. Then the blackness crept in. It was calm, and dark, then it was all-consuming.
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        * * *

      

      “Zaan,” Tilda yelled. “Zaan! Wake up.” She jolted his arms with her hands, and even slapped him once, with no response. She looked up to notice the people who had been walking the streets moments ago, were now running past her.

      Yelling, and screams of frightened girls, echoed from down the street. Doors slammed shut and lights were extinguished in windows. Tilda looked up to see black, thick clouds rolling in. As she held Zaan in her arms, she looked down towards the main city square, where she heard the bulk of the yelling.

      She saw him then, riding low in the sky. Massive wings ripped through the clouds, and she saw the ax of flame the Crooked Knight wielded upon the dragon’s back. It drifted down towards the city. “Wake up, Zaan. I need you now.” The dragon roared loudly as it landed in the market square, and there were screams all around. Suddenly, a bright light shot out, like lightning. Then the fire started.

      The flames grew at an unnatural speed. Men ran before them, silhouetted against the great, white flames. Tilda heard screams of pain and terror in the direction of Xelex and the dragon, as it hissed and roared. Then, there, in the heart of the fire, she saw him dismount. The one person she never wished to see again.

      She put her hands frantically on Zaan’s face. “Wake up, Zaan. Please wake up.” She shook his shoulder, and yelled for him to snap out of it.

      He stood down the road, at the entrance to the city square. He was framed by two towers on each side of him, and the ever-growing flames erupted in the background. Silhouetted by the crackling flames, Xelex had come for them at last.

      He held his heavy, metal battle ax at his side. It moved in his hand as if it weighed nothing. His long black, leather cape had small flames nipping at its tails, and his silver armor danced with bright, white light. His crooked back was ever visible as he hunched over to one side. With a clashing of metal on metal, he took a large step towards them.

      “Zaan, listen to me, you have to wake up.” She held her face up to his. “Zaan, goddammit, I swear if you don’t wake up . . .” Tilda looked back up to Xelex as he crept closer. Two soldiers ran up to him with swords raised, then both went down with a single arc of his ax. They screamed in pain as the flames burned their flesh from their bones. He continued his stride without interruption.

      “Okay, Zaan. I mean it. Wake up!” She slapped him firmly across the cheek. “Zaan!” she yelled once more. Looking up at Xelex as he approached, her wet eyes, glimmered in flames. Softly, she laid Zaan on his back, and she slowly stood. The fires swept through the city, and she unsheathed her long sword from behind her back.

      Gripping the sword’s hilt, she felt the leather mesh into the folds of her hands. Blonde hair glided in front of her face, as the heat from the fire rushed past her. She took two steps forward and spread her feet into a strong defensive position, pressing her boots firmly into the stone street. Her sword swaying in front of her as the Crooked Knight approached.

      Xelex was now a mere few yards away, his size more massive than last time they’d met on the black, mirror stone of Barrier Cliff.

      “That’s far enough, demon!” she yelled out to him, the fire seemed just at his back.

      Xelex took his last step, and stood squarely before her. “Out of the way, Tilda. The boy, Zaan Talabard, is mine,” he said with a slow, rumbling tone.

      “If you take one more step, I’ll cut you down.” Her hair whipped wildly in front of her face as she yelled out to Xelex.

      “Ha, ha, ha,” the Crooked Knight laughed loudly, causing tiny pebbles to fall from the stone walls around them in the long street. The devilish laugh faded. “Do you not see death is upon you? Do you not see your words are futile? I will have my prize. This war does not end with him alive. Out of my way.” He raised his ax high to his side, and took a lumbering step forward.

      Tilda’s eyes squinted, and she whispered to herself, “Damn, here we go, Tilda.”

      She rushed forward with her sword at her side. She moved in with quick speed, and laid quick, accurate blows on him he managed to deflect. He kept his ax between her sword and him, as his deathly eyes peered into hers.

      Sparks flew as her sword grazed his armor, almost laying a solid blow on him. Her adrenaline flowed as she easily ducked from his large ax, and evaded his strikes. Anyone who was watching from their windows would have struggled to keep track of the motions of either of them, as they were a blur of flying metal and sparks. However well she seemed to be doing against Xelex, she couldn’t escape the heat from the fires.

      She noticed that his cape was fully lit, and she found herself breathing heavily. With a motion, quick like the blowing wind, she flipped back away from him, to kneel by Zaan’s side, who still lay motionless. “Zaan, now would be a pretty good time to awaken.” Then she heard a voice, not Zaan’s but another familiar one.

      “It won’t do any good.” Tilda heard the voice say. It appeared to be in a dimly lit alleyway to her side. The body of a man began to emerge from the darkness and into the firelight. “His injury is going to take him soon, the injury Xelex caused is going to kill Zaan.” The hooded figure lowered his head and wisps of blue smoke wafted from underneath the figure’s veil, and floated over to Zaan. They floated around his head for a moment, encapsulating his head, like a crown.

      Zaan’s eyes shot open with iceberg blue. “Headmaster.”
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      “THE old man has finally shown himself. Death has finally come for you. There is no hiding this time,” Xelex said as he stood, brandishing his ax, ravishing bright flames roaring from it. “Death is all that will be left of this world when I am done with it.”

      Tilda helped Zaan to his feet, and he grabbed his sword on his hip. It shimmered a white light, he walked over to the street and stood squarely against Xelex. Tilda stood at his side.

      “I’ve waited for this moment,” Zaan said, anger on his breath. “We will hide no more from you, or anyone. Death is only upon you.”

      The Crooked Knight growled a wretched growl, as though dark wheels churned within him. He stepped forward with his massive ax, his cape had burned away to nothing. He was a full two heads taller than Zaan, and lumbered over him. Rushing at Zaan and Tilda, he swung his ax with a great arc. Tilda evaded it, and Zaan jumped back quickly, rolling away as the ax skidded off the street.

      Tilda rushed up to him and began to slash at him with her sword as Zaan began chanting. Torches started to fly from their positions along the road and hit Xelex from every angle. It made it all the more tough for Xelex to focus on Tilda, as he became bombarded with every object Zaan could see in the street.

      Xelex groaned as he swatted away the stones, bricks, and metal that flew at him. A door bashed him on the side and shattered, but he didn’t budge. “That’s it Zaan, keep it up,” Palanzal said, as he walked from the shadows of the alley into the firelight. A strong gust of hot wind blew the hood off his head. “Concentrate, believe.”

      Beads of sweat fell from Zaan’s head, his hands glowed, and his teeth were tightly clenched. This demon has come too far, I’m sick of this cat-and-mouse game. I can’t let him hurt another soul, I can’t let him get to Tilda. Focus, remember your lessons with Zelestiana, think of Gildur. Tilda continued her barrage of strikes with her sword, dodging quickly and attacking even quicker.

      “That’s it,” Palanzal said, “concentrate.” As he said this, the headmaster’s eyes began to glow themselves, and suddenly Xelex grabbed at his helmet in sudden pain, and he yelled out an earth-shattering yell and dropped to a knee. Pebbles began to fall to the side, and Zaan hurled a massive outcrop of stones at Xelex. They pummeled him, and as much as he fought them off, more went at him. Zaan yelled as he threw everything he could at him, more and more stones from the surrounding buildings he sent flying down on the Crooked Knight. Eventually, Xelex’s yelling diminished and faded, as he’d been buried under a great heap of rock.

      Tilda stood back and calmed her breathing. Palanzal and Zaan approached slowly. Before them was a high mound of large boulders, behind them the flames danced in the background. “Is it over?” Tilda said.

      Zaan grabbed his shoulder in pain and fell to the ground. Clutching it, he writhed in pain. Palanzal knelt down and looked into Zaan’s eyes, he could feel his hot breath on his face. “Give it to me, I can use it. You don’t know the power of the stone, Zaan. You’re fading, but I can use it to save all, and defend our people.”

      Zaan ached as the pain in his arm, and looked into the headmaster’s eyes, they yearned for the stone, it was all he wanted. He looks like a different person. This isn’t the same Palanzal that welcomed me to Barrier Cliff. The stone has turned him into something focused on power, on strength, regardless of the cost. “Headmaster, the stone may grant immortality, but it creates something sinister in the mind, a sickness of greed.”

      “Zaan,” Palanzal said, with wild eyes. “This is all so much bigger than just you and me. This is the game of the gods, you are just a boy. I’m the one who deserves the Adÿthyst. I will take it, if you don’t offer it.”

      Tilda was silent as she watched them, and she wept for the new Palanzal she didn’t recognize, and for Zaan crippled from pain. Zaan looked over and saw a slight stir underneath the pile of rubble. “Look out!” he said, but an eruption of strength leapt from the rubble, sharp rocks shot in all directions, and one struck Palanzal who went flying back to the side of the alley.

      “Mäezer!” Tilda yelled. She tried to run over to him, but was held back. Zaan looked to see that Xelex had emerged from the rubble and grabbed Tilda by the arm. She looked down in terror as he squeezed her wrist tightly.

      “Not so fast now, are you?” Xelex growled.

      Zaan looked over to Palanzal and at Tilda. Not knowing what to do, and how to help his friends, he desperately looked around for something, anything to stop the demon, it seemed as though he was impervious to physical attacks. He looked over at the headmaster, who lay on his side. Blood began to pool around him, a spattering of blood left his lips. “The . . . the . . . Adÿthyst . . .” More blood left his mouth. “Give it to me . . .” he struggled to say.

      Zaan’s eyes darted around, trying to figure out what to do. Without realizing it, he dipped his hand into his pocket, and slowly brought out the small red stone. He opened his fingers, and stared into the perfectly cut Adÿthyst stone, which glowed white in the firelight.

      “I can defeat him . . .” Palanzal said, “give it to me . . .”

      Xelex’s sight quickly shot over to the stone. “Yes,” he hissed. “There it is.” His eyes glowed with fire.

      “Zaan. You have to use the stone,” Tilda said worriedly. “Zaan, you can’t let Xelex have it. You have to use it yourself.”

      “Don’t listen to her.” Palanzal sat up slightly, his voice was stronger, and raspy. “Don’t be foolish. Give it to me. I’ll save her.”

      Xelex lifted his legs from the rubble, staring at the stone.

      “I can’t take it, Tilda. I’ll turn into one of them.”

      “You have to, if only so he won’t have it,” she said.

      If I take the stone, I’ll become cursed with the burden of long life. I’ll watch all those die around me as my mind would rot away. But Xelex can’t have it, he’ll be so powerful he’ll never be stopped.

      Xelex yanked on her arm, pulling her as he began to walk towards him and the stone, with his ax ready in his other hand. “The stone will be mine. I will be the most powerful being in all of existence. Give it to me,” he said in an unholy voice, as he strode towards Zaan.

      “Take it, eat it, do something, Zaan,” Tilda said as her eyes welled up with water.

      Palanzal’s voice grew louder, irritated, and more desperate, “No, give me the stone Zaan. I will save us all. Don’t be foolish.”

      “No!” Zaan yelled out.

      All of the commotion began to diminish as time itself began to stop. Zaan closed his eyes, and felt with extreme clarity every event in motion. He saw every part of reality in the blue shapes behind his eyelids. He felt every beating heart as it raced behind stone walls, the feeling of Palanzal’s organs beginning to fail, the salt in Tilda’s tears. And he felt something inside of Xelex, something faint, but it was definitely there. Zaan felt a small fire in Xelex’s heart.

      “There,” Zaan said as softly as a feather on the breeze. He opened his eyes, and with the Crooked Knight of Armoz almost within arm’s reach . . . Xelex halted mid-step. “I found what keeps you strong, demon.” He dropped his ax to his side, and released Tilda’s wrist. “You have a fire inside of you, a fire Armoz hid there.” Xelex fell to his hands, and fire began to creep out of the folds in his silver armor. “What he made, I will undo!”

      Zaan walked over and stood above him. His eyes burned with gold and blue electricity. He stared at Xelex as he cringed on the ground and shook uncontrollably. The fire from within burned brighter and hotter. Smoke and flames began to engulf the Crooked Knight as he shook at Zaan and Tilda’s feet.

      “. . . No . . . It’s not going to end . . . like this . . . Give me . . . the . . . stone . . .” Xelex said, as his last bit of breath left his body, his convulsing stopped, and the harsh, violent fire turned to small flames as his body burned. Smoke poured out of his eyes and mouth.

      Tilda and Zaan stood over the smoldering corpse of Xelex, who had come from the land of Armoz. He had tortured their friends, killed many, and taken their home away from them.

      “It’s over,” Tilda said, looking down at the charred armor. “It’s finally over.” Her head turned quickly back to the alley. Zaan and her ran over to Palanzal’s side. The lights had all but left his eyes, as he blankly looked up at Zaan and Tilda. He clutched Zaan’s hand, and lightly he began to claw at his pocket.

      Zaan looked over at Tilda. “I can’t.” If I don’t give him the stone, he’ll die. But if I give it to him, he’ll become this new, greed and power hungry person forever.

      “That stone isn’t meant for anyone. It’s a curse,” she said, she hung her head down onto the Palanzal’s shoulder, and she wept.

      Palanzal had very little strength, but loosely clawed at Zaan’s pocket. “I’m sorry, Mäezer,” Zaan said. Tears formed in his eyes. “I want to help you, but I can’t give it to you. I believe it came to me, so I could protect it. I’m sorry.”

      “B— But . . . I . . .” The headmaster coughed up blood, and laid his head back. His foggy eyes looked up to the sky. “But- I want to be a god . . .” Were his last words with his last breath.

      Tilda remained sobbing on his shoulder, and Zaan lowered his head. There the three of them remained, in the fire-stained street in their corner of the city of Dillengrad. The charred body of a devil lay next to them. As the fires died down, scores of people emerged from the other streets, and buildings. They gathered in a large circle around them, and watched silently.

      A large roar was overhead, and the single, large red dragon Xelex had ridden, flew overhead into the northern sky.
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      THROUGHOUT the scores of citizens that surrounded the two bodies by Zaan and Tilda, no one spoke. Zaan watched the corpse of the demon smoke and smolder. Then he stared at the pool of blood under the old man, as the blond-haired woman, covered in blood, wept over his corpse.

      Zaan stood tall and looked out into the eyes of the people around. They were ordinary men and women, shock lit in their eyes. “Thank you,” the young girl who had the young pup said to him in a sweet voice.

      “Yes, thank you,” said the mother of the girl after. Then there was an outpour of praise being yelled towards him. People wept and went up to Zaan, and shook his hand, or bowed at him. Even some of the soldiers went up and thanked him. As they shook his hand, he realized the pain in his shoulder was gone. He pulled his shirt down, and saw the black injury had disappeared from his shoulder.

      “It’s gone, Tilda, I’m cured,” he said, looking at her.

      She looked over at him, and laid down the corpse of Palanzal on the blood-spattered stone. Walking over to him, she put a hand on where the black mark had been on his shoulder. “Zaan, I can’t believe it. It must’ve been with your killing of Xelex.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. “You did it, we’re safe. We’re alive.”

      They were surrounded by a group of dozens of people wanting to thank him. They spit on the corpse of Xelex, but gave Tilda her room to grieve. The dozens of people began to part, as a small group of people walked towards them. Zaan and Tilda looked up to see the shapes of some familiar faces.

      Slowly they approached Zaan and Tilda. At the lead was the large, tall form of his friend from the Arr, Gogenanth, who walked up to Zaan, and held out a hand. Zaan took his hand, and shook it in a strong grasp. Gogenanth smiled.

      “You’ve lost weight,” Zaan said with a smile. I can’t believe he’s alive. He’s come all this way to return to us. My friend Gogenanth is alive! Gogenanth smiled back and grabbed Zaan in a warm embrace.

      “I’m glad you are okay. I’m sorry we’re late,” Gogenanth said.

      “You’ve saved us enough times,” Zaan said.

      Gogenanth stood back and looked at the more mature Zaan standing before him, “You saved us all this time. You’ve killed one who would’ve destroyed everything. You’re the hero who ended the tyranny of the Knight of Armoz.”

      Tilda walked over to Gogenanth, and she hugged him, “We’ve lost another one of us,” she said somberly.

      Gogenanth didn’t reply immediately. Wollen walked up from the sides of Ezmerelda and Yule, still standing behind Gogenanth, with the large swath of people still watching.

      “Zaan,” Wollen said. “How? How did you defeat Xelex? None of us could even touch him?”

      Zaan had to think back to the moment it happened. Gogenanth and Tilda listened intently. “There was a flash inside of me, where I could feel everything around me, I could see everything in the dark, as though it were all illuminated in a blue-colored sunlight. Then I found it. Xelex had a tiny fire in the pit of his heart, like the furnace that operates the forge.”

      “And . . .” Tilda said.

      “I . . . just made the fire grow,” he said.

      “That’s . . . not your Azulūz though,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “I’ll be damned,” Gogenanth said with a smile.

      “That’s never been done, Zaan. You control two powers of the Azulūz? How?” Tilda said.

      “I don’t know, it just happened.”

      Gogenanth and Tilda were speechless after that.

      “What now?” Ezmerelda asked as she came up from the group.

      “Zaan, these are friends, Ezmerelda and Yule,” Gogenanth said.

      “Yes, I recognize them from the fight back home,” Zaan said, “I thank you for your help.”

      Ezmerelda bowed, and Yule did the same.

      “Well, Ezmerelda, I’m getting sick of running and hiding. I’m tired of watching the ones we love being hunted, and taken and tortured.” He looked over at Palanzal. “I’m sick of burying the ones who looked over me. I’m done running and hiding.”

      “What are you saying, Zaan?” Tilda asked.

      “I think it’s time to take the fight to the one behind all of this destruction. I’m talking about killing Armoz.”

      Gogenanth couldn’t help but smile, as Tilda’s mouth opened agape. She searched for the right words in her shock, but none came out.

      “I am going to find the Devil King and I am going to kill him,” Zaan Talabard said on the streets of Dillengrad, next to the body of the broken, dead Crooked Knight, Xelex.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      RUNNING as fast as their legs could carry them, Astor, Zelestiana and the Major leaped through the tall grass, southbound, towards the Black Cave. They left Lily and Gar behind with the remaining soldiers. Not only to keep the city safe, but because they would slow down the three.

      They didn’t speak a word to each other as they ran, they only breathed heavily. Knowing there was no way they could outrun the slender, black dragon flying through the night sky, Riverend would no doubt beat them there. It was unlikely the children, along with Elindrill, Stave, and a handful of soldiers had made it into the cave.

      The children were probably camped out in an open field, being warmed by fires, and nestling into soft grass to rest their weary bodies and legs. Riverend and his cat of nine tails was on his way to kill every soul that came out of Barrier Cliff alive. He wanted blood.

      So they ran, as fast as their legs could travel, knowing they couldn’t make it there in time, they ran.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you know of the others?” Tilda asked Gogenanth, as they were still standing in the middle of a massive ring of people, putting out fires and talking amongst themselves about what had just happened in their small corner of the city.

      Gogenanth looked over at Wollen, and back to Tilda. “Riverend took the dragons south, to where they thought all of the survivors were.”

      Tilda gave a worried look to Zaan.

      “We could leave at once, but mind you, this was days ago,” Wollen said.

      “Yes, we should go,” Zaan said.

      Then a small squadron of soldiers ran up and encircled the group. One soldier with a yellow plume took a single step forward and announced, “King Manice Mordoth requires your attendance immediately in the capital.”

      “I assume this isn’t a request,” Ezmerelda said.

      “You will come with us now. We will use force if necessary,” the soldier said.

      Gogenanth grumbled, “You think you can . . .”

      Zaan cut him off with a hand on his shoulder. “Give us a moment.”

      “What should we do?” Tilda said.

      Just then, Zaan’s head began to swirl with thick blue wisps of smoke and bright gold sparkles of light.

      “Zaan, what’s wrong?” he heard Tilda ask vaguely in his mind.

      He could feel a presence in his mind, not faint like that of Palanzal’s, but a strong presence at the forefront of his mind. “Zaan,” it said.

      “Who, who are you?” Zaan asked.

      “You know who I am,” the voice said.

      “Can it really be . . .? Ojiin, the Great God, is that you?”

      “You cannot go to the king,” it said.

      “I understand. Tell me what I must do,” Zaan replied.

      “You must come to us.”

      “Zaan, are you okay? What’s wrong?” Zaan heard Tilda’s voice faintly in the background.

      “Where can I find you?” Zaan asked in his mind.

      “People think Armoz is in a hell below ground, this is not true. He is in the north, the Isle of Fyre, you must go there,” the voice said.

      “The Isle of Fyre,” Zaan said.

      “That is where you will find us. That is where you will find me.”

      “Yes, we will find you,” Zaan said. If Armoz, the Devil King, lives in this world, and there’s a chance to stop him, and end this war once and for all, I couldn’t live with myself for not trying.

      “Come to us, and set us free,” the voice of Ojiin said.

      “Yes, Great Ojiin, I will find you, and we will set you free,” Zaan promised.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Fields full of fresh red daffodils danced in the early spring breeze as a slight gust of wind from the north caused a ripple, like small waves in the sea. Finally, in the distance they saw it. After the arduous journey through rolling foothills, dense forest, and long fields of tall grass and wheat they had the infamous Black Cave within sight.

      The journey had been made worse as they had been leading dozens of children of all ages with them, their slower pace dragging it out at least twice as long as without. Elindrill Delasius was the leader. Eldest and most experienced in the group, which included a small platoon of soldiers with them under the orders of Major Gylem Hearthstone. Elindrill watched her friend Stave Gentry as he smiled and shook hands with the soldiers. All of their spirits had risen tenfold at the sight of the cave that could keep them and the children safe inside.

      Elindrill didn’t smile however. She watched the children jump, scream, and yell as their exhaustion and dampened spirits lifted away at the sight of the elated soldiers. She stood there watching the celebration as they still had a twenty-minute walk to get to the cave. There they would be safe from the vicious, blood-thirsty dragons that had come from the lands of the Devil King. “Stave, get the children moving and get them inside,” she said.

      “Elindrill, what’s wrong? We’ve made it! We’re within sight of it!” Stave said.

      “Not yet we haven’t. Let’s get the children moving, please. I can feel their presence,” she whispered. “They’re coming.”

      Then she stopped and stood still, tall and stern in the field of dancing daffodils. Looking up into the sky lightly filled with soft clouds to the south, the direction they were running. Her tattered dark green dress kissed the dirt as she turned back to look at the northern sky, wary of what lay back there in the town of Holdenbrook where her friends lay in wait to spring a trap on the siege of undead death dragons. A battle her friends had little chance of winning. They would give their all to provide Elindrill and the children more time to escape.

      Suddenly a surge of light flew into her head. She could feel it deep inside her mind and a faint voice called out to her. It was so faint and hollow in the back of her mind she could barely make it out. “Headmaster, is that you?” she asked aloud.

      “Elindrill . . . Tell the boy . . . I’m sorry . . . It was . . . Greed . . .” the headmaster said.

      “Palanzal, what’s happened? What are you talking about? Tell me, did you find Zaan? What happened?”

      “Zaan did the right thing. I tried to take the stone . . . but Xelex, the Devil’s knight, he . . . he’s injured me gravely. I can see the light, the light of the Azulūz shining bright. This is it for me, I just wanted you to know I cared for you even if the Adÿthyst stone corrupted my mind and heart. I’m sorry . . . Goodbye my dear. . .” The Headmaster’s voice faded away until it was no more and her mind echoed hollowly.

      “Palanzal . . . Mäezer! Headmaster, answer me! Mäezer, don’t leave us—” she yelled, but the voice did not respond.

      “Rest in peace, my friend,” She said lowering her head.

      Stave walked over and put his arm around her, having heard her voice through the telepathic conversation with Palanzal’s Azulūz. He didn’t say anything, just held her lightly as they watched the children follow the soldiers towards the Black Cave that Zaan had barely escaped from many months before.

      Holding Elindrill as she quietly sobbed, Stave’s normally clean cut and dapper appearance had faded. His dark brown hair was ratted, his face was smudged with dirt, and even his gray-blue eyes didn’t shine as normal. He held her, consoling a woman that had become like a mother to him over the last year. They had worked for her and Palanzal to turn the fortress of Barrier Cliff into a place of safety. Where they could not only protect themselves, but create a community for all of those who needed help.

      All of that was taken away though on the day the dragons of Riverend came back from the grave, sent surely by Armoz the Devil King himself to kill all of those with the Azulūz once and for all. He had failed in that respect, at least for now.

      Stave began to turn Elindrill back towards the Black Cave to catch up to the children who were nearly there. “Let’s go, we are almost there,” he said, but as they began walking again towards the cave they both heard a terrifying sound that perked their eyes and ears back towards the northern sky behind them. A roar, strong and unworldly, in the distance. They had heard that sound but once, on the night the dragons laid the siege to Barrier Cliff.

      “Ojiin protect us,” Elindrill said as the shadows in the northern sky glided towards them underneath a storm of thick, black clouds creeping overhead.
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      The children screamed in panic as they heard and felt the roars of dragons flying fast in the sky towards them. They began to run as fast as their tired legs could carry them. The soldiers shuffled about unsure of how to protect so many children from the monsters in the sky.

      “What should we do Elindrill? Can we make it to the Black Cave? Does this mean that everyone back at Holdenbrook is . . . dead? Oh, my God . . . Gar! Is Gar . . .?” Stave said.

      Elindrill turned and looked into Stave’s panicked eyes. “I know what it seems like, Stave, but we can’t be concerned for their lives, we need to be concerned with theirs,” she said pointing towards the panicking children. “There will be time to worry for Gar and our friends later.” She looked towards the children and the cave to the south, and then back to the group of dragons flying at them in the opposite direction. “They aren’t going to make it.”

      “What do we do? I’ve never fought a dragon before. We should have never separated with the others,” he said.

      “Well, if we could all go back and do what was the right thing in hindsight, would you have ever left home? This life is truly based on the present and what is in front of your eyes at any given moment,” Elindrill said. “What I see right now is a lot of dragons about to be in for a damn fight.”

      Stave perked up at this and unsheathed his sword. “You’re right, they aren’t touching a single one of these kids!”

      Two of the soldiers ran up from the rear, they were both in the formal full plate silver armor with the cloth banner of Barrier Cliff; blue with a black dragon. “We have the children running towards the cave and we have a couple of soldiers at the rear, but there are more dragons than there are of us. We won’t make it to the cave in time and we can’t kill them all on our own, there are too many of them,” one of them said to Elindrill and Stave.

      “We sure could use Zelestiana and Astor right about now,” Stave said. One of the soldiers nodded.

      “Well, we are going to have to make due with us,” Elindrill said before she and Stave ran back towards the children to protect them the best they could. Loud roars and shrieks were quickly gaining in volume behind them. A snarling roar was loosed from the greatest of the dragons, causing almost every child to fall to the ground covering their ears. Then Elindrill saw him, the one who was hunting them. He was atop the great, black dragon. It was strong with yellowing horns and red-stained sharp teeth. Its wings were rotted through and part of its ribcage pierced its decaying flesh. Looking directly at her, its eyes were a wild violet hue. It landed with a dull thud only yards from her.

      Then he stepped down off the big black dragon. As he dismounted, the remaining dragons landed all around the group, encircling them all out in the open. They were mere minutes from the Black Cave and its shelter.

      “My lord knows you,” the figure in long brown tattered clothes said to Elindrill.

      She stared deep into his two eyes; one black as night, one of a dragon with wild yellows, oranges, and reds. His dirty face had long, gnarled scars along it.

      “Riverend the Dragon Master, I assume,” Elindrill said. “You’ve come to kill innocent children and an elderly woman? You are vile and you disgust me. I’m sure part of you used to be a good man, what has Armoz done to you?”

      “Elindrill Delasius. You have eluded Angela Dragus the Righteous for years. My lord will be pleased to meet, er . . . kill you,” Riverend said in a deep voice. “There is no such thing as good, or evil. There is only that which is right and that is the will of the Devil King, Armoz!”

      “If you’ve come here for an easy victory you are going to be disappointed, so take your demon dragons with you back to the skies and to where you came from if you wish to be in one piece after this fight,” Elindrill said.

      Riverend only laughed in his hallowed voice. Ha, ha, ha. “Look at you and your lot, children and babes.” The dragons hissed and snarled around them.

      Elindrill turned and whispered to one the soldiers, too faint for Riverend to hear. The soldier shuffled back to the group of children and whispered quickly to them, before running back to his place.

      “Make no mistake woman, this isn’t going to take long,” Riverend said as he pulled out his cat-of-nine-tails whip from behind his back. It was made of long, black leather with crimson tails and golden, sharp tips on each of the nine tails. Spattered, dried blood was stained on it.

      Elindrill held out her silver sword towards him. “It’s you and me.”

      He laughed again, “What are you speaking of woman?”

      “Fight me demon, the children are no match for your monsters. There is no valor in slaughter. If you want a real fight, then fight me. Unless you are afraid of me. I think your lord Armoz is afraid of me too. That’s why he is too scared to reveal himself to me,” Elindrill said, her sword gleaming in the sunlight.

      Riverend stood, almost puzzled as the black, thick clouds began to hover over him, and thin beads of rain began to fall onto the field of red daffodils. He didn’t respond this time with words, or even a laugh, but with a thunderous deafening crack of his long whip. He took two strides towards her.

      “Here we are the only ones standing between evil and the innocent,” she whispered to herself. “I can’t let him through me. Be strong. Remember Palanzal. Fight in his honor.”

      Behind Riverend was the largest of his dragons. Behind her was Stave, a handful of soldiers, and the beginnings of thin wisps of smoke rising from the group of children.

      She raised her sword and took two strides towards Riverend, who scowled at her and caused his peeling skin to crack. In one long motion with his arm, he pulled the cat-of-nine-tails back behind and let it fly through the air towards Elindrill, forcing her to jump to the side to avoid. It whistled as it golden tips cut through the air next to her.

      He spun and sent the whip at her again, high and meant for her head, which she had to duck under. Stave and the soldiers stood in disbelief with the speed of the woman easily twice any of their ages. “You can do it,” Stave whispered.

      Elindrill took two quick strides toward Riverend as she crept down under the whips long arc. Riverend unsheathed his dull, thick dagger with his other hand as she inched her way towards him.

      He sent the cat-of-nine-tails in again, even faster this time, and whistling through the air one of the golden tips sliced her in the left shoulder as she rolled away from its path. Unfazed, she took the opportunity and ran straight at him as he held out the thick, gray dagger.

      She unleashed two solids strikes of her sword, both of which were blocked easily, and Riverend remained unmoved.

      “You cannot hope to win in a sword-fight with me, woman. You may be quick, but I have hundreds of years of experience fighting better soldiers than you,” he said with a bitter grin.

      “I’m no ordinary soldier. I am of the Order of the Azulūz, monster!”

      She continued to lay quick swipes of her sword on him, and she began a faint chant with slight movements of her lips, “Havelin,” she whispered. Blue wisps of smoke began to pour out her mouth and her eyes glowed a brilliant iceberg blue. She hit at him, repeatedly, keeping him busy blocking and not able to use his whip.

      His brightly colored eye began to glow with a reflection of flame as he watched as from behind her a tail of fire began to creep towards her.

      “What the devil!?” he yelled.

      As she continued to slash and hack at him he began the motion to step backwards. But it was too late, the fire had reached her, flowed completely over her and around her, and engulfed him in a raging inferno. He roared a dragon’s roar and clawed at his skin alight. He stopped and peered at Elindrill, he was now fully aflame. Seemingly aware he would not survive, he lunged towards her, madness etched across his face.

      She had already taken a few steps away from him and watched as he ran at full sprint towards her with his dagger firmly in his hand. “I’ll kill you witch!” he yelled. Elindrill didn’t move, or even hold up her sword. She only watched him with anger and pity.

      As he was halfway to her, with his dagger held back ready for the kill, an enormous mass of red and black stripes fell on him, with teeth and claw. Bright ivory antlers the size of a tree flickered in the light rain. The animal almost the size of his biggest dragon had Riverend’s head in its maw, and clamped down hard, until Riverend’s eyes settled still and black blood ran from his mouth. Riverend the Dragon Master lay dead, he was defeated by the legendary Tangier. A fantastic beast with the body of a tiger, five times its size, and great ivory antlers atop its head. It let out a mighty roar that startled even Elindrill.

      At Elindrill’s side a girl with tight blond curls came up to her and they watched together as the Tangier dropped the lifeless body of Riverend the Dragon Master. The Tangier roared at the large black dragon in front of them. The dragon roared in response, and the others surrounding the group of children all roared and shrieked together.

      Then, as quickly as they had landed, they all took off with withered and tattered wings, and began to fly back towards the direction they had come from. Elindrill, Lily, and everyone on the ground, including the magnificent Tangier, watched as the dragons flew off into the northern sky and disappeared. The light rains stopped and Lily asked, “Is it finally over?”

      Elindrill looked over to her, “With their master dead, it seems his control over them has vanished. They are free once again.”

      “Where do you think they’re going?”

      “Hopefully far from here,” Elindrill said.
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      The whole of the streets of Dillengrad had shaken and settled. The citizens who had watched the battle rage and die came to see the young man who killed the Crooked Knight as somewhat of a savior. He stood tall and fit, with an unshaven face and newly growing black hair on his head. He stood there surrounded by the castle’s soldiers who were dressed in dark, dull armor with the Sigil of Dillengrad on their breastplates; a ram standing atop a sheer cliff with a battle-axe and shield.

      Zaan Talabard looked around at the soldiers who were growing impatient. They told him that King Mordoth had just insisted on seeing him and his companions. Tilda, standing battered and fatigued, had at this point stood up from their fallen friend Mäezer Palanzal’s body. She walked over to Zaan’s side, her dagger hidden behind her back.

      There in the middle of the turmoil was the smoldering corpse of the Crooked Knight Xelex, who was not only going to murder Zaan and steal his magical Azulūz, but said he wanted the red Adÿthyst stone for himself. To rule the land for hundreds of years in his shadow and surely introduce slavery once again to Essill.

      Just after the battle ended, their friend Gogenanth had arrived, minutes after Xelex was silenced. Accompanying him was their acquaintance Wollen, now thinner than Zaan remembered, as he and Gogenanth were both captives of the Crooked Knight for some time back at their sieged fortress of Barrier Cliff. With Gogenanth were two people Zaan had seen but once when the dragons first attacked Barrier Cliff, the tattooed woman Ezmerelda and her tall, bald friend Yule.

      “This is your final chance to come with us peacefully,” said the soldier with the yellow plume. “I shan’t ask again.”

      Zaan took a step forward toward the soldier in the yellow plume who wore a grin on his face. Zaan looked around at the onlookers as they watched in amazement at him and awaited his response.

      “Move out of the way and let us pass. We have urgent matters to attend to,” he said.

      The soldiers hefted their spears and swords at this.

      “I understand your king wishes to see us and it’s understandable, however, we need to go. Right now. All of us. There is a war coming and we need to be ready for when it starts. We all need to be ready,” Zaan said. I heard him, I heard his voice. The voice of the Great God Ojiin in my mind. We need to leave here quickly. I’m not going to let these soldiers stop me, not now, not after how far we’ve gone. I’m going to free Ojiin and kill the Devil King.

      “Within the territory of this kingdom you have no choice. The king wishes to see you and we would quicker kill you than let you abandon his request,” said the soldier with the yellow plume, the other soldiers behind him began to appear nervous to Zaan. I’d like to see you try, I’m stronger than ever, and now— I have my friends at my side once again and I’m fully healed from my wound from the Crooked Knight that lays dead on the cobblestone before you.

      Zaan looked around at the people who watched eagerly. “Let them pass,” he heard one of the people yell out from the distance. “Yeah, let them pass!” yelled another.

      The soldier in the yellow plume tried to silence them with his loud yells.

      “They saved us, let them pass,” yelled another citizen.

      Gogenanth looked around, but saw the soldiers were not moving back. So, he looked over at Zaan who looked back and nodded. If they won’t let us pass we’ll just have to walk right past them, if Gogenanth has anything to do with it. We can’t take the chance that the king here has been corrupted by Auracity and will throw us in jail. There’s no other way out of here than through that front gate.

      Beginning a low chant and swirling his hands around, a barely visible wisp of blue smoke circled him. It floated around him and his companions, eventually enveloping Zaan and Tilda. And then they vanished, all of them. Gasps and a few screams sounded from the onlookers.

      “Where did they go?” the soldier with the yellow plume yelled out. “What the devil is going on here?”

      ***Easily making their way through the front gates and heading back towards Barrier Cliff, as they were unsure where to go next, they found themselves quickly back by the Rangk River. Its fresh, crisp water rushing past down south. It was night now and the group felt safer in the darkness.

      Two kingdoms possibly wanted them now, Auracity and Dillengrad, and Zaan knew news of their ‘escape’ from Dillengrad would spread like wildfire. If the whole of Essill wasn’t put off by the Dragons of Riverend they surely would now know of Xelex, the Crooked Knight, and now of a group of travelers that beat him and disappeared into thin air.

      “This is beginning to sound like something out of a book,” Ezmerelda said to the group.

      Tilda laughed at this. “Yes, I’d be surprised to not have generations tell tales of all of this years from now, sadly,” she said.

      “What does the ending to the story look like?” Gogenanth asked, looking at Zaan.

      Zaan didn’t answer immediately, he just laid back and looked up into the night sky and the millions of stars illuminated. “If I knew that, well, you wouldn’t have to ask. It’d already be done and over.”

      Yule spoke up in a low, slow voice, “Is there going to be a war?”

      “Yes,” Zaan said, “if it doesn’t already feel like one it will soon. At least, according to the prophecy Palanzal told me back at Barrier Cliff.”

      Tilda’s head sunk into her hands, “Palanzal, what happened with him? It’s so unreal and sad.”

      “May his soul rest in the embrace of the great gods above,” Gogenanth said.

      “He was very different towards the end,” Zaan said. “All he wanted was the stone, he wanted to kill Xelex, but also . . . He wanted to become a god himself. The more I learn about this stone, the more I despise it. I feel like the power hungry are always going to seek it out. I may as well just throw it into the sea and be done with its curse. I’m hunted for it everywhere I go and I can’t protect it from those who seek divinity forever. It’d be better at the bottom of the sea.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Wollen said. “It does seem like they’re never gonna stop coming after ya, or it.”

      “Well, you can figure that out when the time comes. For now, let’s just head back to Barrier Cliff and regroup,” Tilda said.

      “What if the dragons are still there?” Yule asked.

      “I really, really hope there are some left,” Wollen said eagerly.
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      In the land of shadow and ash, dragons soared through a sky of black.  They roared and snarled viciously while they aimlessly flew back and forth, as if uncertain where to go. The only other sound was the steady snap of their rotten wings flapping through the air.

      A woman, withered and worn with tattooed lines running along her face, watched and her mouth curved up ever so slightly. She had an idea of what the soaring dragons represented and saw an opportunity for herself.

      She took a small trail along a stream that was as black as the night. The rocks were sharp and jagged under her already worn and bleeding feet. The stream turned to the right, following the path of the tall, sharp mountains. Curving around, a mountain revealed itself in the center of these lands. It had slow pools of hot magma flowing down its sides and a single, long, straight path up the center.

      Making her way over to the path she noticed a large figure standing at the entrance. It was a massive figure with two big strong arms, larger than tree trunks, and two smaller arms that bent backwards. She recognized his face, but it was different now; uneven and stitched up the center with black thread. It looked like a monster straight out of hell.

      The ogre stepped aside and let her pass. Climbing the long, steep path, her silver hair blew behind her as the hot winds rushed down on her. The figure seated at the top of the path was coming into view. Eyes of blinding white fire burned down on her as she approached.

      A voice crept through the shadows; hollow, deep, and grim. “Angela Dragus the Righteous, why do you approach me?”

      “My lord, the dragons of Riverend have returned unattended.”

      “Yes, I see that. What does that mean for you?”

      “Armoz, king of all things, lord of this realm and all realms. I wish to return to your service. I believe Riverend and Xelex have possibly fallen, proving these wielders of the Azulūz are strong. Send me back with Reizenthrōgz and the dragons. I will not fail you again. Grant me my youth and beauty again and I will do thy bidding as thee would have me,” she said.

      Armoz the Devil King sat in his throne atop the mountain of ash and lava. His eyes glowed bright white and his pale white face was strong like stone. His stiff black beard cracked as he spoke. “Yes, they have both fallen, and failed me . . . Once.”

      “I will not send you back to seek vengeance for them, or to confront the zealots. I will send you back to retrieve their bodies so I may resurrect them like I did you and the ogre.”

      “Yes, of course my lord,” she said. “May I take him with me?”

      “No, Reizenthrōgz will stay here. You are to prove yourself in this way to me. Bring me back my champion Xelex and you may keep your vanity,” Armoz said.

      “Thy will be done,” she said.

      Armoz lifted a hand of all black, thick metal and his eyes glowed as bright at the full moon. Angela Dragus watched as the scars on her hands transformed back to smooth, delicate skin. She felt her face and the wrinkles and scars had disappeared. Feeling her soft lips and long, clean hair she smiled. “I will not fail you my lord. I will return your soldiers, so they may fight for you once more.”
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      Days later, approaching the foothills of the Cascades, Zaan reminisced about the time he had approached the mountain range for the first time. It was when he had escaped from the enslavement of the Black Cave and his first kill.

      It brought him back to a place he was not proud of, but knew was necessary. After all he had been through, Xelex was his second kill. Surprisingly, to him, that didn’t bother him in the least. The Crooked Knight was more of a demon than a person. The one that upset him now was Palanzal. Even though he still thought he’d done the right thing, it troubled his soul.

      During their long walk from Dillengrad to Holdenbrook they spoke little of Palanzal. They would make time for a remembrance once they had settled. Now, being almost into the mountain range it felt safe for them to make a small fire for the first time since they had escaped Dillengrad. It perked up their spirits. After all, they had little to eat and Wollen, and even Gogenanth, were feeling weary from exhaustion. It had not been that long ago they had been hanging by chains in the courtyard of Barrier Cliff.

      Ezmerelda, seemingly with the highest spirits of them all, felt the bleakness in her new friends as they had frequently talked about the safety of their remaining friends out in the lands somewhere: Astor, Elindrill, Zelestiana, Gar, Major Gylem, Stave, and Lily. Zaan knew many of them were great soldiers and warriors, but it had been so long now, and for Gogenanth to know nothing of their whereabouts was discouraging.

      So, she began to sing, her voice soft and angelic.

      Peering out

      Through the veil so thin

      The stars shone

      Their lights quite dim

      

      Upon a satin cloth

      The mountains lay silent

      Many winds sang songs

      Their words so vibrant

      

      Hurt were the lands

      In the days of old

      Their stories rang

      With voices cold

      

      The days be bright

      With the sun shining high

      Yet when its tail seep down

      Returns the chill of night

      

      No one spoke when she finished singing, Gogenanth lay back and looked up into the stars.

      “Sing another,” said Yule. “Please.”

      Ezmerelda opened her lips to begin a new song, but then Tilda spoke out.

      “Hold it, there’s someone down there,” she said as she stood up suddenly.

      Zaan and Gogenanth stood to peer down to the lowest part of the foothills. In the darkness they could barely make out the figures dressed in black robes.

      “You see them?” Tilda asked.

      “Yes,” Gogenanth answered.

      “Are those . . .” Zaan began.

      “Yes, they are monaters,” Tilda said. “But what are they doing all the way out here? There’s nobody to collect taxes from this close to the sea.

      “I don’t know, but these are troubling times we live in,” Astor said.

      “We should move on,” Zaan said. “No rest tonight.” Who knows if the monaters have turned to spies for one of the kingdoms. They needed to remain unseen as best they could. They needed to keep moving until they had reclaimed some inkling of safety.
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      Standing in a semi-circle around the fallen corpse of Riverend the Dragon Master, the party watched as his dragons disappeared in the sky, flying north. The presence of the Tangier at Lily’s side caused a slight uneasiness in the air; the soldiers and children were frightened of the animal. The Tangier was from tales old, with its massive tiger’s body lined with crimson-red stripes and large ivory antlers. Its eyes golden, like the locks of Lily’s hair.

      “He’s your new pet I assume?” Stave asked Lily with a smile. The Tangier growled and Stave took a step back away from it. “I’m . . . Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Lily said, running her hand along its fur. It stood a full three feet taller than her, not including its antlers. “We are friends, she’s not my pet.”

      “Quite impressive,” Elindrill said.

      “Quite impressive to you, my lady,” said a voice in the distance. Elindrill looked to see Major Gylem approaching from the north, his red beard swaying as he slowed from a sprint to jog up to her. She smiled and watched as Astor, Zelestiana, the remaining soldiers, and Gar came running up from behind him.

      Gylem gave Elindrill an embrace that surprised even her, his eyes peered happily into those of the children’s and his remaining soldiers with them. “You’ve done well,” he said.

      Astor and Zelestiana followed and shook Stave’s hand happily. “What happened here?” Zelestiana asked.

      “Elindrill, she—” Stave began, but then his eyes grew wide as Gar came running up. Stave ran past Zelestiana, which caught her off guard as he and Gar strongly embraced.

      “You’re alive,” Stave said, still holding him.

      “I told you I’d be fine,” Gar said with a smile, and kissed Stave’s lips.

      Astor gave a surprised expression to Zelestiana, “Did you know?” he asked. She only smiled in response. “They’re . . . together? How long has that been going on?”

      Zelestiana walked over to the Major and Elindrill. “Is everyone okay? We saw the dragons flying back overhead.”

      “Yes, yes. Everyone is fine,” Elindrill said. “The day is won, thanks to Lily.”

      Lily looked down at Elindrill’s open wound that was bleeding down her arm. “My lady, we need to get you attended to.” She took a sash off from her waist and quickly wrapped and tied it tightly around the cut.

      Astor walked over to Elindrill, “His body looks badly burned, almost all of his hair is singed off. Where did you get the fire from out here?”

      “I had one of the soldiers tell the children to quietly build a couple of small fires while Riverend was distracted with me. I only needed a little,” she said.

      “It did the job!” Stave said from back behind them, “you should have seen her, I had absolutely no idea.”

      “So, what’s next?” Gar asked.

      Everyone stood quietly, trying to evaluate what would come next. The children were exhausted from traveling so many weeks and needed to rest soon.

      “It sort of depends on where the dragons went off to, I think,” Astor said. “If they returned to Barrier Cliff it’s not safe. Yet if they returned back to their lair . . .”

      “Any news of the others?” Lily asked.

      “Not yet,” Astor said.

      “I have some news,” Elindrill said somberly in the field of red daffodils. “I have heard from Mäezer Palanzal.” The others’ attention perked up in eager anticipation to hear anything of Zaan, Tilda, Gogenanth, Wollen, and the headmaster.

      “The headmaster is gone,” she said. Lily covered her mouth in surprise and shock. Zelestiana dropped to a knee, her head towards the ground.

      “What did he say?” Major Gylem asked.

      “He said goodbye,” Elindrill replied.

      There was silence for a few minutes at the loss of the eldest of them all. The children, who had not heard the news yet, began to play within their circle.

      “The children can travel to somewhere else,” Elindrill said, “but I’d prefer them to have a week of hot food and fresh water. They need time to recuperate before another long trek.”

      “Well, part of me says we should go back to Barrier Cliff in case any survivors try to make it back there,” Astor said.

      “If we could re-fortify the castle it’d be the safest place for our populous,” Gylem said. “Could the children make it back to Holdenbrook? It’d be better there for them than out here in the fields or some god-forsaken cave.”

      “Yes, they could make that trip,” Elindrill said, “however, food is an issue.”

      “You don’t have any?” Astor asked

      “Barely enough for half of them for one meal,” Elindrill said. “Some stale bread is all.”

      “Hold on a second,” Lily said as she closed her eyes calmly, a few seconds later she opened them and a blue glow illuminated them. Looking over at the Tangier she mouthed words no one heard or understood. The Tangier looked into her eyes, looked over to the Cascades in the distance, and then looked out into the fields. It sniffed deeply, and ran off towards the west. It startled the group with how quickly it jumped off and disappeared. They then looked at Lily who stood there, watching for the Tangier.
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        * * *

      

      For the next half hour they constructed a few small fires for everyone and they discussed their best course of action. Eventually they settled on the children returning to Holdenbrook briefly with the protection of Elindrill, Gylem, and his squadron. There they would rest for a few weeks minimum. The soldiers would even help the residents of Holdenbrook if they returned in that timeframe.

      The rest of them would travel back up north through the Cascades to Barrier Cliff, to not only check if the dragons had gone, but check for survivors and hope for the best.

      Shortly after the half hour had passed, Astor caught the sound of something approaching stealthily from the north through the tall grass and daffodils. He stood and unsheathed his sword.

      “Astor, it’s okay it’s just Magnolia,” Lily said.

      “Magnolia?” he said. “Whose . . . oh.”

      The Tangier walked calmly up to the group and laid down the bodies of one doe and two wild boars next to their fire.

      “Her name is Magnolia, I asked her if she liked the name and she said yes,” Lily said with a smile.
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      Up upon the highest walls of the castle, overlooking the surrounding lands, a mighty king grew red with anger and frustration. Looking down from the king’s keep in Auracity, King Hollon Livingston the Eighth looked out into the Cascades to the west, the Yelden Forest to the north, and even peered south to the Bolgivish desert.

      In his hand was a rolled parchment he squeezed tightly. “Incompetent,” he said.

      Erolos, his captain, was standing at the corner of the long wall overlooking the surrounding world. The keep was decorated with tall banners, intricately hand-crafted candelabras, and armor crafted generations prior.

      “He had him and he let him escape,” the king fumed. “He let him go! I should have him killed for being such an inept king, that old crone.”

      “We all had a pact to end this damn thing once and for all,” the king said. “Get the boy Zaan and kill him. Kill him! Not let him back out into the world, my world!”

      “Armoz will stop this all once that boy is gone,” said the king. “Give him up, let him be tortured. Who cares? Let this silliness end. The time is coming for a new age in these lands and neither Armoz nor Zaan are a part of it . . . Agh! King Mordoth let them escape! How is that even possible? They had soldiers surrounding the entire city.”

      King Hollon, with his weathered strong face and groomed black beard, stared once again at the parchment as he unrolled it. His golden crown of jewels glistened in the sunlight. He rolled it up once again in frustration. “There’s something King Manice isn’t telling me here. How did they escape? He wouldn’t betray me and let them go, would he? No, there’s something he’s not telling me.”

      Erolos was leaning on his side on the keep’s stone wall, eating an apple, when he shifted to attention as someone walked up the winding stairwell. It was an attendant, followed by a ragged, dirty man with unkind eyes.

      “Your highness, this man says he has ridden day and night from Dillengrad. He says he has information for you,” the attendant said.

      “Has he been searched?” Erolos asked.

      “Yes, he only had a knife which has been confiscated,” the attendant replied.

      “What news do you have?” the king asked.

      “I witnessed the fight in Dillengrad and saw not only your fugitive Zaan Talabard, but the large man Gogenanth as well,” the ragged man in black said.

      “Where are they now?” the king asked.

      “All due respect your highness,” the ragged man said with a slight hiss. “That information was free, the rest is worth a sack of gold.”

      “On with it!” the king said, “I will decide its worth.”

      The ragged man gulped, and hesitantly began. “I was on a rooftop on the street watching it all. There was a demon, but it was killed by your Zaan, and Gogenanth came in shortly after the fight.”

      “How did they escape?” King Hollon demanded.

      “They . . . disappeared, into thin air,” the ragged man said, moving his hands in the air in front of him.

      The King didn’t respond.

      The ragged man went on. “It wasn’t just me who saw it, at least a hundred others did as well. The soldiers even admit it, saying it was some sort of black magic.”

      “Where are they now then?”

      “That information I do not have,” the ragged man said and saw the king’s expression turn sour. “But . . . I do have information you may appreciate. Rumors have circulated you are looking for something, something small.”

      The ragged man saw the king’s attention perk up at this.

      “Out with it!” the king yelled.

      “Both the Crooked Knight and an elderly man were after something the man Zaan had with him,” the ragged man said. “The Crooked Knight called it an Adÿthyst stone.”

      King Hollon smiled a wide smile. “Finally, after all this time.”
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      Days later, approaching the fortress they saw the three black pillars reaching into the sky. Each tower had a bright-white light illuminated on it, and the high walls were lit with blue torches. Zaan couldn’t help but smile as they had returned to the one place he had felt safe, the fortress of Barrier Cliff. It had been his new home after leaving Auracity long ago with Gogenanth. That was when he was told he was being hunted by Angela Dragus the Righteous because he’d acquired the Azulūz, although he was unable to use it back then.

      “No sign of the Dragons of Riverend,” Gogenanth said.

      “Yeah, they surely would’ve spotted us by now, out in the open like this,” Tilda said.

      “Damn,” Wollen said, scratching his scraggly brown beard.

      “Last we heard, Riverend was going down south to . . .” Gogenanth started.

      “What?” Tilda asked.

      “He was going after the last of us,” he said. “After the others. The Major, Elindrill, Gar . . . anyone they could find from Barrier Cliff, even the children.”

      Tilda’s face turned angry, “This just gets sicker and sicker. So, the dragons are down there right now? Should we go after them?”

      “Maybe,” Wollen said. “They were going down to Holdenbrook, that was over two weeks ago probably. Much could’ve happened in that time.”

      Tilda had a frustrated expression on her face at that point.

      “I trust they handled themselves,” Zaan said. “If they regrouped, they would have been a mighty force to reckon with. If I had to guess, I’d say Zelestiana and the others beat them back somehow.” At least I hope they fought and won. This happened over two weeks ago? Wouldn’t the dragons have returned here if they’d have won a battle down there? This doesn’t look or feel good at all, but I have to stay strong for the others.

      Gogenanth smiled, “Aye.”

      Tilda seemed to relax a bit at that.

      “Well, while we are here, is there anything to eat?” Ezmerelda asked, and her stomach grumbled.

      “Yes, we have stores of food hidden below the city. I’m hungry too, let’s go,” Tilda said.

      With that, they all walked up the winding path to the fortress’ entrance and used the hidden, small door next to the main gate that was closed. Entering the city they saw the glassy, black stone spattered with dried blood in the large open areas. The smell of rotting corpses drifted on the breeze.

      “After we eat, that’ll need to be the first thing that needs to be done,” Tilda said.

      Zaan felt sick to his stomach at the smell of the city, and for the first time in a week lost his appetite. He followed the group on up the winding pathways of the dead, neglected plants, and blood-stained roads. Finally, they turned a corner into the main courtyard, below the entrance to the Headmaster’s tower.

      The first thing that they all saw was the toppled statue of Gildur atop the further rotting corpse of the dragon Zaan had killed. Then they looked up at the mounted chains that Gogenanth and Wollen hung from for an unaccounted amount of time.

      “The last time we were all here together,” Zaan said, “it feels like yesterday, and yet feels like a lifetime ago.” The dragons came in so swiftly and changed everything. They not only changed all of our lives, but they’ve changed Essill itself. Surely everyone, everywhere, knows of their coming. I only pray there’s a way to defeat them.

      “Aye,” Wollen said.

      After a silent moment Tilda asked, “Ezmerelda, would you and Yule like to help me gather up some food?”

      They nodded and went off further into the city to collect and cook some food.

      “Zaan,” Gogenanth said. “What you did with Xelex, that hasn’t happened before. We don’t get more than one capability with our Azulūz. You not only used your power, but the same one Elindrill carries.”

      “What does that mean?” Zaan asked.

      “I don’t know, I wish we could’ve asked the headmaster that question, not that he would have had the answer,” Gogenanth said. “But this has got to mean something. It hasn’t happened since the birth of the Azulūz, over one-thousand years ago. It may be a sign for the better, maybe the odds are turning in our favor finally.”

      “I’ve heard you talk about this briefly and I did wonder this awhile back,” Wollen said. “You inherit your Azulūz from others when they die, or— I mean, someone passes it on when they’re dying right? Well, I was wonderin’, what happened to Gildur’s when he passed? When he fought that witch?”

      “We don’t know,” Gogenanth said. “Sometimes the person feels it enter them, like it did with Zaan and I. Sometimes they have no idea as in Lily’s case.”

      “Well, what if Zaan got Gildur’s Azulūz and got double the power?” Wollen asked, his bushy eyebrows perked up curiously. “That’d be somethin’, wouldn’t it?”

      Would it be possible Gildur passed his Azulūz down to me when he died? I didn’t feel anything out on the battlefield. Then again, that was the first real day that wielded real power with my Azulūz, and with Gildur’s loss there was a lot of emotion. It was also the first time I met Lily.

      “I have no idea, that is beyond anything I’ve learned of the power of the gods,” Gogenanth said. “Although I’d wondered too where it went off to, and now where Palanzal’s went.”
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        * * *

      

      After they consumed more food than thought possible by Zaan, a lethargic trance came over them all.

      “Well . . .” said Wollen.

      “Yep,” Ezmerelda continued. “Which way’s your room?” she asked Gogenanth, who remained expressionless.

      Zaan smiled and looked over at him, and then at Tilda.

      Gogenanth stood up and held out his hand, which Ezmerelda took and they left the candlelit room with the warm fire in the corner. Around the table sat Wollen, drinking wine straight from the bottle at that point. Yule had put his head down on the table and was snoring.

      Tilda placed her hand on the top of Zaan’s leg, squeezed, and finished the last remnants of her glass, “Ready?”
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      Walking together down the winding paths, illuminated in the pale light of the moon and the blue torches that seemed to burn endlessly, Tilda had her arm wrapped around Zaan’s. The times we were here together, she was pushing me away, now, she’s pulling me in, Zaan thought. I hope this time it lasts. It’s difficult for me to be fully trusting around her, as I feel she could push me away again, but I get it. She lost her one love, her husband, and I remind her of him. Maybe she needs time, or maybe it’s real this time. All I know is that it feels right.

      As romantic as they tried to make the stroll, the stench of death was overwhelming. They rushed up to Tilda’s place, littered with cobwebs, but the smell remained. They assumed the same of Zaan’s room, so they packed up some blankets and headed out of the city to sleep beneath the stars.

      It was a cool night, not much of a breeze, and no rain thankfully. They nestled in together and Tilda turned and softly kissed his lips, then rolled back over and watched the stars flicker with light. The clouds were thin and smoky and they delicately rolled low over them.

      “How does it feel for you to be back home?” Tilda asked.

      “Hmm, that’s a good question, I’m not sure how to answer it. It feels weird, you calling it home,” he said.

      “Yeah, I see what you mean. Even that small room in Dillengrad began to feel like home for such a brief moment,” she said.

      “Even before us Auracity felt safe, then Barrier Cliff, and now . . .” he started, then realized what he was insinuating. “You know, I am going to keep us safe from now on. And that means don’t try to talk me out of a fight again. I don’t need to be protected. I need to do the protecting. I realize now what I am or, or what I’m supposed to be. I think I can do that, I think I can end this whole thing, but I will need help.”

      “Do you really think it’s wise to go after Armoz?” she asked.

      “Wise? No. But how else is this ever going to end?” he said.

      “It’s just, how do we go after a god? Even with some of us having abilities? And how could we even travel to his lands? Is he in the clouds? Or below ground?”

      Zaan paused for a moment, staring up into the sky. They could hear the waves of the sea crashing onto the shoreline nearby.

      “Zaan, what is it? Are you not telling me something?” she said as she rolled on her side and looked at him. She put her hand on his chest and played with the buttons on his shirt.

      “He talked to me.”

      “Who talked to you?” she asked.

      “He did.”

      Tilda paused. “Not he?”

      “I know it sounds kinda crazy, that’s why I haven’t told anyone about it,” Zaan said.

      “When? What did he say?”

      “So . . . You believe me?”

      “Zaan, you can see that I’m falling for you, right? I think that’s becoming fairly obvious by now. So, I trust you. And you trust me, right?” she asked.

      He rolled over onto his side, facing her, and kissed her on her soft lips. “Yes.”

      “So, what did he say?”

      “He said to run from the king in Dillengrad, go find Ojiin and the Forgotten Gods, and save them. I know . . . I know where Armoz is,” he said.

      “Where?”

      “In the northern continent, Sarcasus. There’s an island there. An island I’ve never heard of. It’s called the Isle of Fyre.”

      Tilda seemed to have many thoughts rolling through her mind at that. “That would make sense—the dragons and Xelex came from the north. You know . . . To get there, we’d have to cross the sea. We don’t have dragons.”

      “That’s one thing I can’t figure out. Though I’ve spent my whole life in Fur-lol, I haven’t the faintest idea about sailing. All I know is the Aterax is bound to smash the boat into pieces out on the open waters.”

      “I don’t know much about it either, luckily we do know someone whose traveled to at least three continents,” she said.

      “Gogenanth, of course. We should talk to him tomorrow about it,” he said.

      Tilda dropped her head onto Zaan’s chest and stayed there in silence a few moments. “What will we do when we get there?”

      Zaan gave a deep sigh, “I don’t know.” What weapon would we even need to fight a god? Would the Azulūz be enough? Subconsciously, he dipped his hand into his pocket and wrapped his finger around the small, pumpkin seed-sized red stone. The Adÿthyst? Is the Adÿthyst stone the only way? Would its power even be enough?

      “You know, that raises another question then: the war in the prophecy from the Revelation of Secrecy and Light book. I assumed it referred to a war happening here on Essill, but maybe now it refers to the war before us if we go after Armoz directly?” she asked.

      “That’s a good question and another one I don’t have the answer to,” he said.

      “Just try to imagine when it’s all over: being hunted, the war, and being fugitives. We could settle wherever we wanted, do whatever we wanted, and just live in peace,” she said.

      “So, you’ll stay with me when this is all over, you’re not just going to up and leave me when we save the world?” he asked.

      “You little shite,” she said as she hit him in the arm.

      “I’m just kidding, relax. Did you just call me a little shite?”

      “Well, you are being one,” she said. “I can call you that because I’m like twice your age.”

      “That won’t be the case for long, I have a birthday coming up, and I’m gaining on you,” he said.

      “How old will you be?” she asked.

      “Twenty-three.”

      She laid back heavily, “Twenty-three. What I wouldn’t give to be your age again. I’m nearly twice that now.”

      Zaan lined the curves of her face with his eyes. “You still look like you’re in your twenties to me.”

      “Shut up, when you say things like that you just upset me,” she said and rolled her face away from him.

      “I mean it, you’re beautiful,” he said.

      “You know I’m not going to get any younger if you stay with me. You okay with that?” she said, still not facing him.

      “If you’re okay with me not getting any younger,” he said quickly. Of course, I don’t care about any age difference, I care for her. What does age have anything to do with it?

      She turned back to face him, “I mean it Zaan, are you sure you want to be with me, and not . . .?” She paused, not meaning to continue.

      “What?” he asked, but she didn’t respond. “No, what were you going to say?”

      “I’ve seen how you looked at her.”

      “Who?” Zaan asked. Please don’t say Lily.

      “Lily.”

      Zaan paused, not knowing exactly what to say. “That was when you paid me no mind, you wouldn’t even speak to me.”

      “I’m just saying she’s more of your age, and she could . . .”

      “Hey, Tilda, just stop. I told you I want to be with you and no one else. Trust me, you don’t have to worry about our ages, or anything else. I’m happy being with you, completely.”

      “You sure?” she asked. He nodded with a smile.

      “Good,” she said as she smiled back. They kissed, a long deep kiss. Then Tilda pulled back and look curiously back at the castle. “When did Gogenanth and Ezmerelda become something?”

      “Ha!” Zaan laughed. “Yeah, that seemed to come out of nowhere.”
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      The sun peaked its first rays of light over the cold, dark waters of the Rion sea. Its golden glow streaked to the heavens and brightly lit the castle behind them. The grass was damp around them and small dots of moisture dripped off their blades. Zaan was holding tightly onto Tilda, keeping both of them warm.

      Then the smell of smoke began to waft to Zaan’s nose, instantly it began to warm him. His eyes opened quicker than they usually would on any given morning, and he moved up to his feet. Tilda still lay asleep beneath the thick fabric and wool.

      He walked up the inclining path to the entrance of the castle, its main gate open. Just outside of the gate was the beginning of a roaring bonfire. Ezmerelda and Yule stood next to it, throwing large logs onto it. Zaan stood at the gateway and heard a grunt coming down towards him. He saw Gogenanth and Wollen pulling down the carcass of a dead dragon. It was a dark-green one that had puncture holes littered around its chest.

      Gogenanth was pulling it by its neck and Wollen pulled it by the tail, it formed a semi-circle as they drug it down the city’s roadway. Suddenly the tail released its weight and Wollen fell onto his backside. “Agh! Damned, dead, rotten, spoiled, vile!” he yelled as he picked up the tail and threw it down the way, landing next to the fire.

      Zaan saw Gogenanth try to contain a laugh, continuing to drag the mighty dragon down, and heave part of it onto the tall bonfire. Then he tossed the tail onto the fire as well.

      “Zaan, where did you come from?” he asked.

      “We slept outside last night, couldn’t stand the smell,” he replied.

      “Yes, we lit all sorts of candles and incense to keep the stench away,” Gogenanth said. “Wait, we?” he asked and then saw Tilda walking up the bank, carrying the blankets they’d slept in. He curled his lip. “We.”

      Wollen walked up, “Mornin’ boy. There’s some breakfast over that’a way,” he said pointing back towards the courtyard just inside the city walls. “After, let’s get to burying the bodies of these heroes and burn the bodies of these devils. I could hardly sleep a wink with that smell. Reminded me too much of hanging from those goddamned chains.”

      Zaan and Tilda walked into the courtyard and found warm, black coffee stirred with sugar cane. They drank it greedily before eating dried dates with a fried bread Ezmerelda had made. It was something new for them, but topped with a sweet, thick syrup it was heavenly.

      “This is delicious,” Tilda said. “I don’t remember tasting anything like this.”

      “It’s a family recipe,” Ezmerelda said, passing by Gogenanth and Wollen as they drug another dragon down the city street. The wing Wollen was pulling snapped off and he went into another fit of cursing.

      “It’s really good, thanks,” Zaan said. Ezmerelda smiled.

      “Where’s your family from?” Tilda asked.

      “My family? We’re from the Bolgivish,” she said.

      “So, you’ve lived in the desert?” Tilda asked.

      “Yes, born and bred there.”

      “Where did you live?” she asked.

      “We were part of a caravan, so different cities I suppose,” Ezmerelda said.

      “Interesting, I bet you’ve got some stories to tell,” Tilda said. “If you don’t mind my asking, how did you meet up with Yule?”

      “Yule? I met him under some unfortunate circumstances,” she said. “When I’d found him he’d lost everything he had, including his family.”

      Tilda didn’t respond, but she had a mournful look in her eyes.“Seems things like that have been going around too often in these times,” Zaan said.

      “Yes, you bet they are,” Ezmerelda said. “Well, enjoy your breakfast!” she said as she strolled back down the street.

      They watched as Wollen ripped a dragon’s head off and threw it down the street in anger, shouting every curse word Zaan had ever heard in his life, and a few he hadn't.

      “I guess I’ll start shoveling graves. This’ll be my first time,” Zaan said. This is all so sad, so tragic. All because of a gift we were given. A gift that was supposed to help people, to improve lives, to help find the true gods. And here we are digging graves for the innocent people who died needlessly, where is the justice? Where is the hope? Where is the peace in this Age of Peace? It’s all because of him, it’s all because of Armoz, no one else.

      “Hey,” Tilda said as she grabbed him by the shirt and he stepped over and kissed her.

      Zaan smiled and walked down the road to the bonfire that was roaring wildly with the corpses of two dragons incinerating upon it. He grabbed a shovel and went off to the graveyard outside of the city walls.

      Just as he broke ground he noticed the gravestone to the side of him and walked over in front of it. Inscribed on the marble tombstone read Here lay Gildur Titanus the Crusader 945 A.P. – 999 A.P. Zaan sat on top of the grave and played with the blades of grass and read the remainder of the inscription. A man who gave everything he had for others, he will not be forgotten.

      Zaan sat there, and thought to himself, will I have to give everything I have in this final fight?
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      Peering out over the Rion Sea, that seemed to go on forever, Zaan considered the dangers of trying to cross any vast spans of water. He had seen and felt the capabilities of the Aterax many times over his lifetime, he was even almost swept out to sea once in the waters he was watching then.

      The sun was almost directly overhead when thick, gray clouds rolled underneath. The stones that comprised the city were covered in dirt and ash from the dragons, so the normally black, reflective surfaces had more of a matte finish. Tiny droplets began to fall on the stones. Zaan looked up at the Headmaster Tower in the center of the city and raindrops fell on his black hair. He had by now bathed and trimmed his hair. He chose to leave the black, short beard that had grown over the last few weeks alone. His was in a sort of weird state, as it was halfway to appearing like an intentional cut. He didn’t care to keep his hair completely shaved off anymore.

      He still knew that people were after him, not only those abiding the will of Armoz, but also the kingdoms of Auracity and Dillengrad. He knew his luck would run out eventually, but he didn’t quite know what would happen after he was captured, because eventually he would be if he stayed anywhere too long. Feeling safe in Barrier Cliff was an illusion. The kings of the lands would surely come to inspect the city once they learned the dragons were gone.

      The raindrops pattered his head in a steady stream, it was a warm summer rain. Zaan leaned his elbows onto the high walls of the fortress. He was on the eastern wall still staring out at the Rion. If they somehow acquired ships and were able to sail out from the shoreline, they would have to travel north out of the Rion and into the freezing water that surrounds Sarcasus. They would need warm clothes and supplies to last who knew how long. He’d never met anyone who'd been to that continent. Is this the right decision? Am I just putting my friends in further danger? No, Ojiin told me to go, the gods are going to protect us. But how are we supposed to fight a god?

      He pulled the Adÿthyst stone from the small pocket in his tan, cotton pants and looked into it. He held it up; it was the size of a pumpkin seed with many angled sides, and it was bright red like a ruby. As he tilted it in the dim light of the sun that peeked through the thick rain clouds, it turned an opaque pink with bright reflections of white light. Will I need to absorb the Adÿthyst to be strong enough to fight Armoz? I could swallow it now, I might even be able to protect all of us upon the waters. No. It’s a curse, I’ll only take it if absolutely necessary. Immortality is a terrifying thing. Who would want to live forever? Headmaster Palanzal did and look where it got him.

      “There you are,” Tilda said as she walked up the curving stairway that led to where the market used to be. She took the stairs two at a time. As she walked up to Zaan in the soft light and warm rain, he felt a warm feeling in his soul. Every time he saw her, she got more beautiful to him. He felt them growing closer every day. She had put her hair into new, clean braids that clung to her neck and shoulders. They framed her tattoo perfectly on her shoulder and arm; a dragon with sword and anvil. She had bathed after they cleared the city of the corpses and now wore a silky black dress. They were all going to have a ceremony for the fallen, freshly buried heroes.

      Wrapping her arms around him, she gave him a soft, passionate kiss. She gave a brilliant smile and he couldn’t help but grin back. “What are you doing out here by yourself in the rain?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” he said.

      “No really, what’re you doing? I’m sure there’s a lot on your mind,” she asked.

      “I was just thinking about you,” he said.

      She gave him a look that showed skepticism, “You’re funny. Well, are you ready?”

      “Yeah, let’s go,” he said.

      They began to walk down the winding stairway that curved back to the desolate market area before leading back down to the front gate of Barrier Cliff. “After the ceremony we need to talk to Gogenanth about the others, Zelestiana and Astor, I can’t help but think about them constantly,” Tilda said.

      “Me too, I just want to know if Gar is well. Or if the opposite is true, I just want to know. Not knowing is the hardest,” he said.

      “It will be difficult for you to travel out into the open lands of Essill now, there is surely a huge bounty on your head,” she said.

      “You may even have one on you as well, if they found out your name,” he said.

      “That’s true, it’s starting to look like any road we take ends in some sort of doom now.”

      He didn’t respond immediately. “Well, any road we take we will take together,” he said, and stopped to wrap her up in his arms.

      He couldn’t see it, but he felt her smile on his neck. “What is that thing your mother told you when you went to your sister’s funeral again?”

      “She told me no matter how dark things get to find the road to light, or you’ll be left in the darkness,” he said.

      “What’s our road to light?” she asked.

      “It seems the only path now is the most dangerous. It seems crazy to even try, but Ojiin told me we needed to find him and the other gods. I can only hope that he’s right.” As he spoke Tilda looked up at him, awe etched onto her face.

      “Do I sound crazy talking about a god that spoke to me? I fell sort of crazy myself when I say it aloud.”

      She put a finger up to her lips, “Yeah, you do.” They both laughed and continued walking towards the graveyard and site of the ceremony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in a line before the freshly filled graves of forty-two bodies, the smell of burned dragon corpse still hung in the air. In the warmth of summer, light drops of rain still pattered the ground all around them. They were in a clearing of the forest line just outside of the city. In the line was Gogenanth, Wollen, Ezmerelda, Yule, and Zaan. In front of them was Tilda. She was holding a book she collected from the Headmaster’s office titled The Passing.

      Tilda opened the book, fingered through a couple of pages, and settled on the one she needed.

      “We are here today to mourn the passing of friends and family. Their lives were given fighting for their friends, family, and homes. Being here to grieve their passing gives us the memories of time spent with them and their legacies will live on through us,” she said.

      Zaan stood firmly and looked over to see Gogenanth with his head down and his eyes closed.

      Tilda went on and a tear rolled down her cheek, “Today, through our sadness we must not let these friends pass in vein. We will continue to live through the traditions they leave us with. We must remember to be generous, kind, and courageous in our short time in this life.”

      She sniffled and wiped the tears away, “I guess this is an honorary burial for our passed headmaster as well . . .” she started but then began to sob uncontrollably and fell to her side on the ground, Zaan ran over to her and knelt to hold her. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He held her tighter. I miss Palanzal too. I feel partly to blame for his passing. Poor Tilda knew him much longer than I did. She’s felt so much loss in her life, I wish I could console her.  “It’s okay, let it out.” He looked up to see Ezmerelda and Yule weeping together. Gogenanth watched Tilda with solemn eyes. Wollen only looked angry, he appeared to not like funerals.

      Tilda gave a sigh and wiped the tears away. Standing back up she said, “Okay, I’m okay, I’ll continue.” As she spoke her jaw dropped and she stared out into the distance behind the group.

      “What’s wrong?” Zaan asked, looking at her face frozen in awe.

      “Look,” she said.

      Zaan turned his head to look past Gogenanth and the others to the open fields before Barrier Cliff. Then he saw what she was looking at. They were mounted on horses. Five of them. It can’t be— Can it? Is it them? Ojiin, please, have mercy on us for once and let it be them!

      “It’s them,” Tilda said with a wide smile on her face. “It’s them! They’re back! They’re alive!” She yelled loudly and began to run towards them.

      Gogenanth turned and Zaan had only seen him smile like that once before, when Zaan was walking out into the sunlight from his imprisonment from the Black Cave. “I’ll be,” was all he said.

      The group of five mounted on horseback approached at a trot.

      Zaan and the others walked towards them casually as Tilda ran.

      As they walked up, Zaan could see the elated expressions on their faces. Astor dismounted first and Tilda and he embraced, it seemed as though she was never going to let him go.

      Gar dismounted and walked over to Zaan and they shook hands, then Gar hugged him. “I didn’t know if you were alive. Thank Ojiin,” he said.

      Zaan hugged him strongly, “I’ve missed you my friend.”

      Zelestiana dismounted and walked over to Gogenanth. She stopped a pace away from him and bowed slightly. He bowed in response and then they firmly hugged each other’s arm. A soldier’s handshake. She smiled a rare smile.

      “You killed him, didn’t you?” Gogenanth asked. “Riverend.”

      “No, actually I didn’t,” Zelestiana said, “She did.” Zelestiana turned to watch as Lily dismounted from a white steed. Lily— She’s alive . . . I assumed the worst. Thank the gods. Did she say— Lily killed Riverend?

      Lily ran quickly over to Zaan. Gar moved out of the way and Lily wrapped her arms around him, and gave him a passionate kiss on his lips. Instinctively he kissed her back, but only for a moment before drawing his head back.

      “You’re alive, I can’t believe it. You’re all alive,” Zaan said. I’m so overcome with grief, but glee at the sight of my friends returned. I didn’t mean to kiss her, I was caught off guard. I shouldn’t have kissed her. I need to tell her.

      “You’re alive,” Astor said as he walked up from next to Tilda. Zaan saw unsure emotions on her face. Lily released her arms from Zaan and took a step back, but she smiled wildly.

      Stave walked over and shook Gogenanth’s hand and hugged Tilda.

      Astor’s smile faded to a solemn look as he gazed over at dozens of fresh graves, “Are those all from the fight with the dragons?” Gogenanth nodded.

      “We were just having a ceremony for them,” Tilda said.

      “Looks like we came at just the right time,” Zelestiana said.

      They all walked over together to the burial site. As they walked Lily stayed next to Zaan, she smiled and he smiled back. Tilda was at the rear of the group. Lily held out her hand for Zaan to take, which he almost did, but pulled his hand back slowly to his side. “I’m sorry, I can’t, I’ll explain later.”

      Her smile faded to a look of confusion and rejection and then sadness. I thought you were dead, and Tilda saved me. I want to tell her that I care for her, but things are— complicated now. I care for Tilda, that’s who I’ve chosen. I’m sorry. They all walked over and stood back in a line. “Do you want to continue?” Zelestiana asked Tilda.

      “Yes,” Tilda said, “but first, how are the others? I don’t see Elindrill or Gylem, or the children.”

      “They’re all fine, they are going to stay in Holdenbrook. She and the Gylem are going to watch over them until it’s safe enough to find a suitable place for us all to live,” Zelestiana said.

      “If that day ever comes,” Gogenanth added.

      “It will,” Zaan said. “Together, we can fight off any attack. We’ve proven we’re stronger than any ugly beast he can throw at us.” Zaan saw Gogenanth nod. “You can start again, Tilda.”

      “Well, where was I?” Tilda said, “Oh, I was just about to talk about having an honorary tribute for headmaster Mäezer Palanzal. Did you know of his passing?”

      “Yeah, Elindrill told us,” Stave said.

      “How did she know?” Zaan asked. “Oh, he must have communicated with her during our fight with Xelex.”

      “Yes, he did,” Astor said, “and she wanted me to tell you specifically that in his final moments he told her to tell you that he was sorry. That greed had taken his heart. He wanted her to tell you herself that he felt wrong in that moment.”

      A burden that had been laying inside of Zaan’s heart was lifted that moment, his shoulders fell slightly, and he sighed a breath of relief. “I’m sorry I didn’t save him everyone. I’m sorry.” His head fell to his chest and Zaan cried for the first time since the fight with Xelex.

      Zelestiana walked over to Zaan and embraced him. He wrapped his arms around her tightly. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I could’ve saved him, but I chose not to. I’m so sorry, maybe I should’ve saved him. I’m so sorry, please forgive me.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, he chose his own path, albeit a dark path of greed. It consumed him. Any of us are capable of traversing such paths, it didn’t make him any less of a friend or comrade. We will still look back on him as a great leader and headmaster. But it wasn’t your fault,” Zelestiana said as he sobbed into her.

      Zaan pulled back from her and watched as Tilda, Lily, and surprisingly Astor all sobbed. He cleared his throat and wiped away the tears. “You want to continue Tilda?”

      “I don’t think I can,” she struggled to say. “Zelestiana, will you do it for me?”

      Zelestiana nodded and walked over in front of the group, and Tilda walked over next to Zaan, on the other side of Lily. Tilda held onto Zaan’s arm, and Lily, watching out the corner of her eye, took a careful step away from them.

      Zelestiana continued on with the ceremony to celebrate the life of Mäezer Palanzal and the other fallen comrades in the ground. She didn’t cry and her voice remained strong and steady. Zaan felt such a sense of relief that she and the others were back. She made him feel safe again, a feeling that wasn’t common these days for him.

      He looked over at Gar who smiled back. Zaan noticed that Gar and Stave were holding hands, and he looked over at Ezmerelda who had her hands around Gogenanth’s arm. This is my family; my new family is back together. This really is the best thing I could’ve ever asked for. If I was to die today, I would die a happy man.
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      Corks popped and booze flowed. Gar was already up on a table doing a jig, singing a song about the Great King Asil and how he defeated the old King Dür . It was a much more fun and lively song than its context, but they laughed and drank while singing a song of the famously bloody, long battle. They all sat around clapping to the rhythm, even Gogenanth participated in the festivities.

      There was no official barkeep at Folk’s Inn that night as they had buried him the day prior. Even Gogenanth participated in the fun, Ezmerelda grabbed him by the hands and got him to sway back and forth, as close to dancing as Zaan had ever seen him get. Gar pulled Lily up on the table and she danced next to him. Zaan hadn’t had a chance, or the stomach, to talk to her about his current relationship with Tilda, but he assumed she now knew—that someone had told her. Regardless, she was having a fine time with the help of some sweet white wine.

      Then Stave was pulled on the table and Zaan thoroughly enjoyed watching them laugh and dance. Astor stood by Zelestiana and they both clapped and smiled. Yule was dancing by himself by the side of the table. Tilda danced and Zaan drank his whiskey, bobbing his head to the beat. Gar motioned for Zaan to come up on the table with them. He feigned no and smiled. “Oh, come on!” Gar beckoned as he stepped down and grabbed him by the arm. “Don’t be such a wort!”

      Zaan reluctantly got up on the table and danced with them. He knew the words to the song Gar was singing and began to sing the final verses with him.

      

      All along the journey neigh

      King Asil climbed the castle high

      He struck down the five-hundred-year king

      And with that the age of peace he did bring

      

      Now the kingdoms are painted white

      All the people living without blight

      Where food and shelter flow like the sea into the bay

      The Forgotten Names of the Gods can stay that way

      

      Without paying too much attention to the words, the group laughed and cheered. Gar was so energetic he jumped up high and when he landed back on the table it broke in half and they all came crashing down on each other. It was quite a spectacle. Lily landed hard on Zaan, their faces were inches apart. He smiled an apologetic smile, she briefly returned it, then her lips curled down and she looked away from him.

      “Well done, Gar, well done!” Astor said as he went over and helped him up. “Can I get you another drink, looks like you lost yours in the tumble.”

      “Barkeep, we’ll take your finest wine, and cost is no issue!” Gar said as he stood up and then stumbled, almost falling over.

      “Whoa there, you sure you need any more?” Stave asked, “You seem to be doing just fine.”

      “One more,” Gar said, “just one more for the road.” Stave smiled and Astor went behind the bar to find a bottle of proper wine.

      He grazed his hands over the many dusty bottles on the Cherrywood rack. His fingers halted three-quarters of the way up the rack and he pulled one down to inspect the bottle. “Well I’ll be,” he said. “Zaan this bottle is from your hometown.” Holding it out, Zaan walked over and inspected the bottle. It was a dark red and it was indeed from Fur-lol.

      “Yup, it sure is. It’s a delicious varietal and a good year too. Lots of sun and rain. It’s got a sweetness at the front, but it’s strong,” Zaan said as he handed it back to Astor, who opened it up with a pop.

      Astor pulled down enough glasses so everyone could try a taste. They all smelled the dark red liquid and sipped pleasantly. As soon as the cork popped Zaan was taken back by the aroma, back home, and it made him miss it. Many of them smiled as the wine from Fur-lol went down.

      “That takes me back,” Zaan said with a wide grin.

      “What should we drink to?” Gar asked. “I think we’ve drank enough to health and friends. What’ya say Zaan?”

      “Hmm . . . Being with you all, having this family together is the best thing I could’ve asked for. Yet it makes me miss my family back home and my dog who . . . Anyways, let’s drink to the Talabards and Oscar my dog back home.”

      “I’ll drink to that!” Gar said and they all clinked glass and finished the last remnants of their wine, except Zaan, who, instead of finishing his wine, watched as he swirled it around in the clear glass. It was the same wine they poured after the funeral of his sister, Emilisa. It was the first drink he’d ever really had.

      A memory popped into his head and had him dazed as he swirled the dark-red wine. He remembered Emilisa swimming in a stream not far from town, she was around six at the time. Zaan was on the side of the stream plucking a tune on his lute, and a storm suddenly began seemingly out of nowhere. Zaan noticed the rain, but didn’t pay much mind until the thunder started. It was almost deafening and seemed to be directly overhead. He threw his lute down and watched as Emilisa was so frightened she froze.

      He yelled at her to get back to the shore, but she didn’t budge. Instinctively he ran into the water as the winds picked up. The Aterax had come to Fur-lol for the first time in his memory. He held his head low and ran into the water, it was only waist deep, but the wind made waves that made it harder to tread through. He grabbed her and lifted her up out of the water as thunder crashed loudly overhead.

      Lifting his knees high to clear the choppy water, he finally got them both out of the stream. Just as they reached dry land and only feet from the water’s edge, the sky turned a brilliant white and Zaan and Emilisa were shot forward to the ground. Dazed, he stood up. His ears hurt and he saw behind them the fish were all floating in the stream. Lightning had struck the water just after they had gotten out. Shortly after, the Aterax disappeared, as it usually did within twenty minutes or so.

      He looked into her eyes through the shock. He’d remember that look for the rest of his life. Her bright green eyes the color of fresh grass in the summer.

      “Everything all right?” Tilda asked looking at Zaan.

      “Oh, yeah. This wine just took me back further than I thought it would,” he said.

      “You want to stay or head back? I’m getting a bit foggy,” she said.

      “I’ll stay a bit longer, I’m still pretty awake. Why don’t you head back and I’ll meet you there? Your place, right?” he asked and she nodded. He grabbed her and kissed her on her soft lips.

      “Don’t stay up too late, okay?” She winked at him and then said her goodbyes to the others.

      Gar, Stave, and Yule left with her. That left the remainder of them celebrating and reminiscing for another couple of hours. The majority of the energy had left the room with Gar, but they each got to tell in detail more of what happened to each of them when their paths split. Then Zaan got to the part about how he killed the Crooked Knight Xelex.

      “Unbelievable,” Astor said. “You used my aunt Elindrill’s Azuluz. No one can do that, use multiple powers.”

      “That’s true, there’s never been a case of that happening,” Zelestiana said. “If only Palanzal were here to hear this.”

      “He saw it, I’m not sure if he knew what it was, but I’m guessing he knew when it happened,” Zaan said.

      “Have you tried using it again?” Zelestiana asked.

      “Come to think of it, no, I haven’t. Life has just been flying by a mile a minute,” he said.

      No one spoke, but most of them seemed to lean in just a little closer to him. Zaan looked over at the fireplace at the far wall of the room. It was a fireplace of dirty-soot colored stone that stood waist high and was lit almost every hour of everyday, until the dragons came that is.

      He closed his eyes and focused his mind on the fire. He tried to feel it inside of him. It took longer than it did for him to feel the space and objects around him. But he did feel it, although only faintly. With a light blue glow emanating from his hand, he flicked his wrist and the fire burst twice its size. Everyone was stunned by the small explosion. Small flames shot out and lit a table cloth not far from the fireplace.

      “That is really something, Zaan,” Zelestiana said.

      Ezmerelda ran over to it and threw the blue table cloth on the ground and stomped it out. “I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it.”
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      A lone, black raven glided over the vast expanse of the Aurburn Plains, floating out over the tall forest trees of the Yelden. Flying high towards the castle walls, some people looked up at it curiously as they wondered what information the raven would bring.

      Garmos Castle had stood for thousands of years; it was an old, dark-gray, and black stone castle. It was loud and bustled with life inside its walls. It was the largest economy in the north, and the House of Publica and Excise paid out more tax payments to it than to any other kingdom, aside from Auracity.

      Cradled between two giant dark mountains, which appeared mystical as they had little resemblance to the only other mountain in the area: The Cascades. Mounted all along the upper walls of the castle flew hundreds of its banners, each displayed the sigil of the white sun half-eclipsed by the red moon on a black background.

      The raven slowly drifted down to the highest peak of the castle, a high tower at the rear of the castle closest to the sea behind. This was the tower of the king: Mire Keep. Atop its peak stood the king of Garmos, King Rôagn. He stood peering out at the Aurburn Plains, as if waiting for something to happen.

      He was a thin king with a freshly shorn face. His long blond hair curled out from under his black crown that was adorned with white jewels and diamonds. Along his back he wore the black fur of an animal that resembled that of a great black bear. His eye twitched as he watched the raven fly down and land on the stone railing next to him.

      Reaching over, he grabbed the bird stronger than necessary and untied the small parchment on the raven’s left leg. He let go and it flew off immediately. Inspecting the parchment, his eye twitched again at seeing the insignia of the kingdom of Auracity.

      He unrolled the small parchment in his fingers and gave a subtle smirk. He looked out over the Aurburn Plains, past the Cascades, and out south-west to the ruined fortress of Barrier Cliff. “So, they’ve returned to their home already and the dragons of the dead have retreated back to their roost.

      “Curious though, why he wants Zaan Talabard brought to him alive.”
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      Laying on her soft mattress, Zaan was half awake with his arm wrapped around Tilda. Both were completely without clothes and the soft sheets lay delicately across their bodies. A cool summer breeze blew in from the window.

      Tilda turned over to lay on her back, “Do you think we should get moving? I’m beginning to feel that the day is going to escape us if we don’t get out into the sunlight.”

      “It’s up to you, I could just as easily stay here all day,” he said.

      “Stay up too late last night then?”

      “Maybe,” he said as he lowered his head and kissed her. It was a long, passionate kiss.

      “You can lay around all day if you want, but I’m going to get up. There’s too much to do,” she said as she stood up from the bed and wrapped a soft, purple cotton robe around her that cut off just above her knees. Her hair was frazzled from sleep and some of her braids had been unraveled.

      A hesitant knock came at the door, then another a few seconds later, Tilda looked puzzled at Zaan, then went over and opened the door just wide enough to see who it was. She cracked the door and had to look up to see Gogenanth’s serious face. “We need to talk,” he said.

      “Okay, just give a few minutes and we’ll be down, where?” she asked.

      “The courtyard?” he asked.

      “We’ll be there,” she said. Closing the door, she gave Zaan a confused look. “It was Gogenanth, something’s wrong. Every day is something new, isn’t it?”

      Zaan gave a sigh and laid his head back down on the pillow. “You shouldn’t have gotten up, whatever is out there is your fault for ‘starting the day.” He grinned.

      She reached over, grabbed her pillow, and threw it on him. “You are such a child sometimes.”
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        * * *

      

      Soon after, Zaan and Tilda were walking down the stairways to the courtyard. The first thing Zaan noticed was all of them sitting silently, then he saw they’d hoisted back up what remained of the statue of Gildur. What was once a grand statue of their friend with a long broadsword across his shoulders, now stood battered with one arm broken off and half of his sword missing.“More bad news?” Tilda asked frankly.

      “We need to figure out our next move,” Astor said. By him sat Zelestiana on a bench, her back straight and her black hair pulled back and glistening in the sunlight.

      “We’ve received a raven from an anonymous source,” Zelestiana said. She walked over and gave it to Tilda, who unrolled it and read it aloud to Zaan.

      “You don’t have long. The king in Auracity is sending out the navy from Garmos Castle to Barrier Cliff, they will be there within the week. He’s planning something else, what I do not know yet. But it will be revealed shortly, I’m sure.” She read. Just when I thought we’d finally caught a break. Maybe I was wrong— Maybe we’ll be hunted forever. It’s the Azulūz and this damned stone. I need to find a way to protect my friends, there’s got to be a way. But with an entire fleet of ships heading this way?

      “The raven came from the southeast,” Zelestiana said.

      “Not from Vallenhalen?” Tilda asked.

      “It’s a possibility,” Zelestiana said.

      “We’ve only got four days to figure something out,” Gar said.

      “Do you still want to go after Armoz?” Gogenanth asked Zaan. “If so, I will follow you.”

      “As will I,” Astor said, standing up.

      Zaan was troubled. He knew going north to Sarcasus would most likely mean certain death, but if they didn’t the Devil King’s hunt for them would continue forever. It was unlikely King Hollon would give up his desire to see Zaan in his cells.

      “I will follow where you lead,” Zelestiana said.

      “You know I’m in,” Gar said.

      “As am I,” Stave said.

      “We’re in for the adventure,” Ezmerelda said, speaking for her and Yule.

      “We’re in too,” Lily said.

      “We?” Zaan asked, curiously.

      “Magnolia wants to come too.”

      “The Tangier?” Stave asked.

      “Yup, she said she wants to come and help. I think she just hates dragons now,” Lily said.

      “You already know I’m coming,” Tilda said.

      Zaan paused a moment and sighed. I knew they’d come. But the burden of putting all their lives in danger weighs heavily on me. “Ojiin spoke to me that day with Xelex, after I killed him. Ojiin spoke and told me to go after him. But that’s it, he only said me. I don’t want any of you in further danger, you can all hide until it’s over. You can hide in plain sight in the cities or out in the world. Ezmerelda, you don’t even know me and you’re willing to not only cross the vast Rion Sea but to go fight a god? This is insane, it’s just insane.”

      “Ojiin spoke to you?” Zelestiana asked.

      “Yes.”

      She seemed unsure how to feel about that. “What else did he say?”

      “He said not to trust the king in Dillengrad and he told me where they are,” Zaan said.

      All ears perked up at that fact. “He told me to go to a place called the Isle of Fyre in Sarcasus.”

      “The Isle of Fyre?” Gogenanth asked.

      “Yes, have you heard of it?” Zaan asked.

      “Yes, it is known in the Arr. People speak of it as a wasteland in the center of the cold expanse of Sarcasus. But no one lives there, it is bleak with no food and no fresh water,” he said.

      “Well, that’s where he told me they are,” Zaan said.

      “Then that’s where we’re going,” Zelestiana said.

      “How would we even get there?” Astor asked, “I’m not a great swimmer.”

      “I was going to ask you, Gogenanth,” Zaan said, “as you’re the only person I’ve ever met who crossed a sea, let alone two.”

      “And I had hoped to never cross another in this lifetime,” he said.

      “Is it possible?” Zaan asked.

      “It is possible,” he said. “Not without ships though. As we would want at least two, so that when one gets battered and broken, the other may survive.”

      “Where in the world would we get ships large enough to cross the sea?” Astor added.

      “The only ships ready to sail would be harbored in the large ports in the kingdoms of Dillengrad, Vallenhalen, and Garmos. I’d say those are almost all out of the question,” said Stave. “Although I may be able to get a few of us into Dillengrad and we could attempt to steal a couple.”

      “Yeah, Gogenanth, you could get us in and out of there,” Gar said.

      “That’s really risky,” Tilda said. “They’re not going to let two ships out a harbor. They’d surely chase us down, or even blow the ships up rather than let us have them. King Mordoth sure as hell isn’t going to let Zaan escape again.”

      “Well we have to figure out something. There’s no way we are going to survive a fight with an entire naval fleet from Garmos,” Stave said.

      “What if we hid until we found a way to get a ship?” Lily asked.

      “We could buy some time hiding in the mountains or the forest,” Gar said.

      “For how long though?” Zaan asked. “Eventually we are either going to go off to Sarcasus, or we are going to stay here and get caught eventually.”

      “Someone is coming,” Gogenanth said as he peered off to the front of the city. “It’s one person on horseback, not a soldier. It’s a . . . carrier?”

      The party gathered their things and all went down to the front gate that was still shut tight. Gogenanth climbed the tower with Zaan. They both stepped up onto the tower and looked down at the man on horseback. He wore a blue hood and a white cross displayed across his back and chest.

      “I’ve a message for Zaan Talabard,” the man in the blue hood called up to him. “You him?” he asked Zaan.

      “Depends,” Gogenanth called back down.

      “I have an urgent message to Zaan Talabard from the town of Fur-lol,” the messenger said.

      At that Zaan turned and ran down the circular staircase of the tower to the secret side door as everyone watched him in silence.

      Zaan rushed out of the front door and ran up to the messenger. “I am Zaan Talabard.”

      “I’m fifty solids shy on payment, Janos Talabard paid me in full, but my expenses are higher as there are roadblocks all over now and it’s probably worth your while this remains secret,” the messenger said.

      Zaan grumbled at him, “You’re trying to extort me?”

      “We could just string him up and take it,” Gogenanth said from up high.

      “Twenty solids then,” the messenger said.

      Zaan reached into his pocket and pulled his money out. He counted, “I’ve got three solids, and a couple of shims.”

      Gogenanth threw down a handful of solids, “Give him the damned message you scoundrel.”

      The messenger dismounted and handed Zaan the sealed message, then began collecting the scattered coins.

      Zaan quickly broke the seal and began to scan the letter. After he read it, his arms fell to his sides and he stood there in silence, staring at the ground.

      Tilda walked out of the hidden door and up to his side. “What is it, what’s wrong?”

      In a voice unwavering and in shock he responded, “It’s my mom, she’s ill. My dad’s asking me to come back home.”
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      The messenger in the blue hood rode back off into the distance. Gogenanth began to worry the messenger would rat them out and collect whatever bounty was on him and Zaan’s heads from Auracity. That only made him more restless to plan their next move and be back out on the road, regardless of how Barrier Cliff gave them a sense of safety.

      Zaan was less worried about the fact that people were on their way. He would have fought a dozen soldiers in that moment. Confusion and anger were at the forefront of his mind. Tilda looked at him and delicately touched his arm. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “I have to leave,” he said still looking down at the ground. “I need to go back to Fur-lol”

      Tilda looked worried by that statement. “Zaan . . .”

      He looked up into her eyes, “You don’t understand. I have to go back.”

      “Zaan . . . You can’t.”

      He dropped his head in despair and pulled his arm away from her. Balling up his fists tightly, he squeezed until his knuckles grew white.

      “You can’t leave us, we all need to stay together,” she said.

      He stood there, contemplating what to do. “It doesn’t make sense my mom is sick. I always assumed my father would go first. I can’t lose her without saying goodbye, Tilda, it’s my mother!”

      Tilda remained calm and tried to be gentle. “I never got to say goodbye to Brand, so I think I understand.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. But what choice do I have? I already had to bury one family member.”

      “Did it say it was that serious?” Tilda asked.

      “My dad said it was urgent.”

      “Oh,” Tilda said gently.

      “There’s the logical side of me that knows I can’t go, but what kind of person am I if I don’t go to her side?”

      “This is the most important decision you may ever have to make, Zaan. It’s moments like this that affect you for the rest of your life. And I will add that you probably wouldn’t make it. They surely are watching,” she said.

      “And if I don’t try? I’ll have to live with that the rest of my life,” he said.

      “We need you to take us to the Isle of Fyre. Ojiin spoke to you, not us.”

      “Ojiin!” he yelled up into the sky. “Tell me what to do! Save my mother! Please answer me . . .” he trailed off. There was no response.

      “I can go,” said Stave asked he walked out of the now-opened front gate. “I don’t think I’d be much help anyways up there, I’d probably just be a burden.”

      “No offense, Stave, but she needs me,” Zaan said.

      “I can’t take your place, but I can talk to her for you, and she can know about your life since you left home.”

      Zaan didn’t say anything. What should I do?

      “Also, I have the resources to make sure she gets the best care. I can bring in a healer if she doesn’t have one,” Stave said.

      “That’s a good point,” Tilda said.

      “You’d do that for me?” Zaan asked.

      Stave nodded. “It’d be my honor.”

      “You okay with this?” Zaan asked over at Gar.

      “Well,” Gar said. “I’m going to miss him, but yeah. I think it’s the best option.”

      “I can leave today,” Stave said.

      “If I can’t go myself, then yes. You’d be doing me a great service and I’ll be indebted to you,” Zaan said.

      “There’s no debt here, its friends doing what they can for friends,” Stave said. “Your job is to end this hunter/prey cycle forever. No one will ever be taken or killed again by the Devil King. I want you to show him what it’s like to lose everything you care about. When he is dead and the Forgotten Gods return, life will be what it was supposed to be.”

      “And what’s that?” Zaan asked.

      “To surround yourself with the ones you care about, find what makes you happy, and do whatever you can to keep it,” Stave said.

      “So, you are going on without me?” Gar said. “That seems a bit hypocritical.”

      Zaan laughed and Tilda smiled. “You wouldn’t have been in the way,” she said.

      “That’s kind of you to say,” Stave said. “Well, I should start preparing for my journey.”

      Zaan walked over and shook Stave’s hand, which Stave returned in kind and bowed his head. Turning back towards the castle, he walked up and disappeared around the corner heading back towards his room.

      “Now let’s figure out how to get across that,” Zaan said staring out at the sea.
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      A day had passed, there was no more celebration at Folk’s Inn and most everyone spent their days separated. Even Tilda and Zaan didn’t see each other that much, he spent most of his time in his room sketching his mother’s face, and Oscar’s.

      Gogenanth was up on the high tower meditating. Gar didn’t drink a sip of alcohol, as Zaan assumed he was, but stared out at the Rion most of the day. Astor dug through Palanzal’s books, studying anything about how to cross a sea and survive the Aterax. Tilda sharpened her swords and stitched up all of their armor. Zelestiana planted fresh tomatoes and herbs in the courtyard area, although she knew she probably wouldn’t be able to enjoy them once they bloomed and ripened. Wollen sat in the graveyard talking to Xersha, his fallen friend. Lily spent the whole day out in the forest, looking at the vast cobwebs at her favorite spot.

      He knew that getting the eyes right was the most important part of the drawing, so he paid special attention to them. Next to him on the small oak stand sat his quill and ink, a dozen sheets of papyrus and some blue dye he gathered from the seamstress’ shop in town. He dipped the quill into the blue dye that was in an opaque glass bottle only a little bigger than a thimble. Delicately he wiped the excess dye off the quill’s tip and hovered the ready quill over the drawing of his mother. He dropped the head of the quill onto the papyrus and dotted small swaths of color on her eyes.

      Pulling the quill back towards him, he felt good that he’d gotten the right shade of blue for her eyes. Her smile looked a little off, but that was good enough for now, he thought.

      Gently he blew on the ink and dye to dry it faster. Once he was sure it was dry he lifted it and tacked it to the wall above his table. He hung it up at eye level. “I love you, Mom.”

      Looking into her eyes, he regretted that he couldn’t be there to help her and he knew a part of him would always regret that. Next to the drawing of her was Zaan’s open window above his bed. He looked out the window to the vast, open Rion Sea. He still wondered how they were going to be able to cross such a huge body of water. No one was sure how that was going to happen yet.

      Stave had made plans to come by Zaan’s room at six, so that Zaan could tell him anything he wanted his mom to know. That left Zaan one hour to write a letter to his mother, which he had been procrastinating about all day. He didn’t want to have to write it, no one would.

      Standing there for almost a half an hour, he stared at the sea and breathed in the salty air. Now, only having another half hour before Stave arrived, Zaan pulled out the oak chair, sat, and pulled over a fresh sheet of papyrus. He wiped the quill free of any remaining blue dye and dipped it into the black ink. He drew a quick line on a scrap sheet next to the ink bottle to make sure the ink was running smooth. There was nothing worse than wanting to write a letter and having a big drop of ink fall on the paper.

      His quill hung over the sheet of papyrus, unsure how to start, then his quill fell and he began to write.

      

      Dearest Mother,

      

      It pains me to write this letter, yet I hope it finds you well with Stave. He is a good man and will hopefully help you get whatever you need.

      This is possibly the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but I won’t be able to visit you for a while. My life hasn’t been as pleasant or simple as I’ve led you to believe in my letters. I’m going to give Stave a fuller account of what my life has been like since I left home. If I was to visit you, I fear I would only be putting you and Dad in danger.

      I would say you don’t have to worry about me, but that would be a lie. I’m going to the worst place imaginable to do the unthinkable. I’d prefer you to not know and not be sick with worry, but it may be better that you know the truth. I don’t know what’s right or wrong anymore, it’s like I just have to live every day for that day, and do my best.

      But on the bright side I am not alone. I’m going with the best people I could ask for. One of which I wish you could meet, maybe you will someday. Her name is Tilda and she’s from Vallenhalen. I think you would approve of her. She’s kind and caring and the strongest person I’ve ever met, besides you.

      I’m not sure what else to say, I don’t want to say goodbye.

      I just want you to know that I love you forever, and I want you to get better so that when I come home and everything is back to some kind of normal, I’ll be able to go to you and help you through whatever it is you’re going through. I’m glad that Dad is there to help you now. I’m sure he is doing his best as he loves you a great deal too.

      As I sit here writing this, looking out onto the rolling waves of the Rion Sea, I imagine standing with you in the fields of Fur-lol. We were standing there together holding hands and watching the wheat fields blowing in the breeze. Oscar and Dad were there too. Oscar was running around chasing the moles. And Emilisa was there, her hair glistening in the sunlight. In my mind, I can see her smiling. You both looked so beautiful in the sun's golden glow. I’d give anything to be in that moment again. Yet I know it’s just a memory, but one I’ll cherish and carry with me as long as I live.Take your time and get better. We will see each other again. This is not goodbye.

      

      Love,

      Zaan
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      In the pale light of the setting sun and the oncoming moon, Stave stood before his brown steed that was freshly washed and saddled. He gave a forced smile. They all stood around him somberly.

      “So, this is it,” Stave said. “Well, what can I say? I am happy to have such great people in my life, thank you all for that. Zaan, I will do my best for Ingrette.”

      “Thank you,” Zaan said.

      Stave shrugged his shoulders. “I know you will win . . . I know it in my heart. Good will always win out. Love will triumph in the end, even if it doesn’t look that way. You stand up for our friends and loved ones. End all of this misery.”

      Gar walked over and gently wrapped his arms around Stave, who began to cry softly on his shoulder. Gar didn’t speak, just simply held him. The others watched their somber embrace and Lily held her shirt up to cover her mouth.

      “I’m going to miss you,” Gar said.

      Stave looked up into his eyes and kissed him. “I love you,” he said.

      Gar smiled, “I love you too. But did you really have to tell me that for the first time right in front of everyone?”

      “Can you be serious just this once?” Stave asked.

      “I wish you could come with us, but you’ll be safer down here,” Gar said.

      “Have you told the others yet?” Stave asked.

      “Told us what?” Zaan said in surprise.

      Gar turned to Zaan, “I wasn’t sure at first but . . . a few days after the headmaster passed, I started feeling different.”

      Zelestiana walked over. “—What do you mean, different?”

      “Like . . . I could feel things about people, like what they might be thinking,” he said. “The night after the fight with Riverend and the dragons I had a dream. I was swimming in a brilliantly blue ocean. I swam faster than possible, like I was flying through the water. It was only a dream, so I didn’t think much of it, but today I heard all of your thoughts when the messenger came to the front gate.” Bless you Headmaster, you’ve given us a gift we’re sure to need where we’re going, and to Gar? That’s splendid! Thank you.

      “Gar, Palanzal must have blessed you with his Azulūz before he passed, and over a great distance,” Zelestiana said. “It was a great gift you were given.”

      “Will you teach me to use it?” Gar asked her.

      She nodded. “We don’t have much time, but I will do my best.”

      Gar turned back to Stave, “I’ll miss you.”

      They embraced one more time and held on as long as they could. Then Stave turned and pulled a long gray coat across his back. He put a foot in one of the horse’s stirrups and mounted it. “Farewell, and Godspeed.”

      He pulled the reigns and the horse started trotting off south in the direction of Fur-lol. His shadow was long as the sun dipped below the sea’s furthest waves far in the distance.

      Gar turned and with his shoulders slumped down, he walked sullenly back through the entrance into Barrier Cliff. Zaan stayed and watched as Stave grew smaller before disappearing off in the dimly lit plains.

      “Thank you, friend,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Tilda and Zaan sat at a round table of black painted wood inside of Folk’s Inn. Zaan had been preparing a stew of potatoes and cabbage with a dried sausage he’d found in Major Gylem’s pantry. While it was simmering they polished off half a bottle of brandy.

      They’d been talking about how kind it had been of Stave to go off and do such an honorable task for Zaan. It also crossed his mind how difficult it would be for Tilda to leave him if such an occasion arose. Feeling sorry for Gar, he’d even offered to cook him dinner as well earlier in the day, but he declined. He needed time to himself before their journey.

      “What in the world are we going to do?” Zaan asked. “Are we going to have to steal ships from Dillengrad?”

      “I don’t see any other way, do you?” Tilda asked.

      Zaan paused, “Well, if that’s the only way—”

      “Let’s not think about it now,” she said.

      “Is it possible we could make it down to Vallenhalen?”

      She thought on that for a moment as he twirled her fork on its tip, almost lost staring at it.

      “Anything is possible at this moment, the one thing we don’t want to do is stay here too long,” she said. “You think it’s ready?” she asked, referring to the cooking food whose scent was wafting through the inn and setting their mouths to watering in anticipation, as if a suckling pig were right before them.

      At that moment, Gar burst quickly into the room. The front light wooden doors opened inwards and closed back with a thud as he ran through. He had a face full of stubble, his hair was trimmed shorter than normal, just below his brow, and he had beads of sweat running down his face.

      “I changed my mind, you mind if I join you?” he said, speaking quickly.

      “Please,” Zaan said as he pulled a chair out of the black table. “Where you running?”

      “My mind wouldn’t stop racing,” Gar said. “So yeah, I ran and then saw you two in here.”

      Gar sat at the table and gave a great sigh. Tilda reached over and put her hand on top of his. Her blond hair fell from behind her shoulder to rest on her arm, covering up her tattoo so only half of it could be seen.

      “I’m sorry for Stave going off,” she said. “It was kind and generous of him, but I’m sure you miss him. You’ll see him again soon.”

      “No offense, but I’d rather not think about it right now,” he said.

      “I’m going to go check the pot, I bet it’s about ready,” Zaan said.

      “Listen, Zaan, I . . .” Gar began. “It’s tricky to say, and I trust you, but what are you thinking about getting to the ships we need?”

      Just then Astor came in the door, confident as usual, with three books in his hands.

      “I’m not sure,” Zaan said to Gar. “What’d ya think Astor, find anything useful?” Zaan asked.

      “Well . . .” Astor said. “I’ve been reading about sailing. I feel I could pretty much get any ship moving and operating once we get one, or two. There’s another book with some old watercolor maps of the continents, although they’re weathered over time. It shows tidal patterns and current flows on them. Who knows how old they are, but I’m ready.”

      “Find anything else?” Tilda asked. He went over and sat at the table with her, as Zaan went and sat next to them.

      “Sarcasus is not, well—We’re going to need equipment,” he said. “It’s all frozen, as you know. But there’s steep mountain ranges and vast open deserts . . . with little resources, I’d wager.”

      “How long will it take us to get there? Once we cross the sea,” Gar asked.

      “Well, there’s no legend on the map, but here look,” Astor said as he opened the second book in his hand to a bookmarked page. He turned the book over and handed the illustration to Gar and Tilda peeked over at it as well. “Sarcasus is maybe three-quarters the size of all of Essill. So, if you look at the sizes of the two continents and the distance between . . . This is going to be a long journey into hell.”

      Zaan looked over at the map, the sea between the two looked to be four times the length of Essill. That’s a long way to go. The Aterax could tear us apart at any moment too. Then we have to survive a place that’s barren and cold? If it’ll be enough to stop this war, then that’s where we’re going. We just need to acquire the ships.

      Tilda sat back in her chair, “What the hell are we doing?”

      Gar lifted the bottle up to his nose and with his mouth slightly open he smelled it.

      “What’d ya think?” Zaan asked.

      “It smells like . . .” Gar said, “piss.”

      “No, Gar, what do you think about the journey?”

      “Oh, well— Nothing wagered, nothing gained I suppose,” Gar said. “This is going to be horrible.”

      “Are you talking about the voyage, or that bottle?” Zaan asked. Gar shrugged.

      Tilda looked at him with a questionable eye and grabbed the bottle.

      “It’s a good kind of piss,” Gar said. “Like the kind you drink at the end of the night.”

      Astor laughed and pulled out his long wooden pipe with a fine red finish, “What kind of piss is a good kind?” He loaded his pipe with a dry, stale tobacco leaf.

      “Ugh,” Tilda said, pulling the bottle back from her nose and put her hand up to it. “That is a horrid concoction, whatever it is.”

      Gogenanth came walking in the doors, he was bare-chested and his hair was down.

      “Hey,” Tilda said. “We were just talking about Sarcasus, what’re you . . .?”

      “Where ‘r we getting ships?” he interrupted.

      Tilda looked around at the others, “I’m not sure, we still have Dillengrad on the table and maybe traveling down to Vallenhalen.”

      Gogenanth sighed and brushed his hair back behind his head with a swipe of his hand. “We only have a few days. I’m not letting anyone put their dirty hands on any of us.”

      “What if we . . .?” Tilda said, then she stopped as Wollen came in the room.

      “Ah, perfect timing,” he said with his bushy beard. He grinned and Astor scooted over to make room for him at the table.

      “This is turning into a party, next thing you know . . .” Gar said as Zelestiana walked into the tavern. She was not wearing her normal black and tan armor. Instead, she wore a long blue dress that flowed gracefully down to her ankles. Gar looked over at her, “Yeah,” he said. “Guessed it.”

      “Make room, guys,” Tilda said. Zelestiana sat next to Wollen and Zaan.

      She spoke, “I’m assuming you’re talking about the vessels for our journey?”

      “You are correct in that assumption,” Astor said after a long exhale of smoke from his pipe.

      “This isn’t that bad,” Gar said as he pulled down the dark liquor bottle from his lips, and forced gulp down. “Anyone want any?” he asked as he motioned with the bottle in his hand to the others.

      Wollen motioned with his hand to take the bottle, and Tilda moved his hand back towards him, “Best be wise and start with something palatable,” she said and Zaan laughed heartily. Gar shrugged his shoulders before taking another drink from the bottle.

      “I’ll leave tomorrow,” Gogenanth said suddenly. It caught them all off guard. “I’ll get us those ships.”

      “We are sticking together,” Tilda said.

      “We can split up,” Gogenanth said. “I’ll take Ezmerelda with me, that’ll be enough.”

      “You wouldn’t make it there and back in enough time before the ships of Garmos get here,” Tilda said.

      “Well, you can all hide. Maybe in the mountains,” he said.

      “I’m going with you,” Zaan said.

      “Possibly the most wanted man in all of Essill, says,” Gar said.

      “Listen, let’s just get some rest tonight and we will figure it out tomorrow at noon. Sound good?” Tilda said. Zaan nodded his head in agreement and Gogenanth did the same. “Let’s all just try to have a good time tonight.”

      Wollen grabbed the bottle from Gar and took a swig, some of which beaded down his beard. “Ugh, that tastes like piss-water,” he said.

      Tilda laughed heartily at that. “But in a good way, right?”
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      Things were beginning to look grim for the party the following day at half past noon. They all were in a group before the re-risen statue of Gildur in the courtyard of Barrier Cliff, Gar had even rehung the banners of the city above the statue earlier in the morning.

      “Well, we’ve got to be on our way somewhere,” Tilda said. She sat next to Zaan, who looked up at the statue of Gildur, with one arm still broken off it.

      “It seems as though we are going to have to hide out in the wilderness until we figure things out,” Zelestiana said as she stood in the center of the courtyard with her arms behind her back and her feet in a wide stance.

      “I don’t disagree with you,” Astor said, sitting with his legs crossed as he leaned back on a stone bench next to Gar, who sat fidgeting with his hands. “But we are only postponing the inevitable. We need to get out on the water. I can’t believe I’m saying that.”

      Gogenanth sighed, “Aye, there’s nothing pleasurable about being on the seas.” He was standing next to Zelestiana with his arms crossed.

      Lily stood next to him, “I’m not afraid, this has got to end. And it seems like this is the only way.”

      “You’re crazy if you’re not scared,” Ezmerelda said, as she sat on the ground next to the bench upon which Yule sat. “No one in their right mind would want to sit on a ship on the water with no land in sight.”

      “Have you ever been across a sea?” Lily asked defensively.

      Ezmerelda turned her head to the side, and her bottom lip stuck out slightly.

      “Didn’t think so,” Lily said.

      Zaan sat there listening to them all worry. The ships of Garmos would be there in two days, maybe even the next day if they had full winds at their back. “Gar, have you been able to use your Azulūz with any luck yet?”

      Gar gave a confused look, “No, haven’t tried. Zelestiana gave me a lesson this morning, but I haven’t succeeded yet.”

      Zaan looked over at her, “Could he try to contact Elindrill for her council?”

      “He could try,” Zelestiana said as she walked over to where Gar sat, she stopped one pace before him and squatted down to look him in the eyes. “Do you want to try?”

      “Sure,” he said.

      “Okay, close your eyes,” she said softly, and he did. “With your Azulūz, you need to move all your thoughts to deep inside your mind and then you need to look for a ‘spot’ at the front of your mind. It’s been described before like reaching into a jar of marbles to find a horned beetle. What do you see?”

      Gar focused hard, his eyes darting around behind his closed eyelids. “Maybe, that’s . . .” He opened his eyes, “Nothing.”

      “You’ll find it in time,” Zelestiana said, “care to try again later?” He nodded and dropped his head.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Astor asked, “I’m in for Dillengrad, I don’t see any other option. Unless we wait for the ships of Garmos and beat them, and steal a few. Which is almost impossible.”

      “Tomorrow at daybreak, we’ll head east to Dillengrad,” Zaan said. “Gogenanth will take as many as he can and steal two ships from the harbor. Are we all in agreement?”

      Most of them nodded hesitantly, yet Astor spoke, “It’s a stupid plan, but I don’t see any other way.”

      “Getting the ships out of the harbor will be very difficult,” Gogenanth said. “We’re sure to need a distraction, even with the use of my Azulūz,” he said looking at Zaan.

      Zaan sighed, “I’m going to have to create a large diversion, aren’t I?”

      Gogenanth nodded, “Something enormous.”

      “This is just . . .” Zaan said. “This is going to be an act of war. There is no going back after this. I’m going to have to topple an entire building or something similar. Are we doing the right thing?”

      “Well, we’ll have time to figure that out later,” Lily said.

      Zaan looked at Lily there as she stood next to Zelestiana, and he thought she looked like a new woman. He was reminded of how after the battle with Reizenthrōgz, he felt like he would do everything he could to protect her. Yet now, he felt safer with her at his side. She was strong now, not the same innocent girl. He’d not seen the Tangier that she’d befriended but was looking forward to seeing one in the flesh. As her golden curls glistened in the warm sunlight, he couldn’t help but admire the girl.

      Tilda nudged Zaan in the arm, and he looked over at her, “What?”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, as the blue torches hung along the walls of the fortress, Zaan sat and practiced moving the flames with his Azulūz. Over the span of an hour, he had gotten good at making the flames rise high and float away into the starlit sky. Tilda laid back on a purple-knit blanket on the stone floor, she ate wheat crackers with a sharp aged cheese.

      On the other side of the fortress Zelestiana had been working with Gar to find his Azulūz and communicate with Elindrill, to no avail. His temper had flared and he’d given up after two full hours of frustration. Zelestiana had told him that that particular Azulūz usually took long to find and grow, but that did little to calm him.

      Zelestiana had stopped by to check in on Zaan ten minutes prior, and to let him know that Gar wouldn’t be able to help communicate with Elindrill. It had taken Palanzal himself years to learn to communicate over long distances like that. She watched the flames reach up into the sky from the blue torches that hung atop the black, stone walls. “He’d be proud of you, you know,” she said before she walked away back to her home down the hill.

      He stood, twirling his hands and chanted the word “Havel.” Three flames from the torches burned tall and bright, and as Tilda watched, they began to twirl around each other in a high pillar of blue flame.

      “That’s brilliant, Zaan,” she said.

      “I hope it’s of some use against Armoz,” he said.

      “We’re going to have to use every bit of advantage and strength to survive up there,” she said. “Astor described to me more of the terrain we’ll have to traverse. There are creatures up there straight out of nightmares. The two-headed giant snakes Zelestiana fought back at the battle of Gildur and the Witch came from Sarcasus.”

      “If it’ll end this thousand-year fight, then it’s worth the risk,” he said.

      “I don’t feel good about going to Dillengrad,” she said, still laying on her back looking up at the twirling blue flames above.

      “None of us do,” he said. “I think Gogenanth is especially uneasy about it. He’s been acting differently lately.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed that,” she said.

      “He is the only one of us whose been out on the open waters before, I can’t blame him,” he said.

      “I really hope we’re doing the wise thing here,” she said. “The next few days, if we make even the tiniest wrong move everything could be over. Our fight, the Azulūz, everything could be wiped away from this world forever. Armoz would reign in power forever. The corruption of the kingdoms and our hidden history would be gone.”

      “Well, let’s make sure we find the right path then.”
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      Zaan awoke to a gentle kiss from Tilda on his cheek, his black beard scraped against her lips. “It’s the day,” she said.

      He opened his eyelids and looked into her eyes, they were a pale blue with tints of violet. Her warm smile and tan skin were lit by streaks of light creeping through the window to their right. He smiled back, “Can’t we just lay here forever?”

      She kissed him, her golden hair tickled his nostrils as her head dipped down. “We need to get going soon,” she said.

      “They can wait awhile more,” he said as he pulled her back down to his lips. He pulled down one of the straps from her shoulder, exposing her breast. She laid down on top of him, her body flush with his. They kissed passionately as her hands ran over his arms, shoulders, and finally to his face.

      They made passionate love, as if the next day may be the last of their lives.

      After, they washed up and donned their armor and weapons. Tilda’s crossbow and bolts were slung across her shoulders and back and her sword rested on her hip as they grabbed their bags.

      “Here we go,” she said as she opened the door out into the city. She quickly locked the door behind, which Zaan watched and didn’t know if he should laugh. He let it go, as everything that was happening now could be a last.

      They walked down the path, ready for war yet not sure of their next steps.

      “You look like a warrior,” Gogenanth said as he saw Zaan armored for the first time.

      He had silver armor with black clothing underneath. The tips of the armor plate had blue paint. “It’s heavier than I’d imagined,” he said.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Tilda said.

      Zaan looked around and saw they all had their armor on. Ezmerelda shifted around uncomfortably. “I don’t think I’m going to wear this anymore,” she said as she began to take each piece off. Gogenanth looked confused, but said nothing.

      “Everyone ready?” Zaan asked. They nodded, or at least didn’t disagree. “All right, here we go,” he said and walked out the front gate of Barrier Cliff, their home, towards the enormous castle fortress of Dillengrad.

      They filed out in line after him, yet the line stopped as Zaan had made it only feet out of the castle. Gar, who was at the end, gave a confused look. “What is it?” he asked as he walked up to Zaan who was staring in shock at the bay.

      “Oh, my god,” Gar said.

      “Yeah— Ships . . .” Zaan said in disbelief. In the eleventh-hour ships come? From where? From whom? Can this be the miracle we needed?

      “Is it Garmos’ fleet?” Gar asked. “It’s only two of them though.”

      “It is not the fleet of Garmos,” Gogenanth said.

      “They have no banners,” Astor said. “Unmarked ships at the eleventh hour, this indeed is something out of a book.”

      “Look,” Tilda said. “There are two small boats being boarded to head to shore.”

      “Let’s see what they have to say,” Zaan said.

      The group walked down to the shoreline and waited for the two small boats to hit dry land. Each boat had one person rowing and another at the back. Zaan figured they weren’t coming for battle, so he kept his sword sheathed.

      “Ahoy,” a woman at the back of one of the boats called out.

      “Ahoy,” Gogenanth yelled back.

      The two boats landed and the woman walked up on the shoreline approaching Zaan. She was just shorter than him and her head was cleanly shaven. Her armor was battered and gnarled, and had no sigil on it. Her hands were tattooed and scarred, and she didn’t smile.

      “Zaan Talabard,” she said.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Captain Rose Timberland, I bring you my ships and service” she said.

      “How is this possible?” Zaan asked.

      “This is a gift of Queen Brie Seleste the II. We are to take you to Sarcasus if you so wish,” the captain said, handing out a sealed envelope with the sigil of the royal house of Vallenhalen on it. He took it and broke the seal, pulling out the folded royal papyrus.

      He began to read it to himself. “It’s true, the queen says the other kingdoms have aligned with Armoz against us and she knows what this means for her and her kingdom. But she is giving us her two best ships and crew.” He dropped the letter to his side. “I don’t know how to thank you,” he said to the captain.

      “Let’s just get going while the weather holds,” the captain said, and they all boarded the two boats. This is it, bless the gods. And may their favor shine down upon us, we’re going to need it . . . out on the open sea.
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            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Deep below the stronghold of Fordenreign Castle in Auracity armorers swung their hammers down on hot, glowing weapons. Forges burned bright and the air was thick and abrasive. King Hollon Livingston the Eighth walked along the high wall at the rear of the forges.

      At his side were the two eldest of his sons. One was sixteen and the other almost the same age. They both had thick, black hair like their father. They walked beside him while he looked over the wall to his right and watched as the dozens below worked through sweat that stung their eyes.

      King Hollon even had to wipe away sweat from his brow. His crown of jewels flickered in the light of the fire from the forge and the many lit torches around. He pulled up the sleeves on his long, red robes that were lined with darker reds and whites.

      “This, my sons, right here in front of your eyes, this . . . is the world about to change,” he said as he walked slowly stroking his stubbly chin.

      The two sons continued to walk next to him.

      “After this, after all we’ve done here over the last few years, we will inherit all of Essill. We will have the opportunity to make this land what it once was. It needs a single leader more now than ever. With Garmos about to wipe Barrier Cliff off the map, we will rebuild it stronger and under my command,” the king said.

      “The key to this is about to come back to me, from the ruins of Barrier Cliff. Once I have what I have yearned for all these years, your father the king will indeed live a truly magnificent long life,” he said. “I will outlive both of you, but you will be honored to watch what I will do with that time and power.”

      “Do you remember the story of the Five-Hundred Year King and King Asil? The tale of their battle at Celedrial Castle will last forever, it is perhaps the most important story ever told. Those were the times when men fought and died on battlefields. Those were the times when men bickered over gods, politics, and slavery. That was the biggest economy the world had ever known. Slavery is what creates the greatest wealth and fastest growth. Essill will become what it needs to be. The Five-Hundred Year King was named King Dür, and reigned with an iron fist. The world thinks of King Asil as the Great King, the one who toppled the tyrant. Not true, he was a moron and a coward. People always look to topple those in power, but therein lies the secret to true power: Fear.”

      “I will create a fear in the people so great they will follow me blindly. Once I control all four kingdoms and rebuild the Castle of Celendrial and Barrier Cliff, the six great kingdoms will stand once again, unified. Once the House of Publica and Excise is under my control, and they stop treating us like their bastard sons who get an allowance, we will build an army the likes of which the world has never seen.”

      “My liege,” a man in dark robes said as he came rushing up the stairway, the king stopped his pacing. “A raven.”

      He handed King Hollon a small, rolled papyrus. He quickly broke the seal and read, the man in the black robes sulked away back down the staircase.

      “No,” the king said and laid both hands on the rock wall overlooking the forges. “No!”

      He stared hard at the flames below. “Arghhh!” He balled up his fists and held them at his sides. “Zaan Talabard is sailing out on the Rion? And that whore Queen Brie gave him the ships?! This is an act of war like nothing in the last one thousand years. We had a pact, that traitor.” His two sons took casual steps away from the screaming king.

      “The only Adÿthyst stone that has been found since the Battle of Dürmant, and it’s about to be lost in the cold, deep sea? What is he thinking? What are they going to do? Kill a god?”

      “I don’t need the stone, we are going to ramp up our plans. This treachery will unite the other two kingdoms against Vallenhalen to our side. This will aid us in our siege. I will kill Queen Brie Seleste and Presidix Evilen Rin myself.

      “Son, bring me Erolos, and bring me the ravens’ master. I will send out ravens to King Rôagn, and King Mordoth. We are marching for Vallenhalen tomorrow at dawn!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      His throat was sore and his head ached as he dry-heaved at the edge of the deck. The other sailors chuckled at him.

      “Am I the only one whose sick?” he asked, and then hurled more liquid up, out onto the open water. Essill was still within view, and the winds seemed to be holding well. Looking out over at the other ship, the men and women working it were dead-silent. The looming Tangier that sat at the front of the ship with Lily had them in awe and scared out of their minds.

      It was huge at the front of the ship, its bright ivory antlers glowed in the sunlight as it lay asleep. Lily sat at its side, and she appeared to be reading it stories. Then Zaan saw Astor over on the other ship hanging his head over the railing. He gave a quick wave with his hand to Zaan and continued vomiting.

      “It’ll pass,” Tilda said. “The good news is, it won’t come back once you get over it.”

      “I’m just going to—” he started but heaved more liquid overboard. He wiped his mouth clean. “I feel like I’m dying, until that time.”

      Two sailors walked past, “Having a good time?” one of them laughed. Tilda scowled at her.

      “Once you are better, the captain wants to have us all discuss things,” Tilda said.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Zaan was able to hold down a biscuit and lay down long enough for a bit of the nausea to pass. He lay in one of the small cabins below deck. It was dark and dingy with only a small slit of a window to let any light in. Tilda came down and opened the door to check on him.

      He lay on a straw bed covered with a stained, thick cloth. The streak of sunlight coming in from the window lit the small ledge to his side where he haphazardly had thrown his armor and sword. He was beginning to feel better and the nausea was fading.

      Tilda went over and put her hand on his knee. She had removed her armor as well and had on a long white dress. “Feeling any better?” She gave a glass of water to him.

      He took two small sips and seemed to have to concentrate to hold it down. “Yeah, much better, thanks.” He sipped the cool water.

      He stood up next to her, and they both walked back up to the deck.

      Zaan watched as she looked out onto the fairly calm waters and clear sky. Zelestiana walked over to her, and there were two sailors on the other side of her.

      They all stood there and watched the waters. Zelestiana was six inches taller, and made the two sailors look small in comparison.

      “The weather is holding,” Tilda said. “No Atera . . .” she started to say.

      “Hey!” the soldier called over to her. “Don’t be using that word on this ship.”

      Tilda seemed confused at first, then remembering sailors were a superstitious lot, she gave an apologetic wave.

      “Yes, so far,” Zelestiana said.

      “What do you think it’s going to be like out on Sarcasus?” Tilda asked Zelestiana.

      “Not quite sure, I’m ready for war though.”

      Tilda motioned over to the sailors. “You ever been to Sarcasus before?”

      “Why the hell would anyone want to go to that barren place?” the sailor in white garbs and black cap said. “Pretty sure no one’s sailed up this way since the days of the Five-Hundred Year King.”

      “Did they tell you why we’re going up there?” Tilda asked, a strong gust of wind blew in at that moment and her hair flew around her face. Both sailor’s eyes widened at that, and ducked spreading their feet apart to gain balance. They both looked around, but saw nothing that would put them on their guard.

      “We know a bit about this voyage,” the other sailor said, in the same garb, but he had a full blond beard. “You’re going to kill something up there.”

      Tilda nodded, “That it?”

      “Your boyfriend over there . . .” the female sailor said. “He’s got a huge bounty on his head. They’re offering a lordship for any that could bring him in.”

      “A lordship?” Zaan asked.

      “And a small fortune,” the man in with the blond beard said. “How much was it up to?”

      “Two hundred thousand I heard last,” the woman said.

      “Why in the world would it be that high?” Tilda asked.

      “King Hollon in Auracity seems pretty desperate to get him.”

      “You must be loyal to your queen,” Zelestiana said.

      “Not a one of us would betray her,” the man said. “Or the captain.”

      “How long is this voyage supposed to take?” Tilda said.

      “Hard to say really, depends on the wind. And we don’t really know how far away it is. We brought a map-maker here with us on the other boat to chart it out for her majesty,” the woman said.

      “Roughly,” Tilda said.

      The man scratched his blond beard and looked at the other sailor. “Two, three weeks?”

      “Three weeks?” Tilda said and gave a sigh. “That is a long time to be out on a ship.”

      “Yeah, not to mention another three weeks back,” the woman said.

      “Are you going to stay and wait for us?” Tilda asked.

      “That’s something you need to discuss with the captain,” the man with the blond beard said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The sea was as still as could be hoped for. The boat creaked and swayed as the winds were at their backs. The sailors working on the deck seemed in good spirits, as far as Zaan could tell.

      They’d been called to the captain’s cabin for the first time since they set sail and Barrier Cliff had faded off in the distance. Zaan watched as the northern-most tip of Essill still hung in view to their left. It was sheer, grassy cliffs that the sea crashed against constantly. I can’t wait to tell my dad about this view.

      He was standing next to Tilda and Zelestiana on their ship called the Odoline. The others were on the other ship, the Myste. Both boats were similar with white sails upon three masts, and made of a dark-brown wood. Each ship had the bare-bones crew needed to operate one, in the event one sank, the other could hold all survivors, or at least that was the idea. Zaan did wonder about the weight of the giant Tangier upon the other ship.

      Zelestiana knocked at the door to the captain’s cabin located directly beneath the wheel and the third mast, the mizzenmast. “Come in,” the captain called from the inside. Zelestiana opened the door and held it open as Tilda walked in, then Zaan and Zelestiana.

      The cabin was a mid-size room with a cot mounted in the corner, a large table bolted to the ground in the center, and windows along its backside illuminating the whole of the room. The windows were draped with dark-green curtains and Captain Rose stood looking out the windows to the last tip of Essill.

      She turned and invited them to sit at the table. They sat and then she. She was wearing the traditional black captain’s hat on her shaven-clean head. Faded tattoos ran down her neck and they covered her hands.

      “How’s your stay thus far? Are my men and women treating you well?” she asked.

      “Everything is fine, thank you,” Tilda said.

      “I trust none of you have crossed the sea?”

      “No, we have not,” Zelestiana said. Her long black hair was tied back, and her strong shoulders and slender lips glistened in the sunlight. Zaan saw the captain was giving her an interesting stare, as if she were sizing her up. “There is one of us on the other boat that is well traveled.”

      “Yes, Gogenanth of the Arr, he is known to us,” Captain Rose said.

      “How so?” Zaan asked.

      “He is one of the few to make it all the way from the Arr down to the Worforgon by vessel, in this lifetime at least, though he was just a boy at the time,” she said. “Other than him, none of you have crossed a sea then? Okay.”

      She leaned forward and put her elbows on the table. “First rule, these are my ships and I’m in charge. Understand?” she asked, and they all nodded. “Second rule, I’m in charge and it won’t be any other way than that. So just try to stay out of the way and let us do the rest.” Captain Rose sure is stern and commanding, but her crew seems to be fully committed to her, I can respect that. I guess the seas would harden anyone who had sailed them. It does set my heart at ease a bit, her confidence encourages hope.

      “As for when she— the storm— hits us. Get below deck as quickly as possible, your job will be to get water out from the hull as quickly as possible. Do not— I repeat, do not, stay up on deck. If you are swept from the deck in the storm, there’ll be little chance to save you,” she said.

      “As for that beast on the other ship, I’ve never worked like this, so I cannot assume responsibility for its safety,” she said.

      “Her,” Zaan said.

      “Excuse me?” the captain asked.

      “It’s a her, her name is Magnolia,” Zaan said.

      “Fine, her safety,” she said.

      “In the event a ship capsizes,” she said and took an almost unnoticeable gulp, “the survivors must make it to the other ship quickly as these waters are cold. If the other boat . . . falls into the depths— our crew will attempt to throw floating logs on ropes for the other to grab onto.”

      “Have you ever made this journey before? To Sarcasus?” Zaan asked.

      “No, I’ve never had the need or want to,” she said. “The only two voyages I’ve heard traveling this far north in the last hundred years were not heard of again. Although now my queen thinks the dragons have been carrying people over for . . . His purposes.” His purposes? Does that mean he’s been— taking people like us up there? I thought Angela Dragus would kill in Essill. Does this mean that Lily, or I would have been taken to the Isle of Fyre to be tortured and killed?

      “Yes, that makes sense now,” Tilda said. “What other continents have you been to?”

      “I have been to the Worforgon, that’s it,” she said. “There isn’t need to travel to other continents. We mainly travel from port to port on Essill. These ships are very expensive and the open sea is not a pleasant place for such investments.”

      “Will we be able to communicate with our friends out on the other ship?” Zaan asked.

      “If you really wish, we could send you over on one of the small boats when the sea’s temperament is calm,” she said. Just then, a brilliant light flashed right before them, and thunder boomed loudly overhead. Zaan instinctively covered his ears.

      “Damn! Get below deck now!” the captain yelled as she ran out the cabin doors and they followed. She ran up to the wheel in the pouring rain. “Bring down the sails!” she yelled out to the crew.

      Zaan grabbed Tilda’s hand as the boat began to rock back and forth violently. The sky had turned dark and lightning crashed in the distance in a most horrible way. The thunder itself seemed to want to topple the boat. As they ran towards the stairway to the hull he caught the sound of a great beast roaring, and looked over to see the Tangier roaring viciously as she frantically watched the oncoming lightning storm that Aterax had brought.

      “Zaan, come on, hurry!” Tilda said, as she pulled on his hand. “We can’t stay out here.” The winds had grown stronger and the rain crashed down on them. The rain seemed to be flying in from the side. Zaan followed her down the stairways and they helped two sailors down with them, before they shut the flap of a door to cover the stairwell. As the rain poured down the water rushed into the hull and they were all quickly drenched in cold rainwater.

      “Hope this is a quick one,” Tilda said. Again, more thunder, and lightning flashes illuminated the cracks in the folding door above. Constant yelling and many heavy footsteps were heard above as they sat in the dark hull.

      Thoughts of his friends’ safety came to his mind again. He worried for Gar, Gogenanth, Lily, Wollen, Ezmerelda, Yule, and even Magnolia, who roared like nothing he had ever heard before.

      The Aterax blasted the Odoline with everything it had for what felt like hours, but in reality, was more like fifteen minutes. As quickly as it had come, it disappeared. One of the sailors with them in the hull opened the folding wooden door and bright, blinding light filled the hull from the sun. As they walked back out onto the ship’s deck, Zaan looked up into the sky as the clouds began to dissipate.

      “Damage report,” the captain yelled down to the crew.

      “Man overboard!” said one of the sailors.

      Two sailors threw over a log attached to a long rope at the person in the water. The captain ran down towards the port side. One of the sailors on deck took off his shoes quickly and jumped into the water. The captain rushed over to the rope and they began to pull it up. Zaan walked over to the side as they hoisted up the two sailors.

      They laid the sailor that had gone overboard during the storm on her back, and Zaan saw she’d been bludgeoned on the head and wasn’t moving. Captain Rose kneeled to the side of her, took a handkerchief from her pocket, and laid it on the bleeding head of the woman.

      “My friend—” Captain Rose said. “You will be missed. May your soul be at peace.”

      This is going to be a horrible trip.
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      After being reassured by a crew member that his friends were safe and unharmed on the other boat. Zaan, Tilda, and Zelestiana went down to help pump water from the hull. He even took bucketful’s of the seawater and handed them up to the sailors to dump over the side. It was arduous work with seemingly infinite buckets to dump overboard.

      While hard at work he remembered being in the Black Cave, all those months ago, and dreaming of water, but now all he wanted was dry land. He could do the rest of his life without being on the sea again.

      As he handed a bucket up to a crew member he asked, “How’d she go?”

      The man looked down to him gruffly, “A rope broke, and a lose chain got her.”

      “I’m sorry,” Zaan said.

      “Her name was Eve,” the sailor said.

      They continued work for a few more hours until all that was left was mopping the remaining water pools from the bottom of the hull. Afterwards, Zaan took off his shirt and laid in the sun on the deck. Tilda and Zelestiana stood over on the starboard side looking at the Myste and waived at Gogenanth, Astor, and Wollen as they waved back. Magnolia, the massive Tangier behind them, slept on the main deck next to the spare boats. There was now no land in sight.

      After they were dry enough to feel somewhat normal they ate. The cook handed out stale biscuits, salt pork, and a piece of fruit each. The captain had beckoned them to each supper in her cabin with her, so they took their food in their hands and walked into her cabin, as the door was open, and others sat around the table already.

      “Welcome, please, join us,” Captain Rose said.

      They sat at the table, joining the two sailors seated already.

      “Sorry for your loss,” Tilda said.

      “Yes, it’s unfortunate, Eve was a great sailor,” the captain said. “She will be missed.”

      “I didn’t think the Ater . . .” Zaan started, and saw the sailors shift in their seats, “the storm would come so soon. I’ve heard stories, but that was dreadful.”

      The captain nodded. “With any luck, it’ll be smooth sailing from this point forward. You may have noticed the Myste took a bit of damage to its fore staysail, so they will slow down a bit to repair it.”

      “Any idea how much longer the trip will take?” Tilda asked.

      “If the winds hold, I’d guess a little over two weeks,” the captain said.

      “We were told to ask you about the return trip,” Tilda asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “I was going to ask you about the same thing. A difficult question to answer I’m sure, but once we land what turnaround time are we looking at?”

      Zaan thought hard at this, as he’d focused mainly on confronting Armoz, and whatever else got in their path.

      “Reason being, we only have enough supplies for sixty days. So, say each way takes twenty days, that leaves twenty days we can stay anchored.  I can’t risk the safety of my crew. Hunger does awful things to people,” the captain said.

      “Yes, it does,” said Zaan. “I understand your concern. We’d be better to ask Astor on the other ship about any turnaround timeframe. We can ask him midday when the ships converge. He’s been studying all he could find about Sarcasus during our last days in Barrier Cliff, and speaking with the other captain.”
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      The day had passed without any more signs of the violent Aterax. The winds were steady and calm and the sailors had told Zaan they couldn’t ask for better sailing conditions. This made Zaan feel more assured. Hopefully the worst in over.

      Early in the morning, just an hour after the sun had shown over the never-ending sea of waves, Captain Rose sent a boat over to the Myste. Both ships stopped their journey and floated, waiting for the small boat to reach the other. Zaan, Tilda, and Zelestiana all watched and even Magnolia watched from the other side. As they waited they saw Lily give the Tangier a roast goat for breakfast.

      After the two sailors rowed the boat over a distance of about fifty yards, give or take, they yelled up to the boat and the sailors aboard the Myste hollered over something unintelligible to those on the Odoline. They watched as Astor began to walk over and climbed down a rope ladder, following him was Gogenanth and Gar. They all boarded the small vessel, and began to row back to the Odoline. The rope ladder on the Myste was pulled back up.

      In eager anticipation Zaan went over to where the rope ladder was placed on the Odoline and waited for his friends to rejoin them. It seemed to take the two sailors longer to return to the boat than it took for them to reach the Myste. Once they finally grew close the sailors unrolled the thick rope ladder down the side of the vessel. One sailor beneath held the ladder as Astor climbed and landed with both feet solidly on the Odoline. He and Zaan hugged, and Astor gave him a couple of claps on the back.

      He went over and hugged Tilda and embraced Zelestiana’s hand. This process was almost identical for when Gogenanth and Gar climbed the ladder. After the two sailors climbed up the ladder was withdrawn and the boat was hoisted up.

      Astor’s dark skin reflected in the sunlight and the scars on his body were visible and plenty. He’d shaven his goatee, which surprised Zaan, and he’d added extra small ivory earrings in fresh new piercings.

      “Beginning to look more like a pirate every day,” Zaan said to him laughing.

      “Everyone is doing it,” Astor said back.

      Gogenanth had a fresh tattoo of a compass with three points on his bare chest. In the middle was the continent of Essill. There were the indicators pointing east, south, and north from Essill. He noticed that the others saw his chest.

      “You may be the most well-traveled person in the whole world now,” Tilda said to him.

      “It’s possible,” he responded.

      “If we live through this does that mean you would sail out to the west? To the End of the World?” Zaan asked.

      “That would make for a fitting ending, wouldn’t it?” Gogenanth said.

      Then Zaan looked at Gar, “You got anything new?”

      Gar smiled and turned, lifting the back of his shirt up to reveal two tattoos, one on each shoulder blade of a blue torch, at the center of each had an initial. One read ‘GT’ and the other read ‘MP’. Zelestiana smiled when she saw that. At the center of the two blue torches, down his spine read ‘The Reckoning’.

      “That’s nice,” Tilda said. “To think down in Essill you’d be put on trial for such a thing.”

      “Not by the time this is over,” Gar said. His face now clean shaven as well, his hair had grown longer, past his nose, and he’d formed hardened calluses on his hands from sword practice.

      “The captain requested our presence?” Astor asked.

      “I figured she would,” Zaan said. “She wants to know how long we will be in Sarcasus. I told her she should talk to you about it.”

      “I’ll do my best at answering her questions,” Astor said.

      They all walked over to the captain’s cabin and entered the open door as she was expecting them. They noticed the sails went back up once they were all on board.

      “Good day, Captain,” Astor said. “Your crew has been professional and courteous.”

      “They’ve got you fooled then,” she said. “Professional they are indeed, but courteous . . . haha,” she laughed. “Let’s try and make this brief, we have a ceremony to carry out.”

      “Sorry for your loss,” Gar said. “We’d heard about her on the Myste.”

      The captain nodded, “Have they filled you in on our predicament?”

      “Not fully,” Astor said, as he went over and sat at the table the others followed suit, except Gogenanth who stood with his arms crossed by the door.

      “Once we make it to the new continent you will have twenty days, more or less, depending on our travel time on the sea. Can you make it to your destination and back in that span?” she asked.

      Astor sat back and ran his hands through his hair, and rested them behind his head, “Whew, that’s a tough one, I have little to no idea.”

      “Wasn’t there anything in the books you read about anything? Landscape, size?” Zaan asked.

      “No,” Astor said. “I just don’t think anyone would ever want to go up there. All the texts referenced was the bitterness and bleakness of it.”

      “I can say,” Gogenanth spoke from the corner, and all eyes went to him, Zaan shifted in his seat to see him, “it is not as large as Essill, and the Isle of Fyre is at the center of it, from what the stories say.”

      “Isle of Fyre?” The captain asked.

      “That’s where we’re going,” Zaan said.

      “I’ve never heard of such a place,” she said.

      “There are tales of it in my land,” Gogenanth said, “or rather, songs.”

      There was a brief pause, “Would you care to sing it for us?”

      Gogenanth closed his eyes, uncrossed his arms, and in a low-baritone sang, the others had never heard him sing before. It was melancholy yet enchanting.

      

      Our land has been the golden light, a land of sands and towers gold,

      Up into the sky so bright, beyond that lays the gods so old.

      

      Here in the Arr lays the key, for travel lays western bound,

      To the land of Essill isn’t for me, its borders lay on grassy ground.

      

      To the south we will never go, its battles shed the native blood,

      Its mountains help the rivers flow, yet where water flows make murky mud.

      

      To the north lay a land so cold, where frozen rivers run into the mire,

      Smallest is Sarcasus its told, at its center lays the Isle of Fyre.

      

      West blows whispers of soft chatter, of a land that maps will not show,

      Travel there and the storms will batter, surely there no man will go.

      

      “That was beautiful,” Tilda said, after a brief moment where everyone took to absorb the song and Gogenanth’s tone as he sang it.  Zaan couldn’t tell exactly what it was, but he saw something different in Gogenanth at that moment. It was as if a flood of memories and emotions came back into him. Gogenanth hung his head after he sang and crossed his arms back in front of his chest.

      “Well, if that’s the most we have to go on, then I’ll take it as truth,” Astor said.

      “If twenty days is all you can give us, then twenty days is all we need,” Zaan said. All we have in a tattered, old map to go on. In actuality, we really have no idea how large Sarcasus is, and how far inland the Isle of Fyre is. I certainly hope that’s all the time we need.

      The captain nodded approvingly, “There is one more thing . . . the Tangier is on a one-way trip, there is no way we can feed it for a return trip unless you bring enough food back with you. Which sounds not too realistic considering where we are going.” More bad news….We will make it work— I have to make it work.

      “Ugh,” Gar said. “That is going to break Lily’s heart.”

      “We will look for the food she needs, on our way back,” Zaan said. “After Armoz is dead.”

      The captain scowled slightly at Zaan as he said that. “You’re going to have a lot to do in a short amount of time, young Zaan Talabard,” she said. “I hope you’re ready for it.”

      “I know how it sounds,” Zaan said as he stood up. “But we have gods on our side.”

      “—You mean, the Forgotten Names of the Gods?” she said.

      He nodded. “They soon won’t be forgotten.” He paused. “Do you want to start your ceremony?”

      The ceremony began at noon, which was customary from the tradition of the sailors of Vallenhalen. They blew long, wooden horns and saluted as they let the body of Eve glide down into the water. The captain recited a scripted eulogy, and all the sailors and Zaan’s party saluted as she sank away into the dark waters.
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      Together they ate their rations for lunch, again; salt pork, a stale biscuit, and a half a piece of fruit, this time a pear. They all sat in a circle together. As Zaan bit down into the biscuit a hard breeze blew through and all the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight, he grew tense. All of them looked in the direction of the breeze wide-eyed. Nothing this time.

      “Ready to practice today?” Zelestiana asked Gar.

      “Sure, I’ve actually tried on the Myste, Gogenanth’s been helping me, nothing yet though,” he responded.

      “Well, we’ve got plenty of time and it will come in handy. Even if you can only wield a portion of your Azulūz,” Tilda said, and bit into the pear, before washing it down with ale.

      “Feels weird to be drinking this early,” Gar said.

      “Ale is easier to come by and stays fresh longer than drinkable water,” Zelestiana said as she took a sip of her ale.

      “Why the fruit?” Gar asked, “seems like a lot of work to grow fruit on the decks.”

      Zelestiana and the rest looked puzzled at that. A sailor on the outside of their circle chimed in “Prevents Scurvy, nasty thing that disease.”

      Gar smiled and waved at the response, “Good to know we aren’t completely turning into pirates.”

      They all finished their meals and felt satiated. Sitting under the hot sun with the blinding reflection of its rays off the waves, they grew tired. Astor fell on his side and napped, snoring slightly.

      “Ready?” Zelestiana asked Gar, who was half in a daze, his eyes squinting from the bright sun. He nodded. “First have you noticed anything that makes you feel especially good . . .” she started. “Seriously, no joking. Or anything that makes you feel . . . afraid or weak?”

      He thought at that, “Not really.”

      “If you notice anything, that will be important to know in the future when you use your ability,” she said. “Now, close your eyes and focus. Let everything drift from your mind. Look for that place, that hard area in your mind you’ve never seen, and try to grab it with the fingers in your mind.”

      Zaan watched as Gar sat there, his eyes darting behind his closed eyelids again.

      “Anything?” Zelestiana asked.

      “No,” he said.

      “All right, let’s try a chant. Try repeating the word, Levelin,” she said.

      He kept his eyes closed and spoke softly, “Levelin.” Then again, he repeated the word to himself.

      “Feel yourself moving all of your body’s thoughts to your mind, and beyond that. Use the Levelin to calm all other thoughts,” she said.

      The party watched this go on for ten more minutes, and finally Gar said, “Damnit, nothing! You sure I have this Azulūz in me?”

      Zelestiana didn’t give any expression, “Yes, it will take time and work to develop it.”

      “We’ve got two weeks,” Zaan said. “You got this Gar.”

      “It took me six months to find my Azulūz,” Gogenanth said. “Don’t despair. Work.”

      “How did you get your Azulūz, Gogenanth? You’ve never told us,” Zaan said.

      “So far as we know, he was the last one born with it,” Tilda said.

      “Is that why you left the Arr then? To find others with it, or?” Zaan asked.

      Gogenanth remained stone-faced, “I left, he said . . . Because I was enslaved . . . after they killed my parents.”

      There was a somber silence as he said that.

      “Gogenanth, you never told us that,” Tilda said.

      “As this may be my final journey, I feel it’s okay to talk about my past with you now,” he said. Gogenanth seems like it hurts him to talk about his past. My dear friend, what pained you so and made you the man you are today? Your parents murdered and then you were enslaved? What horrors lie in the land of the Arr?

      Zelestiana put her hand on Gogenanth’s back to comfort him.
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      Gogenanth sighed, although it wouldn’t be a private recollection of his life, with all of the others around, he sat, crossed his legs and went deep back in his memory.

      “I could neither read nor write, living within my caravan in the steep, hot sand dunes and moving from water source to water source. We scoured the vast sands of the Arr, as I could remember it, it was to avoid detection, by whom, I don’t remember.

      “My father would tell me stories of a city we used to live in, and I can’t remember why we left, as I was so young, maybe five, but he was scared of the Scaethers, as they were called. The ones who took us from our homes. I believe they took them to the great cities in the Great Oasi, the enormous, sprawling oasis’s.

      “Back then, life didn’t seem to be treasured, yet . . . Life, as hard as it was, as grueling as it was, was all I knew. I loved my father, I loved my mother, and my grandmother I knew briefly. She was the one who taught me the song I sang for you. I remember her smile, it was what made me feel safe like nothing else could since.

      “The thing to remember about living in the desert is there’s always something around to kill you, and something to save you. If you needed water, you could always find it somewhere. You just needed to know where to look. I was especially skilled at it, thanks to my mother.

      “That’s how I see life now, there’s always a way. Capture and escape have been an ever-real dance in my life. One night, I remember vividly when they came. The came into the tent as silent as a gazelle on the plains. He was of white skin, like me, and ripped my father from my mother’s arms. After they pulled him from the tent I heard my father fight. Yet then the cut and the gurgle of blood. There was brief silence and then they went after my mother.”

      Gogenanth sat still. “They had their way with her before they killed her.”

      He shifted in his position, and cracked his neck, “And then they took me.

      “They put a bag over my head and took me to the Great Oasis of Noruz, which holds the vast city of Voru. As a young lad all I could gather from why I was taken is I was surrounded by other people of my complexion. There were kids like me, elderly, women, and young men. We were segregated in a quarantined area of the city, like our own little city within a city. My parents were dark skinned like any other desert traveler; I tanned, but not like my family. I assumed they thought we were sick, so that’s why we lived separately from the rest of the city, but I was wrong.

      “The kings and queens of the Arr were told by their gods that we were destined to be the slave warriors of the kingdoms, and so began my training. It wasn’t just hand to hand and weapons, it was strategy, and technique— military technique. The elderly were there to serve and bring us up with their wisdom, and the soldiers and instructors showed the women, men, and children the way of war.

      “There, in our area of Voru, we called the Sorock, or basecamp in your language. It had high walls, with flowing fountains and long vines that crept along the walls. There were barracks with padded beds of black feathers, and enough food to grow us strong.

      “It was a strange place to be in as a child. I wet my pillow every night from the tears, and to let my frustration out I would fight hard in sparring, becoming quite good at it. Looking back, I think they did a real number on me. Every time I lashed out and tried to escape, they somehow manipulated me into progressing my training. It was a black hole in my life, one I wish I could walk away from, but it’s in me. Its who I am today.

      “Eventually, with absolute help from their training, I escaped using the power of my newfound Azulūz.

      “Eventually, I got my revenge and fell back into the desert. For months I traveled, looking for answers and learning the ways of the desert once more. Once I found my way to the western sea I lent my services to a man saying he had been told by god to go to the Worforgon, for some absurd purpose of colonization, to save them from their selves or some bull-shite.

      “I’d rather not go over that voyage, I don’t need those memories coming back, or for you to hear what we went through. But I made it.

      “Once I crossed the Sonter Sea and made land I hardly recognized myself in a mirror. Ten years had gone by and as one of the only people to cross the sea in generations, I was brought before the queen of the capital city Aderogon. Queen Harima was a cruel woman, but she put me in her elite army. I fought in many wars in the south. They were bitter, long-lasting wars.

      “I even gave her a son.” He looked back to the south.

      Zaan was entranced.

      “I eventually became a general in the army, as you know, and fled after a coupe that had not only the queen slaughtered, but my son. He was young, but had a soldier’s death.

      “After that, I ventured toward Essill. The sea was brutal— but I felt little at that time.

      “I made land eventually, and with little spirit left— by chance, I met our friend Gildur. The rest, as its said, is history. And now, here we are . . . On the goddamned sea, again.”

      Zaan almost immediately asked, “What was his name?”

      “Huh?” Gogenanth asked.

      “Your son’s name?”

      Gogenanth looked as if he didn’t want to say the name, but sighed “Gogen.”
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      After resting on the deck the next few hours and eating another meal of the same, they drank a cup of water each and the rest was beer. As Zaan had never been on a ship before, he found himself bored. Beer actually helped, as they grew livelier and got to know some of the sailors. They were surprisingly funny and extremely dedicated to the captain, she had quite the reputation with the crew.

      The sun was setting low in the sky and lit the waves like a sea of fire. “I wish my mom could be here to see this,” he said, and the pain hit him in the chest like a hammer.

      Thoughts of his mother’s illness and wellbeing flooded him again. Having no way to know about her condition and having only his faith in Stave, he drank. He drank like a fish in water, when he was brimming with emotion, even from laughter at Gar’s jokes or the sailor’s songs, he drank. For hours, the boat rocked and swayed and Zaan went from gleeful to solemn as he segregated himself on one side of the ship. Gar noticed and went over to sit next to him.

      “What’s wrong?” Gar asked, and Tilda watched from the other side of the ship as she was talking with Zelestiana.

      “It’s nothing, don’t worry about me,” he said.

      “Come on now, Zaan, let it out,” Gar said. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      Zaan sighed, “It’s my mom.”

      “Oh. Don’t worry, she’ll be all right, Stave will do everything he can, I know he will,” Gar said.

      “I hope so,” Zaan said. “I don’t have very much family left. I don’t want to return home after all of this to another funeral.”

      “Try not to worry about it,” Gar said. “You’ve got family here, with us.”

      Zaan looked up to Gar, “Thanks. Yeah, I—” Just then, one of the sailors yelled from the bow.

      “Storms a comin!” And with that, lightning struck in the distance and almost immediately after a wave as tall as the boat swelled up and approached. Winds blew in fiercely and thunder boomed.

      Gar grabbed Zaan’s arm, “Come on, we’ve got to go!” Zaan staggered with him over to the folding door to the hull.

      The captain ran from her cabin up to the wheel, where she saw the oncoming wave. “Starboard side, starboard side!” The wheelman began turning hard to the right. “Brace for waves!” She yelled and grabbed onto a handle herself.

      Gar instinctively grabbed onto a thick rope with his arm and Zaan held onto his other arm. Then the wave lifted the ship up and turned it left, and water came crashing down on them. Lightning lit up the sky and struck somewhere nearby. Gar held on tightly to the rope and Zaan as Zaan lost his footing under the rushing water and fell to his side.

      “Zaan! Hold on,” Gar said. But Zaan’s arm slipped through Gar’s and he slid down the deck, which was almost vertical at that point. Tilda yelled out in the rain.

      Zaan fell hard against the sidewall of the ship and landed on his side, water rushed onto him and swept him up over the railing.

      “Zaan!” Tilda screamed.

      Next thing Zaan knew, he was swimming underwater in a dark sea, not knowing which way was up. Frantically he swam, hopefully towards the surface. As he began to panic in the cold waters lightning struck and illuminated the ship just above him. He swam as hard as he could, his arms pulling him up the best he could and finally, finally, breached the surface to fill his lungs with air before coughing up sea water.

      “There! He’s over there!” He heard a muffled voice yell from the ship. Zaan looked over at the ship and swam hard in the tall waves. Lightning struck again in the distance all around and a wave crashed down on him, pushing him back underwater. As the water violently tossed him back further away from the boat he thought he saw a face. It’s not . . . Emilisa?

      “Hold on Zaan,” he thought he heard her say. “Hold on, get to the ship.”

      Her face disappeared as he emerged from underneath the water, and he swam hard. Grimacing from the cold, he couldn’t feel his fingers or toes, but pushed on. He knew he didn’t have long. He caught a light from the corner of his eye, but he didn’t look at anything but the ship.

      “Swim!” He thought he heard Tilda yell. Zaan saw a log get thrown down into the water by the boat. He saw someone jump from the boat, but Zaan began to lose control of his legs. He thought they were moving but he began to feel warm. He could tell he was swimming slower and he began to relax just when he felt cold hands grab him and pull him over to the log. Zaan had grown tired and when he felt the cold roughness of the log he held on the best he could.

      “Hold on,” someone whispered in his ear. They both held on and Zaan felt ropes around him as he was lifted back up onto the ship’s hard, wet, wood deck. His whole body wanted to just fall into a deep sleep at that moment.

      “No, stay awake, you need to stay awake!” He heard a voice muffled in the dark storm.

      “Emilisa,” he said, “I made it.”

      “Zaan, stay awake,” someone said as he felt a jolt of pain in his cheek. His eyes shot open, but his vision was fuzzy. There was more talking, and he felt himself being lifted before going down a set of steep stairs to the hull. He was helpless as his clothes were removed quickly and a blanket was thrown over him. Whoever was next to him wouldn’t let him lay down, even though he fought back.

      There they sat, swaying with the rocking ship, he caught a familiar smell. It was the same smell from the high walls of Barrier Cliff so long ago, next to a woman he slept by in Dillengrad, next to a woman he cared for deeply.

      “Tilda,” he said.

      “Yes, I’m here, hold on Zaan. Stay awake, you need to stay awake. Rub your chest with your hands, you’re freezing cold.”

      Zaan began to rub his chest weakly, but passed out.
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      Warm and bright was the sun as Zaan slowly opened his eyes. He lifted a hand over them to block its streaks of golden light from his retinas. Looking down he saw he had on dry clothes that were different from what he’d had on the day before.

      “What happened?” he asked to himself.

      “You almost drowned,” he heard a familiar voice say.

      He looked over, still squinting in the brightness. Zelestiana was sitting next to him on the deck of the ship. She was leaning back with one arm relaxed on a knee, and the other propping her up as she looked out into the ocean. She wore a short-sleeved soft cotton shirt and short-cut pants above the knee, unusual for her. That was the first thing Zaan noticed. “And then you almost froze,” she said. Her eyes looked on to his. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      “I . . . Fell in, didn’t I?” he asked, the memories of him being in the water slowly drifted back into his mind.

      “You’ve been asleep nearly an entire day,” she said.

      “How did I? I remember arms gripping me in the water, and . . . I almost died,” he said. “There was a moment when I almost gave up, I even saw . . .” he paused. “Who jumped in after me?”

      She looked at him again, “You don’t know?”

      “Tilda,” Zaan said.

      Zelestiana looked back out to the sea, “She was not in good health after either. She’s resting still.”

      Zaan sat up and was silent for many minutes as thoughts swam around in his head. He watched the waves roll in, looked up to see the sails full of wind, and after a while he remembered something from his time in the water and asked, “I saw a light when I was about to be pulled up onto the ship.”

      “Yes,” she responded, “the Myste was struck.”

      “Struck? By lightning?”

      “Yes, they lost the rear mast, and spent almost the whole day yesterday on repairs. This voyage is a difficult one, most certainly,” she said.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      She laughed briefly. “Why do you ask?”

      “You just always seem so strong and put together, but I don’t really know if it’s you just having a strong façade or . . .”

      “You need to rest,” she said.

      Then Astor came over and held out a mug of water to Zaan, who drank a sip before downing the rest quickly. “Thanks,” Zaan said, wiping his mouth with his arm.

      Astor sat in front of them, crossing his legs with his knees at his sides. He had only knee length pants on and a new broad rimmed thatch hat on. His dark skin shined in the sunlight. “Warm day, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Zaan said.

      “Listen,” Astor said. “You scare me like that again, and I’ll throw you overboard myself,” he said serious and then gave a laugh, pulled out a boxy, light wooden pipe and removed a pinch of moist tobacco leaf. After the tobacco was ready he went over and lit the pipe on a candle at the center of the ship. Once he came back, “That’s one of the bravest things I’ve seen, that is what Tilda did.”

      “Where is she?” Zaan asked.

      “Still resting on the bow,” he said. “Leave her be for a while.”

      “Is she okay?” Zaan asked.

      “Yes, she’s all right, but she’s resting. Her blood nearly went ice-cold like yours did,” Astor said.

      Zaan motioned with a hand for the pipe and Astor handed it over. He took a light drag of the smoke, and it warmed his insides further, he then exhaled and took a deep pull. Blowing out the plume of smoke up into the sky, he handed the pipe back to Astor.

      “You know the worst part about being out here?” Astor said. “It’s not the sea, or the boredom, or the being surrounded by people you don’t know. It’s that there’s no control.”

      “I agree with that,” Zelestiana said.

      “What do you mean?” Zaan asked.

      “There’s no one to fight, there’s no escape to somewhere safer, we’re completely helpless too . . .” Astor looked around, and whispered, “the Aterax. There’s absolutely nothing we can do, except grin and bear it.”

      Zaan then felt a shadow and light footsteps approaching him, and he saw tan boots with black leather inlaid on them. The looked up to Captain Rose peering down at him. The sun shone down directly behind her head and its sharp streaks shown around her head divinely. “Never seen anything like it,” she said.

      “I’m no religious person, for obvious reasons. I like my head where it is, but that was nothing short of a miracle. To survive in the freezing waters in a storm like that. Tilda must love you.”

      Zaan didn’t know what to say.

      “Well, regardless of if it was divine intervention or not, you are one lucky son of a bitch,” she said.

      “All due respect,” Zaan said. “Please don’t call me that ever again.”

      She smiled. “Look, we are making slow progress towards Sarcasus. The Myste is in bad shape, but making it. If your gods got any say in the matter, we sure could use a bit o’ your luck. A couple more outbursts like that from you know what, and we’re going to fall to pieces.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, as the ship rocked and creaked as the sea bustled her from side to side. Zaan went up to the bow and approached the spot where Tilda slept. She looks like an angel. The sunlight sparkled off her soft skin, and her braids danced in the delicate breeze as they hung over the side of her cot.

      Her eyes were still closed and she seemed to be in a peaceful, deep sleep. Zaan went over and sat next to her. Looking at her, he let his hand caress her arm. He traced the tattoo on her shoulder and lowered his head to kiss her cheek, gently. Tilda’s eyes slowly opened to see him, they were as beautiful as the blue sky. Her mouth smoothed up to a soft smile.

      “Zaan,” she said, and leaned up to kiss him.

      “You saved me,” he said. “You jumped into the water, risking your own life. That’s two I owe you now.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. You just need to stay with me,” she said.

      “Deal,” he said, and pressed his lips to hers again. He looked deep into her eyes. “I’m sorry for everything. I don’t want anything else in life. I just want you.”

      Tilda’s smile turned, and her lips began to quiver. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry for the way I treated you. You didn’t deserve that. I’m so sorry.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong, Tilda. All that we’ve been through has only made us stronger together.”

      “No, Zaan, I feel regret every day for the way I treated you. I need you to hear me. I didn’t know what to do with the way I felt about you back then. So, I avoided you. I pushed you away. I pushed you to another.” Her head fell back to the cot. “I wish I would’ve been different for you.”

      He laid his palm on her cheek. “You don’t have to apologize for anything. I mean— you’ve saved my life,” he laughed. “That counts for a whole lot.”

      “Life sure can be a cruel wench, can’t she?” she laughed. “She’s tried to take the both of us out a couple of times now.” She turned serious. “That water was really cold.”

      Zaan nodded. “You could’ve died. I can’t lose you, Tilda. I just can’t. Not after everything we’ve been through.”

      “When I saw you get washed overboard,” she said, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I was so scared, that was the only thing I could think, was to jump in after you. You would’ve done the same.”

      “Yes, I would have jumped into the fires of a volcano after you,” he said, shedding his own silent tears. “Thank you, Tilda.” He leaned down and gave her a soft kiss and felt her lips quivering as she cried.

      “I thought I lost you,” she said.

      “You haven’t lost me. I’m right here, Tilda. I’m right here with you, now and forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Loud horns blew and banners filled the high walls of the castle. The sun was peaking up from its rest, and lit the clouds with a violent red. The gates of the city opened outward slowly. The shifting of metal resounded in unison and King Hollon Livingston the Eighth rode his mighty white horse out of the front gate. Behind him was the first fully assembled army in Essill for one thousand years.

      He rode out slowly and with many banner-men behind him. They paraded out of the gate and marched steadily southeast. They were taking the road regularly traveled, west of Fur-lol. Three horses galloped up from the rear and pulled up next to the king, but were careful not to ride in front of him. Erolos, the King’s Guard, was fully armored and had his red-fur mane across his shoulders and back. The other two horses were carrying the king’s two eldest sons; the princes of Auracity.

      “This is a historic day, my liege,” Erolos said. Wavy blond hair stuck out from the back of his silver helmet. “Stories will be told of your army for centuries.”

      King Hollon smiled at that. The king had on elaborately decorated bronze armor and a rare material beneath it that looked like a fabric made of rubies. His helmet was adorned with many black spikes that shot upwards and it was inlaid with emeralds. Long, slick black hair fell across his strong brow. His dark eyes looked forward into the distance. Anyone out on the roads bowed as he rode by.

      “Yes, this will be told for centuries, yet in the meantime we have quite a ride ahead of us,” the king said. “Surely Vallenhalen and the Publica will know of our march shortly. As its going to take us nearly a month to approach the city and its many sweeping bridges.”

      “Are they going to put up a strong fight?” The younger prince asked the king.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Even against such an incredible army as this?” the prince asked.

      “Let me ask you this, son, would you give up our kingdom so easily when an army came to your front gate?” the king asked.

      “No,” the young prince with long, curled black hair and pale skin said.

      “Good answer. Of course, you wouldn’t you are my son,” the king scoffed. “We are going to batter their defenses and burn the city to the ground if need be. We are not going back, without my banners flying atop the highest walls of Vallenhalen.”
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            At the Mercy of the Sea

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      As she walked through her kingdom, accompanied by her Queen’s Guard in the city streets, no one spoke. Her people were quiet and respectful, the elderly even knelt the best they could. Queen Brie Seleste II strode confidently, her long graying red hair pulled back. She wore a red dress with black feathers at the waist and shoulders, and wore her tall silver crown that was adorned with diamonds and sapphires.

      Vallenhalen was a kingdom of great prosperity as well as poverty. The classes were so divided that, though slavery was not legal, only a few shims in payment and a bed under their own name was enough to pass as legal. Throughout the city, the sea water from the Elden Sea wafted along its winding streets and alleys. In the background could be seen the sweeping bridges that spider-webbed the vast delta the city had been built on. During the day the city was brimming with the commotion of traders and mercantile. At night the city center turned into a lavish display of energy and celebration of life, as it were. Music would erupt out of the taverns that paid musicians nightly to draw in the large crowds. People would sing and dance until the early morning and the city would return to its normal hustle once the sun showed and the moon fell to sleep.

      Queen Brie and her guards strolled through the main street of Polmonia that separated the city in half. At one end was the royal keep of Revvel, at the other was the House of Publica and Excise, a building as tall and wide as the keep. The plans for the building were even based off the keep itself, creating a nearly perfect symmetry of the city.

      She and her guards approached the front gate to the House. Two guards bowed their heads and opened up the tall steel doors that were littered with rivets. The building itself was a thick stone, at least six feet thick, and there were no windows on the first two floors. Above that the windows were small enough that no single body could fit through.

      At the top of the tower, many stories up, the floor of the Presidix was completely surrounded on all four sides by clear glass, and the room inside was almost completely white.

      Queen Seleste entered the house, which had a dark stone interior with a red carpet on the floor and little else in the long room save dozens of lit torches along the walls. She strolled through to the end of the hallway and was met by a well-groomed man who bid her welcome and asked that she follow him up to the top of the stairs. He offered her a seat, with which she would be carried, and she accepted. She sat upon a soft red pillow seat and a man at either side of her lifted it up by long beams before they started off up the winding circular stairs that wrapped, like a coiled snake, all the way to the top.

      Once at the top Queen Seleste was briefly blinded by the white stones and furniture that decorated the Presidix’s office. To her right, she looked out to see her Keep at level height, and down to see her city below with its bustling populous and sweeping bridges that served carriages and men and women on horseback.

      “Good day, Presidix Evilen Rin,” the queen said, still looking down at the city. She looked in the direction of the sea and saw the Tower of Lūr, which shone with the brightest light in all of Essill. At night it shone out across the sea in the chance that anyone would be crossing.

      “Good day to you, Queen Seleste the second,” the Presidix said, standing behind her desk. “Would you care to join me over here? I have some warm black tea or wine.”

      “That will be fine,” the queen said and went over to sit at the white desk. There were only three things on the table, as the whole office was void of clutter. There was a kettle of tea, a bottle of wine, and a single cup. Presidix Rin sat sternly and with poise poured a glass of the hot black tea, then wiped the lip of the kettle’s tip with a white cloth, and set it back gently onto the table. She slowly slid the glass to the queen who lifted it up to her nose and smelled the hot liquid. Taking a light, careful sip, she nodded and set the glass back on the table. “What have you called me here for?”

      Presidix Rin sat expressionless with her blond hair pulled tightly back and she wore a pressed black satin shirt and skirt that hung below her ankles. “There’s been another raven.”

      “Another raven? There’s no shortage of those, these days. What news comes from your monaters now?” the queen asked.

      Presidix Rin opened a drawer to her left and pulled out a small, rolled papyrus and handed it over to the queen. The Presidix crossed her legs as the queen read the small scroll to herself. After reading it, she let it fall to her side and she looked back down at her city. “So, the Age of Peace is over after one thousand years.”

      “Yes, Auracity marches here for war,” the Presidix said.

      “Are they coming because we sent to the ships to Barrier Cliff, I wonder? Or is there a more sinister reason brimming in Hollon’s heart? I’ve always felt he was a greedy, power-hungry man,” Queen Brie said.

      “I don’t believe he is only coming for you and the city, I believe he wants the House and its resources,” Presidix Ren said. “With the inventory of wealth we store here, he could become quite powerful.”

      Queen Brie thought on that for a couple of moments. “I will send word to the other kingdoms for their assistance. Auracity is violating the specific law of territorial vigilance, we are all in command of law in each of our own provinces. Surely they would come to maintain the peace.”

      “Garmos is with Auracity,” the Presidix said.

      “How do you know?” Queen Brie asked.

      “King Rôagn made a pact with King Hollon to find the boy Zaan and give him to Armoz. The navy of Garmos arrived at Barrier Cliff yesterday to kill and find Zaan, but found the city abandoned once more.”

      “We all made a pact to let the boy Zaan be, and let the events play out as they will,” the queen said.

      “Appears they must have made another arrangement after we last met,” Presidix Ren said.

      “I will send a raven to Dillengrad and King Mordoth immediately,” the queen said.

      “King Mordoth is an old, stubborn man,” the Presidix said. She stood up and walked over to the window with her arms behind her back. The queen stood and walked up next to her as they both looked down at the city. “He won’t come to our aid.”

      “Then we prepare for war,” said Queen Brie Seleste II.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting on the deck with his feet hanging over the side of the Odoline, Zaan watched the other ship, the Myste, where the Tangier paced across the ship. Two days had passed since his day in the sea water, and they were relieved no storm had blown in again. The sun had been bright, the skies clear, and the wind bustling. The wind was a blessing in disguise as it aided in their speed, which they needed, but made the water choppy. The waves were bigger and the ship was rough as it would be lifted and crash down, even a few feet would cause the ship to drop. The wood of the hull creaked and moaned as it was battered by the crashing waves.

      Zaan looked at the Myste as it seemed to be sailing fine now, but it was in disrepair, one mast gone and black burnt wood from the lightning strike. It was a miracle no one was hurt by the strike, truly lucky. He looked down at his feet and noticed something beneath him under the water, it had an elongated head that turned to a long slithering body behind it.

      He suddenly stood up in surprise, one of the nearby sailors saw him and walked over, looking down at the long, smooth, slithering body.

      “What is it?” Zaan asked.

      “An eel-shark and dinner if we’re lucky,” the sailor said and whistled up to the wheel. The two up there looked down to see the eel-shark and one brought over two long spears with barbed tips.

      They motioned for Zaan to move out of the way and they both drove the spears into the eel-shark’s body simultaneously. Others quickly joined them, and with many grunts and curses they lifted the heavy body onto the main deck. Zaan saw, as it snapped its mouth viciously, that it had rows of hundreds of small, triangular sharp teeth. One of the sailors walked over and drove a sword straight into the eel-shark’s brain. It wriggled another minute and fell still. It was so large it covered a quarter of the main deck.

      The ship’s cook had been watching and went to work immediately. He and his help went at skinning the eel-shark, that was easily two dozen feet long. They disemboweled it, and almost threw it overboard, when the captain stopped them. She told them to send that over to the other ship to see if the Tangier would eat it. They abided, and out of boredom Zaan decided to travel over to the Myste with it.

      It was an unpleasant trip as the waves were rough and the stench was almost unbearable. The two sailors rowing seemed un-phased by the rough waves and got them to the other ship within twenty minutes. They climbed up the rope ladder and hoisted up the heavy guts of the eel-shark. Lily was standing next to Magnolia when Zaan saw her. Their eyes met and Lily had a subtle look of sadness as her golden curls flowed in the wind. Lily, I really admire her spirit and determination. After all she’s been through— all the loss, all the pain. Here she is out on a voyage like no other. She’s still alive after all this. We may all die on this quest, but I’m glad she’s here with us.

      To the side of her, next to the ship’s broken off mizzenmast, were Wollen and Ezmerelda. Zaan was surprised to see both of them had any hardly any clothes on at all. Ezmerelda was cover neck to toe in tattoos, and only had a small loin cloth and what could be best described as a thin, cloth top that covered little. Wollen was wearing only a short, ragged pair of pants.

      “You two look like you’re on holiday,” Zaan said as he walked over and shook Wollen’s hand and hugged Ezmerelda. The sailors took the innards over to Magnolia, who sniffed them cautiously, then bit into the lower intestine and began to eat.

      “Good girl,” Lily said. “Get your strength back, eat.”

      “I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d ever see an eel-shark in person,” Wollen said, his wild hair blowing in the wind. He had grown tan, as all of them had over the last few days on the water. “It’s wild, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it’s something,” Ezmerelda said, as she took a sip of beer.

      “I’m glad you are all okay,” Zaan said.

      “Same to you lad,” Wollen said. “They told us what happened in the last storm, you’re lucky to be alive.”

      Lily walked over and held her hand around the broken mast, “I’m glad you’re still around.”

      “Me too,” Zaan laughed. “I could easily be at the bottom of this now if it hadn’t been for Tilda.”

      “Why’d you come over?” Lily asked him.

      “I wanted to see you guys,” he said.

      “If it weren’t for the storms,” Wollen said, “this’d be a helluva holiday. Like you said.” He laughed, Ezmerelda followed with laughter.

      A strong gust of wind shot in and all of them dropped slightly and looked around, but nothing was there.

      “Being on edge like this all of the time isn’t pleasant,” Lily said. “I can’t wait to be on dry land again, even if it is Sarcasus.”

      “Agreed,” Zaan said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      He slept upon the dry deck that night on the Myste. A thin canvas sack behind his back and his shirt curled up beneath his head was all he had. The light bedding was not the reason he didn’t sleep soundly. First off, he couldn’t shake off the thought of his mother suffering, as he had no idea what condition she was in at that very moment. Secondly, this was the first night he’d not spent together with Tilda in weeks. She surely felt the same.

      In his frustration at the lack of sleep, he would stare up at the stars until his eyelids felt heavy, and he would drift into a light sleep for an hour or so. Listening to the waves bounce against the side of the ship and watching the stars was like something out of a dream itself. He had traveled far in an unlikely path since he left Fur-lol. It’d been almost a full year and yet so much had happened.

      He remembered the first time he entered Gildur’s Armory with Gar. Gildur was as intimidating as any man Zaan had met up to that point. And later to fight alongside him until his death was an honor and a curse. The friends he’d lost made him only think of any other causalities to come, he tried hard to brush that thought from his mind.

      What do I have to offer in a fight with a god? Topple a mountain on him? Burn him up in hot fire? Will it be enough? I don’t even know what powers he has to throw at us. This kept Zaan up until he finally fell asleep from mental exhaustion just before dawn.

      The hot, bright sun awoke him only a few hours later, and as he gave into the sun’s beckoning, he removed his shirt that had been wrapped around his head to cover his eyes, he saw a girl sitting next to him. “Hey Lily.”

      “Hi,” she said. “Brought you some water.” She held out a mug of murky water for him, he took it from her hand, smiled and sipped. He almost spit it out, but swallowed instead.

      He coughed, “Not too pleasant, quite awful actually.”

      She smiled. “Would you prefer beer, or rum?” He grimaced.

      He sat up, his back felt tight and aching, and turned to try to look at it.

      “Yeah, I’m getting burned too,” Lily said and exposed a shoulder that was red and peeling. “Gross stuff.” She rubbed it briskly and dead skin wafted up into the air.

      “How long have we been out at sea now? A week?” he asked.

      “This is the sixth day,” she said. “Feels like it’s been a month. I’m waiting for the sight of birds. I’ve been watching, but it’s so bright it’s hard to look into the sky too long.”

      “How’s Magnolia holding up?”

      “Good now, although I have to keep telling her that food is coming, she’s not used to waiting. If she ever got hungry, she would go hunt. Here, she’s at the mercy of man, which she’s not all together comfortable with. That being said . . .” She turned and looked at the Tangier, her bright ivory antlers shimmering in the sunlight. “. . .I’m glad she came, she’s strong and more devoted than I could have imagined. We’ve grown close, she wants to protect me and I her.”

      “She makes us all feel better about going into the unknown, I think I can safely say,” he said. A slight gust of wind blew through, and everyone on board tensed up momentarily, yet saw nothing of the Aterax. He looked around at the black and burned base of the rear mast that’d been exploded by a lightning blast.

      Lily looked into Zaan’s eyes and he caught himself staring into hers. “I’m scared Zaan.”

      “It’s okay to be scared,” he said. “We’ll make it, I promise. I’m scared too, but we can all do this together.”

      She paused for a moment. “So, you and Tilda are happy?”

      He tried to be as calm and compassionate as he could. “Yeah, I am.”

      Lily looked out at the water and its rippling light against the bright sun above.

      “You know Lily, I thought you were—” he began, and her ears perked up as she looked at him. “I thought you were gone. It’d been so long after we separated after the siege by Xelex and Riverend.”

      She dropped her head in thought and didn’t quite know what to say, and neither did he. “I thought about you. I worried about you, every day, not that that changes anything.” It’s difficult to not say that I felt the same, but our chance is gone, thanks to what’s happened.

      He sighed, and looked up at her. “I still care about you, Lily. Ever since you were freed from Angela Dragus, I’ve wanted to be with you. I wanted to help take care of you. I don’t know what else to say except— if things would’ve turned out differently, we may have had a chance to be together.”

      “I know, it’s too bad,” she said as she quickly stood up. “I’m going to get a rum, still too early?”

      “I guess I’ll have one, if nothing else to pass the time,” he said and she went off to below deck. As soon as she was out of sight beneath the deck, Ezmerelda came over and sat next to him quickly. He looked at her, and she smiled. “What?”

      “That’s a hairy situation, huh?” she asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

      “Ha!” she laughed. “Two beautiful women.” She nudged his shoulder. “I don’t see it personally, but they both like you for some reason. Me, I like ‘em big and strong.”

      “I’ve noticed,” he said. That’s one way of putting it, ‘hairy’. But I’ve made my choice— Tilda, she’s all I need. I’m happy for Gogenanth, he seems to care for Ezmerelda, she’s a wild woman, and I think he enjoys that.

      “Listen, I’ve been holding this in a while and it’s just bugging me. Do you care if I ask it?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure, I guess, fine, ask.”

      “Why don’t you just take that damn jewel thing and get this all over with? I’ll do it, if you’re not going to,” she said.

      His eyes popped open, “What?”

      “Come on now, we’re all going to a god forbidden place where we’re probably all going to die. And you have a stone that’ll give you a bunch of powers and things . . . Why don’t you just take it now, you’ll probably end up using it at the end of all of this anyways,” she said as he sat there speechless.

      Lily came over and handed a mug of rum to Zaan. “No thanks,” he said with a wave of his hand. “My thirst passed.”

      “What’re you two talking about?” Lily asked, pulling the mug back towards her.

      “He was just telling me how beautiful he thought you were,” Ezmerelda said, and winked at Zaan as she got up and walked off.

      Zaan looked up and gave Lily an awkward smile. “What if I tried to use the stone?”

      “That thing is cursed,” she said. “Don’t you dare. I don’t want to see you becoming some all-powerful monster. You’re as strong now as you need to be. Don’t give your mind and soul to that thing. We can do this together.”
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      It wasn’t the Aterax, but a storm did come in two days later. The Myste swayed back and forth and the masts creaked and bent. Light rains trickled on their heads as they sat beneath the deck in the hull. Lily sat there shivering and listened to the low grumbling of Magnolia above, on deck.

      “She hates storms,” she said. “She misses her cave.”

      “Aye,” Wollen said. “I could deal with a cave now, or a nice warm fire with a hot cauldron of stew and some fresh bread. Aye, that’d be fine.”

      “Don’t talk about those things now,” Ezmerelda said, and Yule looked like he was about to drool as he licked his lips.

      They sat on a section of tied down crates in a corner of the hull. There were a few lit small candles, but not enough to light the entire room. It was only lit enough to barely make out each other’s faces. Yet Zaan could tell that Lily was shivering and wet from the cold.

      “Come over here,” he said, and she scooted over next to him. He put his arm around her and began to rub her back to warm her up. He couldn’t tell, but he thought he saw Ezmerelda smiling smugly at him.

      He’d wanted to take the small boat back over to the Odoline and back to Tilda the last couple of days, but the sailors said the wind was too good to lower the sails just for him to go from ship to ship. He didn’t disagree, and spent much of the days staring off the side of the ship, as she looked back over at him.

      “I wish this storm would stop, its making me anxious something bad is going to happen. Storms always make bad things happen,” Lily said.

      “I wonder if the Ater. . . if the storms happen in Sarcasus, do they happen all over the world?” Wollen asked, looking at Zaan and Ezmerelda. Zaan looked unsure. Ezmerelda didn’t give an answer.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever asked you where you’re from,” Wollen asked her.

      “No, you haven’t.”

      There was a silence for a few moments. “Do you mind speaking about where you’re from?” Lily asked politely, her head still on Zaan’s shoulder, who was feeling quite uncomfortable at that moment, so he lifted his arm back off her and to his side as she sat back up.

      “No, I’m from the desert, not the same at Gogenanth. I’m from the Bolgivish originally, but I lived in Yelden Forest for a few years, and I even lived in Garmos Castle for six months. That’s a grimy city, let me tell you,” she said.

      “Where are you from then?” she asked Lily.

      “I’m from the south tip of Essill, a small-town call Rorel-en. It’s next to the sea with long pastures and a forest that brims with wonderful wildlife,” Lily said.

      “It’s by Forn Forest, right?” asked Wollen.

      “Yes, the Forn, I grew up in those trees,” she said.

      “There are many tales of the things that live in that forest. I always doubted them, thinking they were stories. But with the things I have seen now in my life, I don’t know what the end of it is,” Wollen said.

      “I’ve seen things in that forest I can’t explain,” Lily said. “They do make for good stories. Thunder boomed out in the distance and they all shook, but the boat didn’t rock harder and they heard no yelling from above.

      “What about you Wollen?” Zaan asked.

      “I’m from that small island on the west banks of Essill, west of the Yelden, it’s called Stormrain Island. Ever heard of it?” They all shook their heads. “Not much there but storms and rains, all our houses were built half-underground, if not all the way. I left there at a young age once I met Xersha.”

      “You miss her, don’t you?” Lily asked.

      “Aye,” Wollen said, and dropped his head low. “She would’ve loved going to the continent of Sarcasus on this voyage. A mighty warrior she was.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Zaan said and took a sip of the dark rum. It was sweet, but had a strong bite. He handed it over to Wollen, who took a swill.

      “When this is all said and over . . .” Wollen said. “We are going to have a celebration the likes of which this world has never seen.”

      “If we can go back to Essill,” Lily said.

      There was another pause in conversation. “You all are still being hunted for your bounties, aren’t you?” Ezmerelda said. “At least you and Gogenanth are,” referring to Zaan. “You probably have one on your head too,” referring to Lily, “for your escape from the sorceress. I guess you would too for helping them, Wollen.”

      “What does that say about you?” Lily asked.

      “I’m just a passenger on this ship, I’m not helping anybody. We’re just tourists getting drunk with a pack of pirates, isn’t that right Yule?” she asked him, and he let out a loud burst of laughter, and they all followed suit.
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      The rising of the sun had brought about the next day and Zaan had not slept any easier than the night before, even with a belly full of warm rum and beer. He was still haunted by thoughts of his mother and it didn’t help he didn’t have Tilda to wrap her arms around.

      The sailors still insisted the winds were too good to stop sailing either ship, and he didn’t have Captain Rose to talk to about it. He was just another regular sailor on this ship. So, he hung his legs over the side of the ship and watched the waves as they rushed behind them. He was shirtless and unshaven for the trip thus far; his beard had grown the half a length of the tip of his thumb.

      There sat Tilda, along with Astor, Gogenanth, Gar, and Zelestiana on the side of the other ship, facing them, and Captain Rose was at the helm.

      Lily came over and sat next to him, she waved at their friends on the other ship. “She’s getting restless,” she said.

      Zaan turned his head to see Magnolia pacing in circles at the bow. “Looks like it, what’s she saying, or thinking rather?”

      “She wishes for dry land,” Lily said.

      “Hah, don’t we all,” he said as a large wave hit the ship, making it slant to the left. It jarred Lily and him, and Magnolia growled.

      “You were talking in your sleep last night,” Lily said.

      Zaan looked confused, “I did? I’ve never done that before. Or at least, no one’s ever told me that. What did I say? Hopefully nothing embarrassing.”

      “It was mainly just a bunch of mumbling and gibberish. You did say the name ‘Oscar’ though.”

      Zaan smiled and pulled a small wooden pipe from his pocket and a satchel of tobacco leaves. “Yeah, that was my dog, helluva best friend.” He stood and walked over to the candle lit at the center of the ship, and went back over and sat by Lily.

      “You look a lot different,” she said as she watched him light the pipe and inhale the stale, musky smoke. “You are not the boy you were just a few months back, you look and act differently than before. And you’ve gotten even more handsome, or rather rugged.”

      He coughed up a plume of smoke and coughed so hard it made his eyes water. Handsome? No matter how I feel, I can’t think of an appropriate way to answer.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I know you’re with Tilda, it’s just a compliment.”

      Zaan caught a glimpse of her in the golden light of the sun, with her smooth, now tanned skin with light freckles. Her emerald green eyes hidden beneath her long golden curls. He looked away quickly, but he couldn’t help but remember the passionate kiss they shared just before the dragons attacked Barrier Cliff and they were separated, with hundreds of miles between them. Him in Dillengrad with Tilda, and her with the women and children of Barrier Cliff, looking for a safe home. The distance between them wasn’t the reason I chose Tilda, I’ve always been deeply attracted to her. It was partly the not-knowing that drove Lily and me apart. Honestly, not knowing if someone is alive or not, and not being able to change that, wreaked havoc on my mind, as my body nearly crumbled from my injury. Lily was gone and Tilda was there. Tilda was with me all the time when I was closest to death.

      “Was that an awkward silence?” Lily asked with a laugh. “Hey, can I try that?” She looked at the pipe that Zaan had just removed from his mouth.

      “You ever tried smoking before?”

      “No, but first time for everything,” she said and took the pipe from his hand, which he held out to his side for her. “How do I do it?”

      “Just pull some smoke into your mouth and then act like you are getting ready for a belch,” he said.

      Pulling a puff into her lungs from the pipe, she arched her back and puffed out her chest, and let out a great plume of smoke into the salty air. Her eyes were wet, but she fought back against the cough at the cusp of emerging. Clearing her throat and swallowing harshly, she managed to say in a forced voice, “It’s good.”

      Zaan smiled, “No it’s not.”

      She grimaced. “No, it’s hideous. How do you do that?”

      “Not sure, grew up around it, my pa smoked a pipe. I never really got a taste for it, but not much else to do on this ship.” He took the pipe from Lily’s outstretched fingers, and pulled it up to his lips and inhaled. After he blew out the smoke, he licked his lips slightly and his thoughts went again back to their kiss all those months ago, and he remembered the taste of her lips. After he cleared his throat, he knocked the ash from the pipe, and tried to move his thoughts to other things.

      “Ever wonder if this life is just a mirage, or an illusion?” Zaan asked. Lily looked surprised by the question. “Like, what if the gods are just having a game of us? For example, how much different would life be if they would have decided to make me a simple farmer, if they wanted me to stay in that Black Cave, or if the dragons never came to Barrier Cliff? Life in this instant would be quite different, and we wouldn’t be at the mercy of this ship holding together.”

      “It certainly would be different for us if the dragons never came,” Lily said, her tone discouraging.

      “It definitely would be,” he said. The thought of that moment they shared together— their first kiss back in the fortress, crept back into his mind. It was a pleasant thought, although he felt a bit of shame, as he missed Tilda then.  “Best not to think of things like that though. Can’t change the past, only the future.”

      Then they heard the voice of one of the sailors holler out from the other ship. Zaan couldn’t recognize the words out in the distance, but he saw the sailors on his ship looking up into the sky. He and Lily looked up into the sky as well. “What is that? It’s too big to be a bird.” He heard one of the sailors on his ship yell out.

      Zaan held up a hand above his brow to block out the sun, and look for what they were yelling about. Then he saw it, high in the sky. It was little but a speck in the distance. At first, he thought it was a bird, but at that height it had to have been much larger. “A dragon.”

      As he and all of the others watched it in the distance, he noticed it had been flying from the north, in the direction of Sarcasus. He watched as it made a large arc with its wings, and began flying back north, in the direction it had come from.

      “That’s not good.”
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      The winds had been blowing strongly in the few hours after the dragon had been seen high up in the sky. The sailors didn’t know what to think of it as they had never seen one before, luckily for them. They didn’t know if it was good or bad luck, but Zaan knew. It meant they knew they were going to Sarcasus, although he didn’t know if it signaled there’d be a welcome party for them as soon as they hit land or not. He hoped not.

      Looking over at the Odoline, he’d already requested a transport to the ship, but was refused again with the wind at their backs speeding up their journey. It was a bittersweet feeling, as he wanted to talk with the others about the next step, but he knew getting to the northern continent quickly was the highest priority.

      So, he sat with his helpless feelings as he hung his feet over the side of the ship, and felt the sea air blow between his toes. He looked over at the Tangier as she slept on the side of the ship, and Lily sat there petting her. He stood and went down below deck to get a beer. After he got a warm mug of it he went back and took a gulp. Then he packed his pipe full and went and lit it from the candle again at the center of the ship.

      Thoughts of his mother filled his mind again, and he couldn’t release it from his mind’s grip. He thought about what she was going through at that very moment, and the thought did enter his mind of her not being around anymore. He tried to push that thought away, but was unsuccessful. So, he decided to chant as it helped him concentrate on his Azulūz.

      He lightly spoke the word “Helana” to himself, and gradually the morbid thoughts of his mother began to fade, and he felt himself in a nostalgic and warming place. He hadn’t used his Azulūz since their time on the ships. “Helana.”

      A sense of calm and power came to him, and he saw the world in blue flame and smoke through his close eyelids. The Odoline was drifting in a sea of wafting blue smoke, and he even saw the fish swimming below, he never imagined the sea could brim with that much life beneath the mirror-like surface.

      With so much power within his grasp, he decided to try something he’d only thought about many months before, in his training sessions with Zelestiana. He felt a piece of the driftwood next to him, one of the pieces they would throw in the water to help anyone who fell overboard. “Helana.” He felt the knot tied around the driftwood in his mind and unraveled the knot. He lifted the driftwood, which was four feet long and only a couple of inches thick. It was easy for him to lift.

      Then he stood up, and put a foot on the driftwood as it floated but a foot off the ground. “Helana.” Once his foot was sure, he lifted the other foot onto and stood squarely on it. “Helana.” He could sense the uneasiness of the sailors around him, but paid no mind as he, and the piece of driftwood floated up over the railing and hovered in the air above the cold seawater.

      Not only could he feel the driftwood and control it, but he began to feel that he could control and stabilize his own body, but he was wary of trying to control too much that early on. He didn’t want to accidentally pull or push on his body with too much force.

      With his eyes closed still, he could feel the excitement of his friends on the other boat as they watched him floating in the air towards them. The winds gave him some trouble against the driftwood and himself, so he dropped to one knee. He doubled his effort and began to float twice as fast towards the Odoline. The sailors gasped in awe and bewilderment. Zaan heard his friends yelling in excitement, and he heard Tilda’s voice. He opened his eyes to see himself standing on the driftwood above the deck of the Odoline, with Tilda’s welcoming smile. He was surprised to see a look of pride on Zelestiana’s face he hadn’t seen since he first moved that stick with her training so long ago back on Barrier Cliff.

      All of his friends stood there, looking up at him, not knowing what to say, and then the lightning struck.
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      Gale force winds swept through the air and the waves tripled in size within seconds of the bright burst of lightning and the boom of the thunderclap. Zaan fell to the deck of the ship from his floating perch above his friends. Tilda rushed over to him and wrapped her arms around him.

      “Positions!” Captain Rose yelled out as she ran over to the wheel.

      “Look,” Astor said as he pointed over to the other ship. Zaan looked over to see the other ship was on fire again. “Lightning must have got her again,” he said as lightning lit up the sky again and struck the water behind them. The waves began to grow and the ship began to rock violently in the dark sea. The clouds had formed and blocked out the light of the sun.

      “Get below deck!” the captain yelled out to Zaan and his friends.

      “I can help!” he yelled up to the captain.

      “I don’t care to argue with you,” she yelled. “Do as I say!”

      Zaan looked over at the other ship, a quarter of it was on fire, its sails burning brightly.

      “Zaan, what are you doing?” Tilda asked, “come on.” She tugged at his arm, trying to get him to go with her under the deck. The ship continued to rock and waves began to creep up onto the deck. More lightning and thunder erupted around them. “We have to go!”

      “One minute, just give me one minute!” He closed his eyes and chanted a word Tilda couldn’t make out. It was difficult to focus in the middle of the Aterax attempting to wipe them from the surface of the sea. He had to concentrate with all his might, he smelled the wafts of smoke from the Myste and he clutched the Adÿthyst stone firmly in his hand.

      “We have to go Zaan, we can’t stay out here!” Tilda said, still clutching his arm.

      “One minute, I need more time,” he said and he continued a chant, he had to hold onto the railing of the ship, so as not to be swept off into the sea again. Lightning struck nearby and the winds pushed the ship hard to the left. The storm was getting stronger. He had to push his thoughts to that part of his mind that could feel around him, and he could think of nothing else. He pushed and focused until he was there. Seeing the world around him in blue mist and smoke and flame, he was astonished to see the Aterax in the world of the Azulūz. It was the only thing he’d ever seen in that vision that wasn’t blue, but a deep, violent blood red. It swirled and spat lightning like it was singing a song. The color of blood distracted him, and pushed him further away from his thoughts.

      He had to concentrate hard on the smell of the smoke and the words fluttering from his lips, but he found it again. The Myste had been more consumed by the fire, and the rushing winds only fueled the flame. He touched the fire with his thoughts, and with a strong motion with both his hands he lifted the fire wholly up into the sky directly above the ship and it dissipated into the pouring rains.

      “Let’s go!” Tilda screamed at him in the madness of the Aterax. He didn’t hesitate, but ran with her across the swaying deck and after she managed to open the folding door, they fell down the stairs to the hull filled with a foot of seawater.

      “What took you so long?” Gar yelled at Zaan.

      “He extinguished the fire on the Myste,” Tilda said. “At least for now.”

      Zaan jumped as thunder boomed directly overhead.

      “This is a bad one,” Gar said.

      Gogenanth seemed to be in a meditative state, and Zelestiana sat with her eyes closed as well in the darkness of the hull. Zaan sat with Tilda, her arms around his neck.

      Astor stood, holding onto a beam as the ship rolled back and forth. They all felt helpless below deck as they heard the sailor’s pounding feet and shouts to each other in the deafening storm. A large wave pounded the deck of the ship and a surge of seawater fell into the hull.

      “This is bad,” Gar said. “It needs to stop soon.”

      Zaan looked around the hull in the dark and watched his friends helplessly sit, and try to wait out the storm. “There must be something we can do.”

      “You heard the captain, Zaan, we have to stay here,” Tilda said.

      “I saw it, I saw the Aterax,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Zelestiana asked.

      “I saw it, in the realm of the Azulūz that I see. The Aterax, it’s like . . . It has a soul, a will,” he said.

      “What does that mean?” Tilda asked, Zaan saw Gogenanth had opened his eyes and was listening to him.

      “I don’t know, but there’s something about it that’s different from the rest of the world.”

      “Can you control it? Is that what you’re eluding to?” Gar asked.

      “No,” Zaan said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if someone could though, but it wouldn’t be with the Azulūz. I can tell you that for sure.”

      The storm continued to batter the ship and they rocked from side to side in the darkness. Waiting in silence in the deafening storm, they watched the seawater continue to pour into the hull and hope for the best. Hope the boat wouldn’t capsize and sink to the bottom of the sea. They hoped the sails were brought down in time so the ship wouldn’t be torn to pieces. More lightning lit up through the cracks in the ship’s deck, and thunder erupted loudly, shaking everything around them.

      They sat there for what felt like hours, but was actually closer to a half hour. Zaan was shaking from not only the cold seawater continuously falling on his head, but the constant swaying back and forth of the ship and the constant exploding of thunder around.

      And then it stopped. As quickly as it had appeared, it was gone and sunlight fell through the cracks onto their heads. The door shot open and one of the sailors appeared, he looked as if he’d just been in a fight. “Get that water outta the hull!” he yelled.

      They immediately went to work assembling a line and fill up buckets and handed them to each other until the water was thrown back into the sea. After only a minute of that the captain herself appeared, “Zaan, quickly,” she said as she motioned for him to follow her. The others wanted to follow, but needed to continue their work.

      “I’ll be right back,” Zaan said as he climbed the stairs. The first thing he saw the disparaging shape the ship was in. Sails were torn, and railings had been broken. Then he saw what she’d brought him up for. The Myste was half underwater, and sinking quickly.

      The one thing that was at the forefront of his mind, was his only concern in that moment. He spoke, “Lily.”
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      As the Myste front end began to lift up into the air as the backside began to submerge, Lily clung to the railing along the side of the ship. She could see that Wollen was doing the same on the other side.

      Many of the sailors had already abandoned ship into the cold waters, holding onto driftwood and paddling out away from the sinking ship. She couldn’t see Ezmerelda, but she was more concerned for the Tangier. “Magnolia!” she yelled out to the Tangier that was frantically pacing on the side of one of the cabins, as she was lifted up just like Lily.

      “You’re going to have to jump,” she said to Magnolia. Light wisps of blue smoke floated around Lily’s eyes. “I know you’re scared, so am I, but we have to. The ship is going to sink to the bottom of the sea. We only have to wait long enough for the other boat to come over.” She looked over at the Odoline, she was happy the ship seemed to be in proper order, but the Aterax had pushed her further out than they normally sailed together. The sailors of the Odoline had begun to set the sails again, and it slowly began turning towards them.

      The ship shook and shifted, and she knew it was time. “Wollen, we’re going to have to jump,” she said. The look in his eyes was the closest she had ever seen to panic in them. He was drenched and his normally wild hair was wet at his back. His eyes were reddened and beady.

      “Wollen, we have to abandon ship, we are the only ones left,” as she said this, the ship began to descend more into the dark seawater.

      “Aye,” he seemed to shake off his fear. “Let’s do it.”

      With that they both managed to get some footing and stood the best they could. First Lily jumped over into the cold water and she was briefly submerged. The cold took her breath away. One of the sailors went over and shared their driftwood with her, he encouraged her to paddle away from the ship with her feet, and to help her stay warm.

      Next Wollen leapt, but his footing slipped and he ended up heading face first into the water on the other side of the ship. After being briefly underwater he emerged and let out a gasp. “Mother Mercy! That’s some cold water!” Yule swam over to him on a piece of the driftwood, and the two of their bodies were almost too much for the wood to stay afloat but it did its job well enough.

      “Where’s Ezmerelda?” Wollen asked. Yule looked out towards the backside of the sinking boat. Wollen saw her being held by one of the sailors, she had blood running down her face. “Let’s get over there.” And they began to kick their feet in the water.

      Magnolia the Tangier roared and paced as the water begin to nip at her claws, then they were soon submerged. “You gotta tell that thing to jump ship, it won’t be afloat another three minutes,” the sailor said to Lily.

      “I’m trying, but I can’t concentrate, the waters too cold,” she said as her jaw began to shiver as she spoke. She looked out into the direction of the Odoline, “Come on, hurry.”

      Just then, the ship began to become enveloped in the blue light of the Azulūz, it wafted around it, and turned to a blue as bright as Lily had ever seen. The ship stopped its descent into the water, and Magnolia clawed her way up the deck to reach a higher spot that she could perch upon. “You can do it Zaan,” Lily said aloud.

      The blue encircling mists began to glow bright, a few sparkles of gold appeared, and the ship lifted an inch or two up out of the water. Just as the sailor’s hope began to be restored, the lights were completely extinguished and the ship began to sink at double speed.

      “Magnolia, jump!” Lily yelled out.

      The Tangier paced in the small area as the water bubbled below. The ship was falling fast into the water.

      “Jump!”

      Magnolia, with her massive body with her black stripes on red fur, and giant ivory antlers gave a deafening roar and jumped from her perch into the water and landed with a high splash of seawater. Lily watched as the Tangier emerged back to the surface, and began to paddle her paws with a panicked look in her eyes.

      “Good girl,” Lily said to her, as the bow of the ship dipped into the water, only the very front of the boat was visible, the bowsprit.

      Her spirits began to diminish as the Odoline was still ten minutes away or more. She looked over to see commotion where the stern of the ship had been, so she and the sailor began to paddle over in that direction. Magnolia paddled in circles, emitting a low-pitched whimper.

      Lily’s teeth began chattering and her body was beginning to freeze, paddling did little help. They all needed to get out of the water quickly. Wollen lifted his eyes to Lily swimming over towards them. “Ezmerelda’s out cold,” he said to her. “We need to get her out of this frozen sea soon.”

      “The Odoline’s on its way,” Lily said. Next to Wollen, Lily could see that Yule had begun to take on a blue complexion in his face and his eyes were unfocused and hazy.

      Lily then felt a strange feeling in her head, at first she thought it was a symptom of hypothermia, but she soon began to recognize a voice. It was distant and quiet, but it started to take shape into recognizable words. “Gar?” she asked.

      “Lily . . . We are on our way, hold on,” he said. “The ship was too heavy for Zaan, but we’ll be there soon. Tell everyone to hang on.”

      “They’re coming for us everyone, hold on just a little longer!” Lily yelled out. “Hang on Ezmerelda.”
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        * * *

      

      “Full sails!” Captain Rose yelled out as she manned the wheel, shooting the ship straight at the submerged Myste ship. Gogenanth, Tilda, and Zelestiana were hard at work scooping the water out of the hull.

      Zaan and Gar stood by each other and watched their friends floating in the cold water in the distance, still another five minutes out. Zaan knew what even one minute in that water felt like.

      “It looks like Magnolia is having a hard time staying afloat,” Gar said, as he peered out at them, with his hand up to block the bright sun. “Just a little longer girl, swim.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” Zaan said. “I don’t think I can lift a living thing, I might kill it for all I know.”

      “We’re almost there, you should start figuring out how we’re going to get Magnolia out of the water though.”

      Zaan thought hard, and looked around the ship for something he may be able to use to lift the heavy body of the Tangier. He looked up and saw the sailors had begun to lower some of the sails. They were slowing down, they were almost there.

      “Aye, starboard side! Starboard side!” the captain yelled out and a half dozen sailors ran over and threw down the driftwood to the people in the water. They sailors aided Lily and Ezmerelda to them first, and then the women sailors. They hoisted Lily up, and she fell to the deck floor, Gar ran over to her, and began to wake her up as she was in a trance and weak.

      A sailor jumped over the side of the boat, and with a loud grunt, lifted Ezmerelda from the water, and another sailor laid her on the deck delicately. Next Wollen and Yule were lifted from the water after the women, and then the remaining sailors.

      “We’ve got to get them warm,” Tilda said as she’d stopped the bucket work and had run over to Lily as well. They began to remove the clothes from the men and women who’d been adrift in the water. A sailor ran over with a heaping armful of dry blankets from one of the cabins at the rear.

      “Keep them awake!” Tilda yelled out.

      “This one’s asleep,” a sailor called out to her. Tilda ran over to Yule’s side to check his status. He was indeed asleep, turning blue and his heart beat sluggishly.

      “Yule! Wake up,” she smacked him in the face.

      In the midst of the panic on the deck, Zaan was still trying to figure out how to get the Tangier out of the water, as the sailors wouldn’t be able to lift that much weight wet, let alone if she was dry. The best he could figure out was a long length of rope that’d been cut lose in the storm. He began to calm his mind the best he could in the panic. His eyes and hands glowed a magical blue, and the long length of thick rope lifted up and spun into a long coil.

      Gar, who was at Lily’s side, spoke to her. “Lily, can you hear me? Can you tell Magnolia not to panic, Zaan is going to try to lift her from the water?”

      Lily’s green eyes were wide open, and her pupils were dilated. She’d had her wet clothes removed and was wrapped in a thick, warm blanket but her teeth still chattered. Forcefully, she managed to nod her head, and she closed her eyes and went into a warm place in her mind. Barely visible wafts of blue lit her eyes behind her closed eyelids.

      Zaan focused on the mission at hand, and with all of his focus, the rope dipped underneath the waters and the splashing of the Tangier as it paddled frantically. It slowly went under the Tangier’s midsection and came up and went back down into the water on the other side. Zaan had to focus hard, at he didn’t want to crush her chest. This was by far the most delicate thing he'd ever had to move.

      Magnolia tolerated it as best she could while still barely afloat, but then relaxed as light blue smoke appeared around her eyes and ears. Zaan doubled down, and even squatted slightly as the veins in his neck and arms strained, and he began to lift the wet Tangier from the water. The rope was wrapped around her midsection three times, and she let out a gust of breath as all the weight of her was on her chest.

      Zaan grunted and heaved the large animal out of the water, he struggled to lift her high enough to get her over the railing. Gogenanth and Zelestiana ran over and grabbed the fur of the beast to aid her getting over the railing and onto the deck. Magnolia didn’t like them pulling at her fur like that, and Lily had to keep her from biting at them.

      With all of their strength together, and with Gogenanth falling completely over onto his back, Magnolia rolled over the railing and landed on him. Zaan about fell over from exhaustion, and the Tangier loosed a loud roar and stood up, she gave Gogenanth a look of ‘thank you, but don’t ever do that again,’ or at least, that’s what Zaan interpreted from it.

      The Tangier began to shake its body and cold seawater shot all over the ship, some of it even landed up at the feet of Captain Rose. “How many we got?” she yelled down.

      A sailor down below yelled back up, “Let me count.”

      The captain yelled to the dry sailors on deck. “Get the sails up, let’s get out of this cursed sea!”

      At once the sailors began to move, putting up all sails that weren’t torn, which would have to be repaired later.

      The sailor called back up, “Eleven total. And we got one not breathing down here.”

      In the all the commotion, Tilda held Yule in her hands but was watching the Tangier being lifted to safety. She now saw his heartbeat had stopped. She laid him down and began to push her hands on his chest. “Wake up Yule, don’t die now. Don’t die on me now.”

      She continued to lay on his chest were her fists as she yelled and cursed at him. A crowd had encircled around him, and they watched as Tilda fought valiantly to save the man Yule, friend of Ezmerelda, comrade of the Order of the Azulūz, and now fallen soldier in the war against Armoz.
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      With freshly sown sails, the Odoline continued its voyage onwards towards the desolate continent of Sarcasus. Essill was the only home Zaan had ever known, and he was not enjoying crossing the ocean.

      Sadly, every time Zaan thought of home, it made him remember the failing health of his mother, and it made him want to head back home to her, although he knew that impulse was of no use. He was stuck on a wooden ship barely being held together in the middle of the punishing sea. Now he was standing over the covered body of Yule, a blue, thin cotton blanket fell over his features. Their mutual friend Ezmerelda was still recovering from the hypothermia, but was beginning to regain her wits.

      Zaan watched as Tilda walked up to the bow, to formally tell her about Yule. Tilda, lit in the bright sunlight, with the warm breeze behind her went up and knelt at Ezmerelda’s side. She sat up, drinking warm tea, huddled in a thick wool blanket. The shaking and shivering had ceased, but her eyes showed wariness from survival.

      Tilda looked at her, and a moment later, Ezmerelda returned her gaze. Zaan watched as Tilda spoke softly to her, and once she was done, Ezmerelda’s head fell back towards the sky and she closed her eyes. She began to sob and Tilda tried to console her the best she could as she wrapped her arms around her, but Ezmerelda pushed away as she didn’t want to be touched. Standing up she threw the blanket off her and walked down to Yule’s side, she had only her undergarments on, but cared little. Gogenanth went and stood at her side as she cried with her hands on Yule’s chest.

      All sailors watched in mournful silence, as they had lost two crew members of their own in the storm with the sinking of the Myste. Needless to say, they knew with only one ship remaining, there were high stakes in the game then.
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        * * *

      

      The funeral was identical to the one given to the sailor Eve days before. Captain Rose read from her book, honoring the dead: Yule, and the two soldiers that sank deep into the sea with the wreckage of the Myste. Their names were Jene and Keller. As Yules’ body slid into the sea to return to the gods, Ezmerelda didn’t shed a tear and didn’t say a word. She only stared at her friend as he dipped over the railing of the ship and landed with a splash. As the body sank beneath the surface, she watched as it drifted back past the boat and sank out of sight.

      Her eyes were fixed on the water. Gogenanth stood by her side, “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Me too,” she replied.

      Zaan, who was standing three feet to her left watching the sea, said, “I’m sorry as well.”

      She took her eyes off the sea and looked into Zaan’s. “This never would have happened if you’d just used that damned red stone.” Gogenanth seemed surprised by that statement.

      She’s right about that. It pains me to hear, but she’s absolutely correct. Should I have used it? Would it have saved lives? Or would it turn me into something like Armoz, or something even more insidious? “I don’t know what to say, Ezmerelda, except I’m sorry. I made my choice, right or wrong. It’s on me.”

      “Or—” she said pointing her finger at him and took a step to face him, “you could have given it to Palanzal who could’ve used it, and done something to save Yule. Instead you walk around carrying something that could make an ant a god, and you do nothing.” Zaan saw anger in her eyes: big, dark pupils and red, strained veins. “By doing nothing, you are putting everyone at risk.” Her hands were both balled up into fists. One of the fists turned upwards into an outstretched hand. “Give it to me.”

      She wants the stone? That’s not going to happen. She has the same look in her eyes that Palanzal had in his when he asked for it.

      “Ezmerelda, no,” Gogenanth said somberly.

      “If you’re not going to use it, give it to me . . . I will. I’m not afraid. Give it to me,” she said as she jerked her hand out towards him. “Give it to me!”

      He dipped his hand down into his pocket and clutched the red stone. She will not get the stone, it’s too important— too dangerous.

      Tilda walked over casually to Zaan’s side.

      “No,” Zaan said.

      She took another step forward to meet him face to face. He saw the wild anger in her eyes, and he knew how she felt. As she’d lost her friend, Zaan had lost his fair share, not to mention the anger he felt when his little sister was taken from him at too young of an age. “It’s not yours, I’m sorry Ezmerelda. It wrecked the Headmaster’s mind and soul, I don’t want it doing the same to you.”

      She stared deep into his eyes. “By not doing anything with it, future deaths are on your head,” she said strongly and then walked over to the other side of the ship and stared out at the setting sun. Gogenanth went over to follow her, but with a wave of her hand, she signaled she just wanted to be alone.

      Tilda, who was still standing next to Zaan, said, “Don’t listen to her, she’s just upset.”

      “No,” he said, “she’s right. It’s all on my head.”
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      With heavy anxiety on the ship, they sailed another two days with only light rain the night before. Not a single bolt of lightning or crash of thunder, not that it meant Zaan was able to sleep soundly. He knew what another occurrence of the Aterax may mean for them. One big wave could capsize their last ship, or a strike of lightning could tear the ship in half. So many instances ended up in their demise and the end of the battle with Armoz before it even began.

      Standing at the bow of the ship with Tilda and Gar, he bit down on the stale biscuit he’d been served with a piece of about-to-be-rotten apple. He preferred the beer to the stale, murky water onboard, although it wasn’t good on the headaches from dehydration. They’d been at sea for twelve days then. Best case scenario, they’d arrive at dry land in less than a week, if the wind held up. Worst case scenario there was no Sarcasus and they were sailing further and further away from the safety of dry land. They would have been better off to sail to the Arr or the Worforgon if only to escape the reach of kings on Essill. At least Gogenanth had been to both of those continents, so they knew they were real. But who in their right mind would ever travel to a barren land like Sarcasus? We may be the first people to ever try.

      That day they ended up playing card games and switching from beer to rum at sundown. The winds had died down and they sat still on the calm waters. They all sat together at the bow: Zaan, Tilda, Astor, Gogenanth, Wollen, Zelestiana, and Lily. They were all laughing at a story Gar told about when he and Zaan first met at the tavern in Auracity, and he thought Zaan looked like some sort of maniac who’d just been living in a mud pit in the forest.

      In their enjoyment, Zaan didn’t notice as Ezmerelda came over and stood over him, behind his back. He turned to look at her; her black tattoos traveling down her body like bark on a tree. She stood over him and looked into his dazed eyes, from too much rum and laughter. He stood to meet her gaze.

      “Ezmerelda . . .” he began to say.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was wrong in what I said.”

      “It’s okay, for what it’s worth, I think you were right. It’s a decision I’m going to have to learn to live with. I want you to know though, the reason I don’t want the power the stone holds, is that I think we can’t beat Armoz without turning into him. There’s a reason I found the stone in the Black Cave while I was a slave. I don’t know what it is yet, but I don’t think I’m supposed to use it, maybe I’m just its guardian. Only Ojiin above truly knows.”

      Ezmerelda only seemed to slightly nod in approval. Even an inkling of understanding helps, I know Yule’s death is partly on me, and having Ezmerelda’s resentment towards me would only weigh heavier on my shoulders. “May I join you?” she asked and went and sat down next to Gogenanth. “I can’t wait to be off this damn ship.”

      “You and me both,” Gogenanth said as he took a big gulp of beer.

      “How old was he?” Lily asked her, Magnolia sleeping on the deck behind her.

      “Yule?” she said. “I have no idea. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, people listened. I’m going to miss him, he was a devoted friend. We went through much together and he was a great lover.” Gogenanth spat up his beer at that. “What? You thought you were my first?” They all laughed, except Gogenanth who still looked confused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      During the next couple of days, without a storm, the crew began to get more anxious about its seemingly more inevitable return. The sky was clear and the waves were calm, yet their fear remained. The one thing that kept that fear at bay was the captain. Her confidence and diligence were reassuring. Not to mention she kept them constantly busy. They were to maintain the ship to a tee, and keep it clean.

      With the mild seas, and not knowing if they’d find land anytime soon, Zaan and his friends were hit with heavy anxiety and boredom. They felt a sense that it was possible to reach the Sarcasus any day, as they’d been sailing over two weeks, and the ship was in fairly good condition. Yet that could change at any second. Zaan sat at the stern of the ship and he was drawing Captain Rose at the wheel, with her permission of course. She stood tall and straight, with her first mate next to her.

      He was about to make the final touches of shadow on her long coat tails, when it came. The sun vanished and the sky turned dark and streaks of lighting reflected off the rippling waves, which grew larger. “Get below deck!” Captain Rose yelled at him, as the rain began to fly in from the side, and she held tightly onto the wheel.

      “I can help,” he said as she gave him a menacing look. “I won’t ask again,” she yelled in the strong winds and turned the wheel hard to the right. Zaan looked as large waves began to form in the direction she was turning.

      “My god,” he said as he watched the huge waves approaching. He saw Tilda down on the deck yelling for him to join her, and Magnolia roared loudly as lightning zapped through the sky around the boat. Thunder crashed and it shook Zaan’s entire body. He held his head low and began to run down the stairs towards Tilda, and the ‘safety’ of below deck.

      “Hold on!” Captain Rose yelled down to all on deck as a tall wave lifted the front of the ship up and crashed down onto the deck. Zaan had a firm hold on a beam with his arm locked around it. More lightning and thunder crackled and boomed. He ran further towards Tilda as she held her hand out and she took it. “Here’s come another, hold on!” the captain yelled out again, and Zaan and Tilda ran to the ladder to get under the deck as she yelled out again, “Hold on—” as a massive wave of cold water crashed onto the deck.

      Zaan was the last one down the ladder, and as he began to disappear into the hull he shook the cold water off his head and looked up at the wheel to see it turning on its own, with no Captain Rose.

      He watched the first mate jump up from the back of the ship and grab onto the turning wheel. No, not her. We can’t lose the captain. I can’t be responsible for another friend lost.  I don’t care what it costs, I’m not just sitting here! He looked over at Tilda briefly, and she returned a worried gaze, and he climbed the ladder back up to the deck.

      He soon found himself back upon the swaying ship in the merciless monsoon. Lightning lit the skies and thunder rocked the waves as he made his way up towards the ladder that led to the wheel. His feet were battered with rushing water that wanted to wash him from the ship every second he stood out on the deck.

      “Captain Rose!” he yelled out in the storm, looking for any sign of her over the backside of the ship.

      “Find her lad,” called the man at the helm.

      A wave crashed upon the deck, knocking Zaan to the ground. Luckily he caught onto a loose, stray rope, which kept him from washing further away from the wheel. “Captain Rose!” he yelled out again. With all his strength he stood and pushed forward over to the back railing, and as he looked over he saw her hanging from a torn net. She was half-caught, and her legs and feet were dangling dangerously close to the waves. She looked up at him, her face bloody and beaten.

      “Zaan,” she uttered. “Zaan . . .”

      She’s losing consciousness and about to fall out into the sea. With his chest to the deck, and the crashing waves pounding his face he outstretched his arm as far as he could. His fingers gazed at her shoulder, caught in the taught ropes. He could feel the cloth of her uniform, but he couldn’t get a hold onto her. Ojiin, please, help me save her. Please. “Halenal.” He began a chant in the storm as the ship rocked back and forth. Lightning crashing all around. “Halenal.”

      His fingers danced in a blue mist. “Halenal.” The captain’s eyes shot open and she looked up at him. “Come on, Captain, reach up to me.”

      Captain Rose’s body rose from the net, inching her way up towards Zaan. With a desperate reach, she lifted her hand up and Zaan grabbed onto it. “I’m not going to let you go,” he said. He pulled her up with all of his strength and she groaned in pain. With his other hand firmly holding onto the ship, he heaved her up and onto the deck.

      Another sailor ran over, and grabbed onto her tightly. He looked up at Zaan, and they both grabbed her and led her back towards the ladder, and to her quarters. It was hard going, carrying her as she’d fallen back into unconsciousness. They made their way down, and laid her on her bunk and Zaan scrambled back under the deck.

      “How is she? Where’s Captain Rose?” Tilda asked.

      Zaan sat back and breathed deeply. “She’s in her quarters. She’s in Ojiin’s hands now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The roaring winds continued to batter the ship. Lightning lit the black roaring waves and made them look like a snow-covered mountain range all around them. And the thunder, it shook the earth and made the Odoline shiver in its presence.

      Zaan had closed the folding door over them as they sat in the hull, with the cold sea water pattering on their heads. They shifted back and forth as the ship swayed from the large waves. They heard another tall wave crash onto the ship above them. All the while they heard the sailors yelling to each other at the tops of their lungs. But one voice wasn’t heard by them, it was the loudest voice usually, and the one that helmed the wheel.

      It was an unusually long storm, longer than any Zaan had ever experienced. They spoke little in the hull, they only hung on as the ship swayed and the water rose at their feet. It was truly a dismal time for Zaan and his friends. It felt as though the storm would never end. More rain, bigger and stronger waves, lightning that grew closer, and thunder that only shook them harder. And then, just as always, it would suddenly stop and the sun would shine. The Odoline stopped its turbulent swaying and warm sunlight peeked through the cracks above them.

      “The captain,” they heard a sailor call out. “Where’s the captain?”

      Zaan rushed out of the hull and up to the wheel, the others followed, but Gar and Wollen stayed behind to start removing the water from the hull. Zaan emerged from the hull with Tilda and they ran over to the captain’s quarters.

      They entered the cabin to see a sailor hovering about the captain, seemingly in a panic. Another sailor pushed the first aside and yelled out for the medic supplies. They went to stitching her up swiftly as she lay unconscious. Zaan watched as they began to wrap her head in bandages, but figured he’d do better by removing the water from the hull.

      As he walked back towards the folding door, he noticed the large gashes in the sails the storm had caused and the tip of the foremast had broken off. He stood by the railing and as the buckets came up to him, he threw the water overboard and sent the empty bucket back down. He watched as the sailors climbed the masts and sewed up the sails as best they could. There were nice winds yet again, and they wanted to reach the northern continent then more than ever, with their leader injured. Zaan hoped she was still alive. She’s just got to make it. I can’t lose another.
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        * * *

      

      That night was a solemn one. Not only had they attended a funeral, but no one was sure if Captain Rose was going to make it through the night.

      They all had bellies full of beer and rum and talked little to one another as the despair hung heavy in the air. Zaan stood up from his spot at the front of the ship, looking up at the full moon. He went over to where Gar and Lily were at the stern, both hanging fishing poles over the side.

      “What’re you doing? Strange time to fish at night, don’t you think?” said Zaan.

      “We don’t have enough food for Magnolia, most of it was lost with the Myste,” Lily said. “Grab a pole, it’s a good distraction as well.”

      So, Zaan sat there and fished with them into the early hours of the morning. Every time they caught a fish there was excitement. Anything that raised moral was welcomed by everyone on board. The attention of the whole crew, Zaan and his friends, and even the captain were captivated. As soon as they unhooked another strange looking fish they’d caught they threw it to the Tangier who happily caught in her mouth and swallowed. They must have fed her over a hundred pounds of fish that night. Zaan caught almost three full hours of sleep on the deck next to Tilda before the sun grew high and warm in the sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is never going to end,” Gar said as he hung his tan, light wood fishing pole over the side of the ship. Zaan sat next to him, and sighed. It could happen at any time— finding land. I miss the solidity of it under my feet and the way that dry sand felt between my toes. We could find Sarcasus at any time, but with every new day that passes without it we grow more eager, yet disappointed.

      “I know it seems that way, doesn’t it?” he said.

      “No one’s really talked about it, but did you see that dragon in the sky last week?” Gar asked. “Some of the sailors said they saw someone . . . something on its back as it turned back around, surely after it saw us.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that, or actually trying not to think about that,” Zaan said. “I think it means Armoz knows we’re coming now. That is, if he didn’t know already.”

      “This long voyage only makes me want to kill him even more. Yule, and the sailors lost, and now Captain Rose. It’s never going to end unless we make it,” Gar said, determination in his voice.

      Zaan nodded and looked out to the never-ending sea. “I’m glad you’re with me.”

      “You thought I’d let you travel the unknown world without me?” Gar scoffed, “I only wish Stave was here to see all of this. The good and the bad.”

      “I owe him a lot, more than I can ever give him, for taking care of my mom,” Zaan said. “No amount of money can show my full appreciation for his help.

      “I think if we return home to Essill one day, that would be the best way to repay him,” said Gar.

      “We are going to return home,” Zaan said, his eyes narrowed as he stared out into the distance.

      “Aye!” They heard one of the sailors yell out. “Aye! Starboard side, starboard side!”

      Zaan and Gar leapt up to run over to the other side of the ship. They had to peer hard into the distance, yet all they seemed to make of it was a low hanging cloud. “What is it?” Zaan asked the sailor standing next to him.

      “Fog,” the sailor replied.

      “What does that mean?” Zaan asked.

      “It’s not always the case, but where fog lay, there’s usually land,” the sailor said, and Zaan felt the boat turning towards the fog. The boat was tense with excitement and nervousness as everyone was on their feet watching the fog slowly creep closer. They had full sails up and strong winds at their backs.

      Tilda walked up to Zaan and he put his arm around her. “I hope that’s it,” she said.

      “Me too,” he said.

      The boat was silent, even the first mate was quiet as he helmed the wheel. After sailing for about twenty minutes they were finally within minutes of entering the thick fog. “Lower the sails,” the first mate called out, and the sailors lowered the sails quickly, save a couple small ones at the rear of the ship.

      “Captain,” one of the sailors said, as they ran over to Captain Rose after she emerged from her cabin walking unsteadily and holding her head. The sailor helped her stand and walk over to the railing. The captain winked at Zaan as she hobbled by them. He gave a slight smile.

      Then they dipped into blindness. The fog was so thick they couldn’t see but twenty feet in any direction, and the air was eerie. The plopping of rough waves was loud as they hit the side of the ship. The Odoline slowly crept through the mist heading straight. They all hoped the same thing; find any evidence of land and not to emerge on the other side of the fog to reveal the vast, lonely open sea again.

      Their ears perked at any sound and their eyes strained to reveal any clue as to where they were. Zaan pulled his father’s compass up from around his neck and it showed they were heading due north still. Then they heard it, it was faint, but unmistakable. Magnolia growled low. It was the sound of a bird, the first bird they’d heard since they left Essill. The bird came into view quickly and perched up on one of the masts of the ship, it was a seagull, but stark black.

      They all stood there watching the bird. Zaan looked over at Lily, as she was chanting and the blue light of the Azulūz lit her eyes. “Land is close, he says,” said Lily. “He’s also asking what this thing is, it’s never seen a ship before.” Some of the sailors laughed slightly. Then the bird flew off back the way they were sailing.

      “Land ho!” came from the top of the main mast and the sailor in the crow’s nest. “Land ho!”

      Zaan looked at the Captain who looked back at him with a big grin, “We made it,” he said. He looked at Tilda and saw her eyes were wet with emotion. “We made it,” he threw his fists up into the air. “We made it!” Magnolia let out a mighty roar that echoed throughout the sea.
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            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The thin air whistled through the dragon’s wings as it glided over the rocky terrain below. A stench of death still loomed around the beast. Holding onto two long horns on the back of the slender black dragon, Angela Dragus the Righteous smiled at the thought of the news she had for her lord. Her silver air whipped behind her and her long dress danced in the wind like a curled cape at the back of the dragon.

      It began its descent after it had flown back from over the Rion, to Sarcasus. At their current height they could see the tall, black peaks and smoldering smoke from the Isle of Fyre, at the center of the continent. They’d been in the air for a couple of days, but it mattered not, as neither needed to eat, drink, or sleep. This was one of the gifts of the Devil King Armoz, or so they thought it was a gift. Along with that gift was included the price of unwavering servitude.

      They flew over the vast lands of Sarcasus, the air freezing cold at that altitude, but both she and the dragon made no shiver, no grumble, no dismay. She only smiled occasionally at the thought of pleasing her master and the dragon snarled or roared now and then. Their descent took them down into the Isle of Fyre and they landed at the base of the throne of Armoz where it stood at the base of the smoldering volcano.

      She could see the meandering bodies of hundreds, thousands of souls wandering aimlessly. They walked at the bases of the mountains, but not all were human. There were many more creatures that lived in the Isle of Fyre: she saw ogres, dragons, huge snakes, and even a couple of giants twice as tall as Reizenthrōgz. The dragon walked up the bottom of the volcano and the steep stairway that lead to the throne of Armoz. She dismounted gracefully, and her long torn red dress fell behind her, caressing the black stairs as she ascended towards the Devil King.

      “You have not brought me my champions,” Armoz grumbled. White flames erupted from his black eyes. “How dare you return without Xelex.” He yelled as his black, stiff beard cracked and pieces of it fell to his feet. He stood slowly as he yelled down at her, and she dropped to a knee. “So much failure on your part huntress.”

      She only slightly looked up at him, with his giant stature framed by a long black cloak of leather with many straps and golden gauntlets that glowed in the gloom of the volcano. The fingertips of his gauntlets were inlaid with sharp dragon claws. At his side was a long broadsword made of a white metal she’d never seen before.

      “My lord, I bring news of Zaan Talabard and others with the light of the Azulūz,” she said softly, but more confidently than Armoz expected from her. She lifted her head slightly.

      “Speak it then,” he said, the flames of his eyes dissipated and his wrinkled, pale white skin contrasted to the blackness of his eyes.

      “En route to retrieve the corpses of Xelex and Riverend I spotted a pair of ships heading towards Sarcasus. Towards you,” she said. She saw a twitch in his eye.

      “Zaan Talabard is coming to Sarcasus?” he said, curiously.

      “Yes, and with him almost all bearers of the Azulūz,” she grinned as she said that.

      “Do they seek to enter my realm? What fool would come to my lands? Do they wish to die by my hands?” Armoz seemed confused for the first time since Angela Dragus had been in his service. He seemed to be walking through the scenario in his head. “Assuming they even made it through the sea to get here and then manage to travel across the frozen desert, the sharp Myiren Mountains, and through the thick darkness they would wish to do battle with me in my own realm?” He let out a slow, maniacal laugh that shook the volcano under his feet, and Angela Dragus stood up to balance herself. “Let them come then, my sword hasn’t bathed in the blood of soft, cut flesh in centuries.”

      “Do you wish me to go and meet them?” Angela asked.

      “I care not what you do, I only wish to extinguish the light of Zaan’s Azulūz personally, if he is still living, let him come to me, the others . . . I care not for.”

      “Thank you, my lord, your will be done,” she said as she bowed low, turned, and walked back down the long staircase. The dragon below roared loudly and she put a foot up on its hind leg and brought the other back over to mount it once again. She laid both hands on the horns at the back of the beast.

      As the dragon lifted back off towards the direction they’d flown in from, Armoz sat back in his throne and something of a smirk came to his face. “Let them come. Let them see the face of death.”
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      The fog still lay heavy in the air. The silence on the calm water was unsettling and they knew not what to expect from the unknown continent just ahead of them. Zaan stood at the front of the small boat that was bound for the shoreline.

      Since the sailor in the crow’s nest had seen small deposits of rocks in the water, the party had gathered their supplies and were eager to reach dry land. Captain Rose, still recovering from her injury, had her men bring up four chests from the hull and laid them out in front of Zaan and his friends. Inside the chests were another gift from Queen Brie Seleste II. As one of the sailors opened them one by one, Zaan saw they were filled with thick clothing, sturdy boots, new armor, and stores of preserved foods.

      Eerily, as soon as they had entered the fog on the Odoline, the temperature seemed to drop instantly. After they’d changed into the fresh, warm clothes, adorned the armor, and grabbed their weapons they said brief goodbyes to the sailors. They all got onto the two small boats with Captain Rose and paddled towards the rocky embankments. Lily told Magnolia to wait, as she’d probably have to swim to the shoreline for she was too big for the small boats. The other option was for Zaan to lift her and carry her to land, but Magnolia wasn’t fond of that idea. She’d rather swim if the distance wasn’t too far.

      As they paddled with the dark oak oars the party was nervous, but adrenaline coursed through their veins. They knew not what was waiting for them at the shoreline, but they were ready for war. Thoughts ran through Zaan’s mind of what if Armoz was waiting for them at the shoreline? He’s probably waiting in the Isle of Fyre. But what if there were dragons waiting for them? He wished Magnolia had come with them, as he’d heard of what she could do to dragons, and Riverend.

      In the water around them, more and more jagged rocks began to appear, and they paddled slowly and carefully to avoid them. Standing there at the front, Zaan wore a thick fur mantle and coat. He had the leather gloves in his pack as he held his slaver’s sword at his side, and a light silver shield in the other. Under the coat he wore a lightweight gray armor with the symbol of Vallenhalen on the breastplate; six sweeping bridges converging on the Tower of Lūr at the center. The new boots he’d put on were the best-feeling he’d ever worn. The others’ clothes and armor were similar. Gogenanth wore his usual clothing but wore a thick cloak of heavy fur across his back.

      “Whoa,” Zaan said and held a hand up behind him. He jumped down from the boat into the water, as the others stopped their oars. Instead of sinking, he stopped with the water just above his knees and he began to drag the boat towards the shore just ahead, the fog still hung thick in the air.

      He pulled the boat until it stopped on a rocky embankment and Zaan then stood on jagged, dark rocks that resembled no rock on Essill. Tilda disembarked and followed him as he walked a dozen paces out into the fog to see if he could find anything. Soon, the other boat behind hit the rock and Zelestiana leapt off with Astor just behind here. “Sarcasus,” she said with malice, and her long, bright sword was held out in front of her. Astor walked out confidently into the fog, with his hand on his sword’s hilt.

      The boat rocked as Wollen stepped off it and walked over to Gogenanth and Ezmerelda, who were already on shore. “Ya ready for this?” he asked them with a smile. “I sure as hell am.”

      Gar stepped off the boat, leaving Lily in the boat with one of the sailors. “You coming?” he asked.

      “I’ve got to go back for Magnolia, I think she’ll be okay swimming this distance. Do you think you can get a fire going? If that’s not against our plan,” she said.

      “What plan?” Gar said. “Hack and slash, and don’t die?” He pushed the boat back out into the dark water and the sailor paddled back out into the fog and to the Odoline.

      Captain Rose walked off the small boat and staggered slightly as her feet landed on hard ground. She took a deep breath, “We made it.”

      Zaan walked back over to Rose. “I’m in your debt, we couldn’t have made it without you and your crew. We’d surely have lost our battle with the forces of Garmos and Auracity had you not come to our aid. Thank you.”

      Captain Rose bowed her bald head, “It was my pleasure and an honor.” She brought her head back up and stood straight and tall. “We made it under my twenty-day estimate by a bit, so you have around twenty-four days to accomplish your task and make it back to the ship. After that, you're stuck here.”

      “Understood,” Zaan said, as he held out his hand and she took it and they shook. Captain Rose boarded the small boat and Zaan shoved it off and back out into the sea. She quickly faded from view.

      Moments later, the other boat returned with Lily on board and the large Tangier swimming behind. She disembarked and Magnolia strode up the rocky embankment, and with her magnificent ivory antlers dripping with cold water, she shook her red and black striped hide sending cold sea water all over them. Lily covered her face and laughed slightly. “Well, what’s next?” she asked.

      “Let’s find a place to make camp,” Astor said. “Then we figure out what to do for food and water.”

      “We may be the first people to step foot on this shore for generations, if ever,” Zelestiana said. “We must be wary and vigilant, everyone must keep their eyes around, and on each other. If, and when, we are attacked, Lily you stay at the rear. Gogenanth and I at point. Come to think of it Lily, can you communicate with any life around us here?”

      “Let me try,” she said and with focus and swirling blues and golds around her eyes, mouth and ears, her lips moved as if speaking softly, but no words formed. After a few minutes, the color faded and she took a slight step back.

      “Anything?” Gar asked.

      “No, not really, there are some birds, but it’s as if . . . They speak a language I don’t know,” she said.

      “Well, let’s make camp and get a fire going then,” Zaan said.
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      It was cold the likes of which Zaan had never felt before, they’d made a fire with the wood of the few brittle, flaking white trees they’d found in the area. Yet as the sun set over the cold Rion to the west, its warmth faded with it. It was as if the sun dipped about with a whisper that ushered in the bitter, biting winds. The flaps of their tents blew in the winds, and a few of them went off to sleep early.

      As cold and desolate as the lands were, at least it was dry land.  There is some security and safety in that, Zaan thought.

      Between them, there were two tents, so they crammed into each one, about five people in an eight by eight light-colored canvas tent, propped up with sturdy, heat treated wooden poles. The ground beneath their bodies was fairly flat, but felt as if it had been frozen for millennia. Zaan lay on the ground, a fur under him, and his arms were wrapped around Tilda, who slept more soundly than she had in the last few weeks on the water.

      Outside were Gogenanth and Zelestiana taking first watch, along with Magnolia who slept outside and surely had the best hearing of any of them. They decided to watch in pairs, as they had no idea of what lurked in the shadows there. And they didn’t know if the creatures of Sarcasus required sleep. Halfway through the night, Astor and Gar were awakened for their watch, and they sat up telling each other stories to stay awake until the dawn broke.

      Zaan awoke shortly after that and went about stoking the fire, and, as he had a little coffee packed away, made a fresh hot batch for all. They ate some remaining biscuits from the ship and fed Magnolia six fish they’d brought from the sea. After that, they packed up the tent and moved on. They didn’t have a lot of time to make it to the Isle of Fyre and they had little idea how long it would take them to get there. Their best plan was to move further inland and head due north.

      Sarcasus was a barren wasteland of flat, icy ground. It was a rocky and dirt covered terrain with an ever-present layer of frost on top. There were trees, brittle white ones, which luckily burned hot and long, but the immediate concern was water. They’d have to find a source soon and they’d have to find food at some point. So far there was nothing visible in the distance and Zaan knew they were in for a long trek.

      As the sun rose high into the sky they began to warm slightly, and Zaan was even able to take off his warm coat. They walked in single file, with Magnolia surprisingly at the lead, as if instinct was driving her. Following her were Zelestiana, Astor, Tilda, Zaan, Gar, Lily, Ezmerelda, Woolen, and finally Gogenanth. The ten of them were the last army of the Azulūz, and possibly the best chance in history since the Battle of Dürmant that the gods could be awoken to save them. There was little talking the first day, it seemed everyone was deep in thought of the ongoing adventure.

      At one point, not quite evening but a little before, the line stopped. Magnolia had caught the scent of something, and her ear perked as she stared off to the east. Everyone unsheathed their weapons or pulled arrows taught into bows. Then she ran off in the direction she’d been looking. Her speed was amazing for such a large animal. Lily seemed unconcerned by the Tangier’s sudden disappearance.

      She was gone for about half an hour and the party stayed in their same spot, waiting for her to return with any news. They’d sheathed their swords and had been sitting, drinking lightly from their canteens. When she returned, she was running at half the speed as earlier and something visibly hung from her mouth. As she approached they saw it, but didn’t recognize the animal. Zaan thought it looked like a doe, but with small, slick scales and thick black furs sticking through them.

      Magnolia presented the animal to Lily and laid it at her feet. The Tangier had blood covering her mouth, so they assumed she’d eaten one, or something else. Together, they made camp again, and got a fire going within the hour. Zaan had gotten to cleaning the animal and Gar helped descaling it.

      “This looks disgusting,” Gar said as he cut into the skin below the scales and black, thick hairs.

      “Think of it like mutton,” Zaan said. “Or better, a suckling pig.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Gar said. “Your imagination may be better than mine.”

      “Well I can only hope that Magnolia wouldn’t bring us something inedible or poisonous.”

      “And lord knows what else we’re going to find to eat up here. And you know I’m not eating any worms or weird shit like that. I’ll starve before I’d eat bugs. You can take my word on that,” Gar said.

      “I’d eat a worm,” Zaan said smiling.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m just saying if came to it, I’d eat a worm to survive,” Zaan said, and Gar rolled his eyes. “Hopefully it doesn’t come to that though . . .”
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        * * *

      

      The animal had been roasting for an hour and a half, as hungry as they were, they all wanted to make sure it was nice and cooked through. The last thing any of them wanted was any sort of sickness on their journey into the wilds. Ezmerelda was the first to taste it as she picked a piece from the neck of the golden-brown body.

      “Needs salt,” she said, “but surprisingly good.” She smiled as she chewed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had warm meat.”

      Astor went in, as well as Lily, and they both took pieces and popped it in their mouths. “Yeah, needs salt, and it’s a little tough. But that is good,” he said.

      “Thank you, Magnolia,” Lily said. Magnolia lay by the fire as the sun began to dip again down into the sea. Hearing a flutter of caws above, Lily looked up to see a murder of crows circling high above.

      “I hope they’re here for the bones and not us,” Astor said.

      “It won’t be long until they’re feasting on us, if we don’t find fresh water soon,” Tilda said, as she swallowed a bite of the warm, dark meat. “Lily, is there any way you could ask her tomorrow if she could help?”

      Lily nodded, her mouth full of food, “Sure.”

      After cleaning the carcass of almost all edible meat, they gave the remains to Magnolia, who cleaned the bones dry over the night. Zaan and Tilda had first watch that evening. After everyone had retreated to the two tents, Zaan and Tilda sat next to each other, looking up at the bright, millions of stars above, and listened to the soft snoring of the Tangier next to them.

      “Well, what’ya think?” Tilda asked.

      “About what?”

      “Everything, so far?” she asked, snuggling up more into him, a blanket draped across their backs and on their laps.

      In the firelight her eyes danced with bright flames reflected on them, and her blond braids fell out from her hood. Zaan had tanned well from the sun on the sea and his black beard continued to grow down. He now had the complexion of his mom and the facial hair of his father. He pulled out the small square pipe and pinched a bit of the dry tobacco into it. He lit it with a thin stick from the fire and puffed on it, blowing the smoke out in front of them. “What’d you think?” he asked.

      “You don’t want to know what I think, that’s why I asked you,” she said.

      “Think it’s that bad, huh?”

      “Let’s just say, I’m looking for some encouraging words,” she said.

      “Hmmm . . . I believe we are doing the right thing. If we win this battle the fight will be over, and we may be able to return to Essill, buy a house, be with family, and live happily ever after,” he said.

      Tilda grinned and then laughed, covering her mouth as to not wake the others, “Ha, sorry.” She had joy in her eyes. “It’s hard to picture you going and being a farmer again. Don’t you see yourself traveling the rest of your life and going on more adventures?”

      “Absolutely not,” he said smiling. After all I’ve been through since I left home, I could do without the running and hiding for the foreseeable future. Maybe after all this is over. “At least for a while. But, it’s hard to see that far into the future. Who knows what’s going to happen up here?”

      “As long as we all stick together, we will make it,” she said. “And though I never would have seen or predicted it, I thank Lily for bringing Magnolia here with us. She’s going to be a strong asset to have going into the unknown.”

      Zaan looked at the Tangier as she snored softly in her sleep. “Indeed, I feel as if each of us was put here together and everyone has a role to play, and something to add to the fight.”

      “Well, when all this is over for me, I’m going to sleep on a soft bed of goose feathers with a thick quilt and pillow of soft silk, and sleep for three days straight. I’ll even have a young man bring me breakfast in bed every morning and he’ll be handsome,” she smiled.

      “A young man huh?” He nudged her with his shoulder.

      “Yeah, I was talking about you.” She leaned over and kissed him on the lips, and held her lips there.

      “This is all going to end and we are going back to Essill together. And if not Essill then we will go somewhere else,” he said.

      “I wish Gildur could’ve seen the man you’ve become,” she said. “He’d be proud.”

      Zaan sighed, “If I would’ve been stronger, or known then what I know now, I feel like . . . I could’ve saved them: Xersha, Gildur, Palanzal, Yule . . . So much death.”

      “Zaan, keep that fire inside of you we’re going to need it, but don’t hold the regret in. They didn’t pass because of you, they did because of Armoz. He deserves the fight we are bringing to him.”

      “I’m going to kill him for what he’s done. The hundreds, thousands, he killed will be avenged,” he said, light blue wisps of smoke rose from his eyes. He took another drag off his pipe and the smoke faded. “I’m glad you’re here with me. I couldn’t do any of this alone.”

      “We can do anything, as long as we’re together,” she said.

      Just then Zaan perked up and rose, standing to look out into the distance, “You see that?” he asked Tilda. Magnolia perked her head up looking at Zaan and then out into the distance.

      Tilda struggled to find what it is he was looking at, “What is it, what’d you see?”

      “There was something white, lit in the distance. I don’t see it anymore, did you see it Magnolia?” he looked at her, who seemed to not be focused on anything, and the Tangier laid her head back down.

      He felt unsure if he’d seen anything, or perhaps the reflection of the moon on a snow peak. So, he sat back down reassured since Magnolia had fallen back into a soft sleep. “Maybe I’m just getting tired,” Zaan said. “Starting to see things.”
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      The sun refused to show its golden hue and share its warmth the next day. A thick fog hung heavy and the smell of the salt water was ripe in the air. They had food in their bellies, but fresh water was at the forefront of everyone’s mind. Once awake, Lily asked Magnolia to go off and find a stream, a river, a pond, anything. It had been two hours.

      “Well, we’re going to make some headway this day,” Zelestiana said, standing over the smoldering fire. “I’m sure she can catch up.”

      “We won’t make it far without water,” Tilda said.

      “Well, we can collect some more frost and boil it clean,” Astor said, “although its thick and horrendous it will keep us alive for now.”

      And so they did, they spent the next hour scraping frost from the dirty ground and boiling it. To sip on it sent many into a nauseous spell, it was as boiling mud water for consumption.

      After, they did head off, the best idea they had was to travel due north and thanks to Zaan’s father’s compass they were able to travel without the sun and worried not for traveling in circles in the fog. Zelestiana and Gogenanth held their weapons at their sides and Astor readied an arrow in his bow. They knew not how long their trek would take and what they would find on their journey, but Gogenanth had heard Sarcasus was smaller than Essill which gave them some hope they could make it back in time to get to the Odoline before it departed without them.

      Then, there was a subtle rumbling with the ground. It was ever faint in the beginning, but began to grow louder. “What is this magic?” Gogenanth said, looking in all directions with his great scimitar held out in front of him.

      “I dinna think it’s magic,” Wollen said, “feels more like an earthquake!”

      “Everyone stay close together,” Tilda said, holding out her crossbow with a fresh bolt readied.

      Then the earth began to shake violently and they felt the ground begin to crack and wane. Suddenly a figure burst past them in the blinding fog and then another to the other side, as fast a fox, but much larger. Scales reflected what little light there was in the gloom. Then another, and suddenly there were dozens around them running past.

      One came right through the middle of their party and agilely jumped over Gar, as he had the sense to duck his head down just in time. Zaan saw it was one of the creatures that Magnolia had brought them the day before, somewhat of a scaly doe with black fur. As the earth shook, they watched the animals run by but failed to watch the ground at their feet until it was too late.

      Cracks had begun to form on the icy ground and one traveled from where Wollen was standing to Gogenanth. They only noticed once their feet dropped into the freezing water and soon they were both submerged in it. They both fought hard to swim back to the surface and luckily found the holes they fallen into and not solid ice above them. Their clothes and armor made it hard for them to stay afloat and strong hands went to them and helped drag them up out of the freezing water.

      “We’ve got to get a fire going,” Tilda said, Wollen’s teeth were already chattering. Gogenanth had a look of shock in his eyes.

      Then, seeming only feet away, after the scaly doe had run past, they heard something dreadful. They were difficult to see in the still-gray fog, but they heard their roars, snarling and hissing hidden in the gray. They all held their weapons up, even Lily pulled her short sword and shield up. They heard the roars and growls all around them and yellow, beady eyes began to show in the fog. They saw three sets of yellow eyes and then a white mane around a wrinkled face with long teeth appeared. It was a pack of large lions covered from head to hind leg in shaggy white fur, tails were long and black.

      “Stay together!” Zaan yelled. “Let's take these beasts down one at a time. Don’t let them come at us all at once.”

      Their muscles shown as they walked around their perimeter swiping their paws at their party as they huddled in closely together. Their claws were curved and sharp. Zaan heard them as they sliced through the air near him and he retaliated with a swipe of his own sword.

      Tilda let out a bolt that landed directly into one’s hind leg. “Take that you devil!” she yelled.

      They lion let out a fierce roar and shot back out into the fog.

      “I hope that takes care of that one,” Gar said.

      “We’ll see soon enough,” Lily said.

      Another ran in and swatted its strong white paw at Lily, its claws ripping through her sleeve.

      “Lily!” Zelestiana yelled and ran over, her sword slashing through the air pushing the lion back, its claws and teeth showing menacingly.

      Gogenanth tried to stand, but could hardly move his fingers, let alone his legs. He was freezing and shivering uncontrollably. Zaan ran over and slashed at the lion attacking Zelestiana and Tilda let out another bolt, just grazing the lion’s ear.

      Another lion attacked from the backside and Astor shot an arrow into its neck as it ran at them, letting out a great roar. He dropped his bow and grabbed his sword. Gar had his sword up pointed at the beast and Ezmerelda, with a battle cry they’d never heard, stabbed into its side with her golden sword twice. Blood poured from the beast, turning its white coat to red.

      It growled and jumped at her its maw gaping, ready to sink into her flesh. With a brief chant and great concentration Gogenanth caused her to disappear in a quickly fading blue mist, just in front of the white lion. Standing there in confusion it turned its attention to Gar, on all fours it stood almost as tall as him. As it limped toward him it let out a roar, its beady yellow eyes intent on the kill, but Gar roared back. It was stunned in confusion briefly, but long enough for Tilda to send a bolt into its temple. It stumbled in a quick circle and faded back out into the fog.

      Zelestiana and Zaan continued to parry with the lion, they slashed at and battered the beast. Through its thick fur and hide they managed to land small blows on it. Its blood dripped to the icy ground. The lion grew into a mad rage and swiped at Zelestiana, and with its great strength knocked her to the ground. She lost her sword from her grasp as Zaan watched it about to tear her apart as it stood up on its hind legs, ready to kill.

      “Astor, now!” Zaan yelled. “Hurry!”

      Astor turned and let a quick arrow fly, which landed in the neck of the beast and made it stagger back just enough for Zelestiana to scramble over and wrap her fingers around her sword once again. Zaan ran at the lion with a battle cry that stunned the lion just long enough for Astor and Tilda to let their arrow and bolts find their way into the side of it. It roared in anger and swiped at Zaan, who slashed his sword at its paw, nearly cutting it off. Then he turned and shot his sword straight into the side of the lion’s head and while it winced back in pain, Zelestiana leapt and let her sword find its way into its neck. Blood flowed out of the open wound like thick wine flowing from an opened cork. More arrows and bolts found their way into it as it writhed and snarled. Then Zaan lifted his sword above his head. “Die you goddamned beast!” and drove it down into the lion’s head, sending it to the ground where it landed with a dull thud.

      Then the third lion leapt out of the fog and landed on Gar, who barely got his sword up in time. Zaan watched as the lion landed nearly on top of Gar, who was quick enough to slash his sword up at it then he heard the cracking and splintering underneath. With the weight and force of the lion landing on top of him the ice beneath gave way and sent them into the freezing waters below.

      “Gar!” Lily yelled, and Zaan and the others went running to the hole in the ice to see that Gar was gone.

      “We’ve got to save him,” Zaan said.

      “Can you use your Azulūz, Zaan?” Astor said. “Quickly?”

      Zaan was scared, but tried his best to focus and chanted quickly, but with all of the blood spattered around the ice and his worry for his friend, it made it difficult. “I’m trying, but I don’t know if I can. I’m going to jump in after him.”

      “No, Zaan,” Tilda said. “You’ll die.”

      “Wait, there’s something coming up!” Ezmerelda said.

      As the lion breached the surface it was met with Ezmerelda’s golden sword, straight through its eye and deep into its head. Then it slipped back down into the water.

      Still there was no sign of Gar.

      “Zaan, do something!” Lily said. He took down his cloak, letting it fall to the ground.

      “I’m going in,” he said. “I’m not going to lose him too.”

      Just as Zaan was about to plunge into the freezing cold, Gar emerged from the dark water and Zaan and Astor quickly pulled him out.

      “Hurry, a fire,” Tilda said, “Lily, find a rocky patch to build the fire upon.” Lily quickly began searching through the fog for a rocky section on the icy ground.

      “Here, I’ve found one!” she said. Astor went over and dropped some kindling on the ground and gathered up some small branches. “Zaan, go with Lily and gather some wood. And be careful and quick.” Astor took his flint and steel and lit a small flame. Zelestiana, Tilda, and Ezmerelda helped their three wet friends over to the area of the fire.

      Shortly after, Zaan and Lily carried over some broken, white-barked branches and threw them all on the fire. Within minutes they had a bright, hot fire that warmed their wet bodies. All were anxious about the fragile ground around them and listened intently for any cracking nose below.

      Gogenanth, with his mind and wits slowly coming back to him from the crackling fire, muttered, “Fresh. Its fresh . . .”

      “What are you saying friend?” Astor asked kneeling down to him.

      “The water below . . . it’s fresh.”
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        * * *

      

      That day, little to no progress was made in their journey yet they all learned much. Mainly, they found that there was wildlife around that was indeed different from their own; and they found their source for drinking water. Strangely enough, they figured they were atop a frozen, fresh water lake. Once the fog cleared that day, they again saw the openness of the frozen lake surrounding them.

      The fire dried their wet clothes and warmed their dampened spirits only slightly. Magnolia with her brilliant white antlers reflected in the moonlight as she approached the camp that evening. She hadn’t found any rivers or streams, but she brought two more of the scaly deer for them. Warm meat again would warm their spirits however.

      They all knew the following day they needed to cover much more ground northwards as the days had given them little to work with so far. Lily and Astor took first watch that night by the warm fire and the slumbering Tangier.

      “Did she tell you anything new?” Astor asked, referring to Magnolia.

      “She went off many miles to the west and said she saw the tips of some mountains. Also, she told me she saw many different animals she’d never seen before, big and small. She says they taste different too.”

      “So you won’t be able to communicate with any of the animals here?” Astor asked in the moonlight below the dark sky filled with speckled stars.

      “I’ll keep trying, but I don’t think I’ll be of much help.”

      Zaan and Zelestiana took the next watch halfway through the night. Zaan threw more logs on the fire and Magnolia only briefly awoke to watch their changing of the guard. He pulled out his pipe and began to puff on the tobacco leaf. Zelestiana held her hand out.

      “You want some?” he asked, she nodded. He only hesitated a second and passed it over to her.

      She puffed on the wood pipe and exhaled looking up into the starry sky. They sat there another hour not speaking, but occasionally smoking together. It wasn’t an awkward silence. Actually Zaan rather enjoyed her company. He always felt safer in her presence.

      The Tangier suddenly lifted its head to the east and made a low growl. Zaan and Zelestiana stood up in unison, quickly.

      “There it is again,” Zaan said. “You see it? That white light?” She nodded and stared right at it. Then the tiny light quickly vanished. A couple of minutes later Magnolia was back asleep.

      They both sat back by the fire, Zelestiana laid her sword at her side and Zaan did the same.

      “What’da you think it is?” Zaan asked.

      “I think we’re being followed, or worse . . . hunted.”
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      Midway into the next day they trudged on over the frozen sea. They made careful footing at first, but eventually grew more confident in the integrity of the icy floor beneath them. They walked single file again, with Magnolia at the lead and Gogenanth at the rear.

      They spoke little again as they walked at a steady pace. The sun had shown off and on through the passing clouds. Zaan had noticed that Gar had been sniffling throughout the day. So, he ran over to his side.

      “You need to take a break?” he asked.

      Gar sniffled. “No, I’m fine. Let’s keep going.”

      “We can stop. You need some food or water?”

      “No, I said I’m fine,” he said shortly.

      “Okay, well you let us know if you need a break,” Zaan said, and went back to his position in line. He slowed down to walk at Tilda’s side.

      “Is he all right?” she asked.

      “I don’t know he seems upset, but he didn’t really want to talk about it,” he said.

      “Give him some time he just went through a traumatic experience. His mind may need time to mend.”

      “Did you hear that Magnolia saw mountains to the east?” he asked her.

      “I heard,” she said.

      “I hope we don’t have to travel through mountains.”

      “You didn’t have the best luck in the Cascades with Gogenanth and Astor did you?” she asked.

      “Well, in the end it turned out fine, but I’d rather not go through that again and who knows what lives in the mountains all the way up here,” he said.

      “At least this time we have a mythical Tangier.”

      “That’s true and a party of ten of the strongest people I’ve ever known,” he added.

      “And you, you are stronger than you know,” she said. “You will have to find that before this is all over.”

      “I know I’m strong. I think I’m beginning to realize the potential of my Azulūz.”

      “I’m not talking about your Azulūz. I’m talking about you. Before the end of this you are going to be tested like you never have been before,” she said.

      “How do you know that? Can you see the future?” he scoffed.

      “Armoz is a master of deception and treachery. He’s going to throw things at us that are going to make us second guess ourselves and will try to cause us to become fearful, separated, and weak. You most of all, he’ll go after . . . the closer we get to him.”

      “I’m ready for him,” Gar said, with focused and certain eyes. “Let him throw his worst at us. I’ll show him to fear when we lock eyes. I’m ready to fight for everything we love, everything we hold dear. I’m strong, we’re all strong and in the end when all of this is said and done Armoz will be dead, Ojiin the Great God Above will save us, and the world will become whole again. Then, I can go back home to my mother and my family,” he said.

      Tilda’s expression showed a mix of pride and concern in his statement. The concern was over the mention of Zaan’s mother, which she could tell had weighed on his mind daily.
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        * * *

      

      That night the temperatures dropped further and Sarcasus had begun to show its true colors. The winds whistled through their camp making it difficult to let the fire burn hot. They huddled closely around it and even tried to sit Gogenanth and Wollen between the wind and the fire, to little avail.

      Zaan wrestled around in the tent, turning over frequently to get comfortable as the tent flapped all around him. Tilda was taking first watch with Wollen that night and Zaan’s shaking seemed to be his body’s way of trying to warm itself. Eventually he got off to sleep, but it was intermittent with the shaking of the tent in the strong winds and the occasional loud snore from Gogenanth.

      The day before they’d made good progress, walking almost ten hours and they hoped to do the same this day. Gogenanth, Wollen, and Gar had recovered well, but Gar was wary about his footing on the frozen lake they walked on. It was nice to know however that every day for fresh water all they had to do was break a small hole through and collect and boil. Magnolia seemed to be god-sent for her ability to bring fresh meat when needed. God-sent, is that ironic or literal? Zaan laughed at the notion.

      Trudging through the cold-blowing winds, they pressed on that morning. With the wind biting at their faces and their fingers and toes cold and aching, they pushed on step by step. But he knew this was not their home, it was Armoz’s and they were at the mercy of his lands.

      Wollen miss-stepped and his boot shot down through the ice and went into the freezing waters below yet Zelestiana grabbed his by his coat and helped him from falling further into the water. He gave a nod of gratitude and they continued on their way. The winds were absolutely relentless that day. They bit from sun-up to sun-down and even with the pale moon light above, they continued blowing down on them.

      To calm their flaring moods and worries, they drank the last of the rum they carried with them that day. Even with everything that had happened recently they’d got in a full eleven hours of walking straight north. The rum and the hot meat they ate soothed their minds and hearts. But Zaan also knew it was the last of the rum and it would be a dead-sober trek from there on out. Yet they all laughed and Gar told stories and sang songs for them as they clapped and smiled. Zaan joined the fun and even got up and danced with Tilda.

      They spun around each other and in soft moonlight, Tilda smiling, and they held their faces close together. He looked into her deep, soothing eyes and we felt warm again.

      The others got up and danced as well. Gogenanth hesitantly danced with Ezmerelda and Lily with Gar. Zelestiana declined the dance from Astor, so Astor and Wollen attempted dancing together. It drove Zaan to tears watching Astor try to get Wollen to move his feet in any sort of fashion. Tilda even fell over from laughing so hard. It was by far the best time they’d had together since they were back in the dry lands of Essill, in their lost home of Barrier Cliff.

      Zaan would be on second watch that night, so he made sure to sleep as best he could and be asleep as quickly as possible. When the time came for his watch he sat with Ezmerelda by the fire. The winds had died down somewhat and Magnolia dreamed of running and hunting he guessed, as she would brush her huge paws against the ice and made faint growling sounds.

      Ezmerelda that night in the darkness asked Zaan about his past and he told her the story of what’d happened to him since that day he left his home in Fur-lol. She told him about what Gogenanth and her had done in the Aurburn plains and what they’d found. They were looking for the bodies of Reizenthrōgz and Angela Dragus the Righteous and found neither, but they’d found Wollen. She told him about Wollen’s news of them coming from Sarcasus to take over Barrier Cliff and kill Zaan.

      “I’m sorry for what I said about you on the ship back then— about Yule,” she said. “It wasn’t your fault. He just didn’t make it, like any of us could’ve been lost out there.”

      “It’s all right,” he responded. “I do blame myself.” He frowned. “But that’s nice of you to say.” He feigned a forced smile. “I hope your grieving gets easier in time. He was a fine man.” Ezmerelda smiled, then a tear rolled down her cheek. “Poor Yule, I miss him.”

      An hour before the sun was up Zelestiana came out to relieve them for a couple of hours so they could get some extra sleep before their trek the next day.

      The next day was as could be predicted, with rushing winds this time coming from the north. It blinded them as they walked directly towards it. They held their cloaks down just to their eyeline and marched on. There were no white lions, or herds of the mystery animal with the scales and black fur, which Gar had begun to call deerscales. They took few breaks, even with their limbs and feet tired and aching. That day Gogenanth had picked up a long, white stick he’d found almost chest high and gave it to Ezmerelda to use as a walking stick.

      That at least gave them something to look forward to; as they all scoured the frozen lake all around them for their own walking sticks, which they all eventually found that day, with Zaan being the last to find one. He’d found a couple, but he waited until he’d found one that was the right height and was smooth and broad at the top.

      They successfully got their goal of ten hours of traveling that day and were all more than happy to sit and relax after the day. Not knowing how far the vast and seemingly endless frozen lake went on for, they tried to stay hydrated and rested the best they could. That night Zaan wrapped his arms around Tilda and slept as good as one can on hard, cold ground with little buffer.

      He heard birds chirping above as the sun rose the next morning. It was a pleasant sound he hadn’t heard in over a month, but felt more like a year. It brought a smile to his face.
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      Trudging on the next day, the sun was visible and the clouds were sparse. The normally cold air had less bite with the warm sun hanging overhead. Zaan has his hood down and his legs and fingers stayed warm.

      After walking for a straight six hours the fog began to appear in the distance in front of them and in twenty minutes enveloped them. They waded through the thick, blinding mist, wary of beasts that might rush at them, though none did.

      It was Tilda’s idea for them to take a quick rest, which Gar was more than happy to comply with. They all sat around and Zaan laid on his back on top of his wool blanket. The fog drifted by slowly as Zaan watched Magnolia not resting as usual, but sniffing and peering out into the distance, as if she were on lookout.

      “Astor, you have any idea how long this goes on for, with your reading you did?” Gar asked.

      “Sorry, no. Seems Gogenanth knows more about this place than anyone,” he replied. This damned frozen sea seemingly goes on forever in every direction. Not even a single hill or mountain. Who knows how long we’ll be out here.

      “All I know is it’s smaller than Essill and our destination is at the center of this place,” Gogenanth said.

      “Lily, you said Magnolia saw mountains to the east did she say what they looked like?” Gar asked her.

      “No, she’s not the most descriptive,” Lily joked.

      “I can only imagine what climbing mountains in this god-forsaken place would be like,” Ezmerelda said.

      “We will do whatever needs to be done,” Zelestiana said.

      “Aye,” Wollen added.

      “Wollen,” Lily said, “did you tell them about what you saw last evening on our watch?”

      “No, not yet girl.” He looked over at Zaan and the group. “Out in the far distance there was something. Hard to see really, but it was like a . . .”

      “White light?” Zaan asked.

      “Yes! You saw it too?” Wollen asked.

      “Yes, a couple of times. Something seems to be watching us from afar,” Zaan said. Hopefully, whatever it is— it stays away from us. If we can see those eyes from that distance I’d rather not know what devilish beast they belong to.

      “I’ve seen it as well,” Gogenanth said.

      “Well, what is it?” Ezmerelda asked, and Gogenanth sighed, not knowing the answer.

      “I’ve tried to not dwell on it too much,” Zaan said. “It’s so far off, and not seen in the daylight. It may just be a stray animal or something.”

      “Does Magnolia know what it is?” Astor asked Lily.

      “No, it doesn’t have a smell, even downwind,” Lily said, which perplexed Zaan.

      “Ah,” Wollen said in frustration, “what doesn’t have a damned smell?” He spat on the ground. “This damned place.”

      “Well said,” Astor added.

      “Whatever it is, it’s a stark reminder of the dangers of this place,” Tilda said. “We’ve been on a pretty good roll the last couple of days, but we need to keep our guard up. I sure am happy she’s here with us.” She was referring to Magnolia.

      “I think she dislikes this place as much, or more, than I do,” Lily said.

      After the brief break they began their walk again. All of them picked up their makeshift staves and, after Zaan checked his compass, they started off north again. The fog hung heavy in the air for the remainder of the daylight.

      As the light began to fade and their feet began to ache, they reconstructed their two tents and Astor quickly got a fire going. They ate hot meat and drank crisp water. In silence, they all stared into the fire, no one speaking for a good hour, even Gar.

      Zaan focused in on the fire watching it dance, crackle, and pop. He slowly raised a hand towards it and his eyes glowed an iceberg blue. With that the fire began to rise and in a thin streak circled back to the fire. He did it again with another thin streak and then another. His friends sat around as he made thin circles of fire that made the bonfire look more like a globe of fire.

      Zelestiana seemed pleased and Ezmerelda sat up and watched in amazement. Zaan continued to make the rings of fire rotate around until the lights of his eyes faded and the fire returned to normal. Ezmerelda returned to her seat.

      “Gar,” Tilda said. “You made any headway with your Azulūz?” she asked, her head and golden braids laying across Zaan’s stomach.

      “I’ve tried a couple of times, but I haven’t been able to do anything since . . . the ships.”

      “Have you found anything that’s made you feel strong or weak?” she asked.

      He thought there for a moment, he even scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Does rum count?”

      They all laughed, especially Gogenanth. Even Zelestiana smirked.

      “You should try to talk with Elindrill,” Zaan said. “When you are able.”

      “That seems impossible,” Gar said. “I can’t even do it with people I can see.”

      “One thing I’ve learned,” Zaan said, “the only limit to your Azulūz is what your mind decides on.” Zelestiana nodded in approval.

      “Try it now,” Lily said.

      “Right now?” Gar asked. “I’ll try. Zelestiana, would you help me?” She uncrossed her legs and shifted the blanket off her lap to stand up and move to sit next to Gar.

      “Close your eyes,” she said and he shut them tight. “Take yourself back to your most comfortable place, your home maybe, see the faces of your mother and father. Think back to your old bed and toys you owned as a child. Think of rolling waves of grass and a warm sky.”

      “Okay, I see it,” Gar said.

      “Now focus on Wollen, try to speak with him without moving your lips. Move to that place at the front of your mind,” she said, her auburn eyes reflecting the firelight and making them look like those of a wild animal. “Did you find it?”

      “I think so,” he said, his eyes squinted hard.

      “Tell Wollen something, speak to him in his mind,” she said.

      “Okay, I think I did it,” he said, and opened his eyes.

      “Wollen,” Zelestiana asked, “did you hear anything?”

      Wollen looked puzzled. “Did you say something about . . . Rum?” Zaan snickered at that.

      “No,” Gar said, looking discouraged. “I tried to tell you how frustrating it is not being able to use something you have.”

      “You will find it,” Zelestiana said. “Care to try again?”

      “Let’s do it tomorrow, if that’s okay,” he said.

      “You’ll get it,” Lily said. “Keep an eye out for what makes you feel good, that’s what it took for me. What is it that makes you stronger? If you don’t mind my asking?” she asked Zelestiana.

      “No, I don’t mind,” Zelestiana replied. “Fire.”

      Lily looked surprised, but thrilled at her answer. “What about you, Tilda?”

      “Mine is iron,” Tilda said. “Doubt I’ll find much of it here.”

      “And yours?” Lily asked Gogenanth.

      “I haven’t found mine yet,” he said.

      Zaan was surprised by that, as was Lily. “Weren’t you born with the Azulūz?” she asked.

      “Yes, I believe so,” he said. Zaan waited for more of an explanation, but that was all they got.

      “Do you know what headmaster Palanzal’s was?” Lily asked the group.

      “Silk,” Tilda said.

      “Silk?” Lily asked. “So that’s why he always wore soft silk clothes. That makes sense.”

      “What about Gildur?” Gar asked. “What was his?”

      Tilda looked saddened by the mentioning of his name and of Palanzal’s. “Lightning,” she said.

      Ezmerelda said, “Woulda been nice to have him on the ships with us.”

      “Aye,” Gogenanth said. Astor and Tilda nodded.

      “I wish he was here with us now,” Tilda said. “He was always so strong and brave.”

      “So are you,” Lily said.

      Tilda smiled, “As are you.”
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      The night rolled on with brisk winds that whistled through the air, they sat around the campfire. They reminisced more about Gildur and Palanzal and once they were asleep in their tents Astor saw the faint white light in the distance. With his keen eyes he thought he saw two small lights at an even height right next to each other. Magnolia lifted her slumbering head to watch, but neither growled or seemed all that interested before she rested her head back onto her paws.

      The lights soon faded from view and Astor’s nerves calmed the remainder of the watch with Ezmerelda. The winds continued whistling through the camp and Ezmerelda hummed a nice tune as she poked at the fire with a long stick.

      As the long streaks of sunlight began to creep up over the horizon that showed the frozen lake as far as they could see, Zaan lifted his arms over his head and stretched out with a loud yawn. Tilda left the tent just after him, she was in the process of braiding her hair into a dozen thin braids. Gogenanth was already over the fire, warming some more of the deerscale meat. They’d run out of salt or any seasoning at that point and Zaan frowned at the sight of the roasted gamy meat. It was better than the alternative, which was nothing.

      They all sat around the fire for an all-too-brief thirty minutes before they packed up and continued their journey northwards. Magnolia ran off north at great speed to see what was up ahead. The sky was clear, the sun bright, and the winds weren’t all together as cold as usual. Their spirits perked as they made good time and pace, not having to battle against roaring winds. It did cross Zaan’s mind that if the Aterax acted up they’d have no escape or shelter. They would only get as low to the ground as possible to not invite a lightning strike.

      As they walked under the crisp sun the party occasionally laughed and Ezmerelda hummed her tune endlessly. Tilda began to hum it with her and then Lily, and soon all of them were humming it in their line. Over to the east Astor caught eye of something and stopped to inspect it further.

      “What do you see?” Gogenanth asked him.

      Astor stood there blocking the bright sun from his sight. His blond hair whipped behind him as a brisk wind blew in and his dark skin reflected the golden sunlight as it shown down on them. “Not sure, looks like a dust cloud or fog in the distance.”

      “Is it heading towards us?” Zaan asked, as he walked over to his side to inspect it himself, but he couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      “Too early to tell,” Astor said. “It’d be best to get back on our way. I’ll keep an eye on it.”

      With that the party continued their trek. Step after step they walked, it was hard to feel like they were gaining any momentum as the environment was an endless wasteland. Eventually Astor did speak up that the dust cloud was getting a bit larger but wasn’t moving towards them quickly.

      Zaan was even able to see the small dust cloud on the horizon and they mostly assumed it was another herd of the deerscales, but hopefully not the white lions with their long black tails and large yellow teeth. They picked up their pace and at their midway point during that day a group of three crows began to circle overhead. They glided through the air effortlessly and cawed occasionally, an ominous sight. Magnolia had still not returned and Zaan began to grow concerned for her, but Lily reassured him she’d be fine.

      During their afternoon break they sat and ate more roast deerscale meat that was more like smoky jerky than roast anything. They took big gulps of refreshing water from their canteens.

      After their break they continued their journey in the frozen wasteland. Zaan noticed the terrain had become more rocky, although hardly noticeable under the thin layer of icy snow. He walked with his walking stick firmly in hand and his slaver’s sword with the tiger head hilt at his side. Pulling his compass out from underneath his thick cotton garbs and light armor, he checked to make sure they were heading north. Once it confirmed they continued on. Lily began to hum the tune Ezmerelda taught them and soon they were all humming together, all the while the crows circled overhead.
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        * * *

      

      As the long day began to come to an end and they set up their tents and Astor went to making a fire, Magnolia strode back to them with a fresh kill in her mouth, another deerscale. Zaan sighed at the sight of it, but was bitterly grateful.

      “Thank you,” Lily said to the tall Tangier, and went over and patted the side of her head. Magnolia laid the deerscale on the cold ground and as Lily’s eyes, ears, and mouth turned a soft blue Magnolia looked over at her and they shared a silent conversation.

      “She’s become quite skilled at using her Azulūz,” Tilda said to Zelestiana, who sat next to her. “She seems to be able to call on it in an instant, all in such a short time.”

      “Agreed,” Zelestiana said.

      Once Lily’s blue wisps faded she turned to the group. “Well, we know now this frozen wasteland doesn’t go on forever.”
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      The next morning they were all eager to look out into the horizon with the bright light of the sun. And as surely as Lily had told them they all saw it. Far in the distance directly north were the faint tips of mountains, just slightly standing over the horizon.

      “I don’t know what’s worse,” Gar said. “Traveling into the mountains in this gloom, or walking forever in this icy desert.”

      “Mountains are worse,” Gogenanth said coldly.

      “Anyway to go around, I wonder?” Gar asked.

      “Magnolia says they’re all over. She ran along them to see, but they seem to go on for many miles,” Lily said.

      “And if we are to continue traveling due north we will have to cross them,” Astor said.

      “Well, let’s eat and get this over with,” Zaan said. With that they all went to reheating the deerscale meat and filling their canteens with lake water they’d boiled the night before. They took down their tents and once their bellies were full and their gear was upon their backs they stared at the tips of the mountain, still around one hundred miles out.

      “Well, shall we?” Zaan said. With that Magnolia started out with her long strides and her ivory antlers glistening in the sun. Zaan stared at the mountain tops in the distance, at least until the storm came. It started out with just a fog in the distance, but then quickly escalated into a full force storm of the Aterax.

      “Get down!” Tilda yelled out at the first sight of lightning that touched less than a mile away and loud thunder shook the ground under their stomachs. “Stay flat, and throw your weapons away.”

      Bitter winds made their faces sting as it threw up swathes of dirt and ice. Zaan tried to become one with the ground as the lightning lit up the sky in the dark storm, reminding him of the nightmarish endeavor on the ships. He decided to shut his eyes, as they were all at the mercy of the storm with nowhere to go. Magnolia ran in circles, roaring and frantically looking for shelter. Lily calmed her and the Tangier came back over and laid by Lily’s side.

      Zaan opened his eyes and looked over at Gar who had a worried look in his eyes. They both knew that storm could easily be the end of them with one lightning strike at the center of their group. “Should we spread out?” Gar asked.

      “That’s a grim choice to make, but probably for the best,” Tilda yelled out in the crashing thunder and lightning. She began to slowly crawl away and the others followed, crawling in different directions. They all moved into a large circular pattern, with each of them within sight of each other, but hopefully far enough as to ensure if something happened, at least some would survive to carry on.

      Just as quickly as it’d come, the Aterax vanished. They all stood and looked at each other.  “Everyone okay?” Tilda asked. They all nodded and brushed off the dirt from their front sides. “All right, gather your things and let’s head out,” she said.

      Zaan walked over and grabbed his slaver’s sword he’d thrown from him in the storm, he did feel a little silly as the armor he wore was just as likely to attract the lightning as his weapon. He went and grabbed his walking stick then and soon they were all back in line walking again. The mountain tops were again in view, but seemed just as far as they did early that morning. They almost made the frozen sea seem larger than before. The longer they walked the further away the mountains seemed to become.

      Their pace quickened as they strode through the frozen desert of Sarcasus, Zaan truly wished he had some sort of steeds to accompany and carry them quickly across. For they had much work to do still and far to travel. They wanted to continue traveling into the night for fear of another outburst of the Aterax, but Tilda talked them out of it. It was safer to shelter up and they needed more water for the next day’s trek anyways.

      So they somberly sat around the fire that night as Magnolia snored softly the others lay awake, staring into the dancing flames of the fire. Then Zaan stood up suddenly, looking out into the darkness beneath the starry sky. Magnolia perked her head up and stood to face the same direction as Zaan.

      “There they are,” Zaan said, and with that Gogenanth and Zelestiana stood and unsheathed their swords. Astor and Tilda strung their weapons and aimed in the direction. Zaan watched as the white lights had returned, but were close this time and getting closer. I guess this beast, whatever it is— has gotten tired to just watching us. I wonder what the creature is, it’d be better to know than just sitting around in the dark wondering. Come on you, show yourself! I’m ready.

      He didn’t unsheathe his sword, but walked to the edge of the light of their fire and waited. He could see the white lights were bobbing back and forth, just barely, but they were getting bigger. Gar grew uneasy and swayed his sword from side to side. “What is it?” he asked.

      “Don’t know,” Zaan said. “What does she say?” he asked Lily, referring to the Tangier.

      Lily moved her lips and through the silence and the blue wisps of smoke, she said, “She doesn’t know. Its got no scent and she doesn’t recognize the eyes.”

      “The eyes?” Zaan asked surprisingly, “Yes, they’re eyes aren’t they?”

      The white lights began to turn from white to a glowing orange as they grew closer. In the darkness the lights were soon just outside of the light of the fire and they stopped. Magnolia slowly began to walk towards the lights, but then stopped. She then took two strides back and lay down, still staring at the two lights.

      “Come on out,” Zaan said. “Let us see what, or who, you are.”

      The two orange lights turned vertical, as if a head was cocked completely sideways, but then returned to their normal side by side position and the figure began to approach Zaan. Zelestiana started to walk over to Zaan’s side with her sword drawn to protect him, but he stopped her with a motion of his arm. “Its okay, I got this.”

      As the figure emerged slowly in the light of the fire Zaan was caught completely off guard, he caught himself with his mouth agape. He’d seen many new beasts and monsters over his time since he’d left Fur-lol, but this figure was something he’d never dreamed of.

      Before them stood a creature half Zaan’s height; it stood on two legs, like a turkey would, with long feather covered arms with two talons for fingers. It had a beak that went from a golden yellow at the beak to a ruby red at the back of it. Its feathers had a cascade of different shades of grays, whites, and blacks. And strangest of all, its eyeballs were two metallic mirrors. That’s why they were white, they were reflecting the moonlight.

      It stood there before them as they all stared at it trying to figure out what to do next. It cocked its head once more and ruffled its feathers. As it did this, the monotone color glimmered with the colors of the glow of the fire. Magnificent sparkles of reds and oranges fell down its feathers.

      “What are you?” Zaan asked it. It only cocked its head and looked back at the fire. He realized this creature didn’t understand. “Lily?”

      She again closed her eyes, but seemed to have to work much harder to try communicating with this creature on Sarcasus. Her body began to dance in light blue smoke as her hands began to shake. Then suddenly the creature looked over at her and it began to walk towards her. Gar moved closer to her side.

      Then the creature started speaking. It was a language none of them recognized. It sounded ancient, but somehow familiar to Zaan. It continued to speak in slow, beautiful words with lots of pauses between each word. It stopped walking just in front of Lily and held its long arm up to her, its feathers glistened the color of the fire and the stars above. It held its two-taloned arm up to her. She held out her hand slowly and held onto the figures feathered arm.

      They both stood there together for almost a full minute and the blue smoke of her Azulūz ran down from her mouth to flow over her extended arm and over to the creature. It flowed over it until it ran into its beaked mouth. Then the light of the Azulūz disappeared into it and it opened its mirrored eyes.

      “Jynx,” it cawed. “Jynx.”

      “Jynx?” Lily asked as it drew its arm from her hand. “Is . . . Is that your name?”

      “Jynx-is-my-name,” it said.

      “How can you speak our language?” Zaan asked.

      “Lily-just-showed-me,” Jynx said as it rustled its feathers. Lily showed him? Did he just read her mind? What kind of creature is this? Gar lowered his sword and they all did the same, except Gogenanth who was still cautious.

      “What do you want?” Zaan asked.

      Jynx turned and looked at him, his eyes were piercing yet distant, Zaan imagined that’s what the eyes of a god may resemble. “I’m-here-for-you,” Jynx said.

      Gogenanth ran over to Zaan’s side and held out his long scimitar which reflected in the moonlight. “You can’t have him— whatever you are, some sort of evil spirit or demon of Armoz.” Jynx took a slow step forward. “Stop where you are!” Gogenanth warned. Jynx lifted an arm and his metallic eyes flickered. Gogenanth seemed unsure about what it was doing. It reached out its long-feathered arm and touched the tip of the scimitar, which almost instantly felt too heavy for Gogenanth to hold and he dropped it to the ground with a thud. Shock was in Gogenanth’s eyes. “What kind of dark magic is this? You can’t stop us after all we’ve gone through to get this far!” He ran at Jynx with solid fists and with another flicker of his eyes Gogenanth’s fist fell to the ground and he was stuck in a kneeling position in front of the bird-like creature. Astor fired an arrow and with another flicker of his eye, the arrow disintegrated three feet before it could touch Jynx. They all stood there, baffled as to what was happening.

      “What do you want with me?” Zaan asked.

      “I-take-you-through-mountains,” Jynx said as it stared into Zaan’s eyes. Zaan saw his own shocked expression in the mirror eyes.

      “You are here to help us?” Zaan asked. That is that last thing I would’ve guessed in these lands, something— or someone who would lend us aid in this foreign land. We should be wary, it may be a trap, and this is a powerful creature, whatever it is. But if it is telling the truth we could use a helping hand this late in the journey.

      “Yes.”

      Lily walked over to Zaan’s side, “Why are you here to help us?”

      “Who sent you?” Gar asked abruptly. “Was is Armoz?”

      Jynx rustled its feathers and winced back. “No.”

      “Was it Ojiin?” Zaan asked.

      “No,” Jynx said. “No-Adÿthites-no.”

      “Adÿthites?” Zaan asked.

      “You-will-not-make-it-through-the-mountains,” Jynx said in a bird-like yet eloquent voice that spoke methodically.

      “Why won’t we make it through the mountains, Jynx?” Lily asked.

      “Too-dangerous. Too-cold. Too-steep. Too-old,” he said. “Too-brittle. Too-long. Too-deadly. Too-strong.”

      “You will show a way through the mountains, safely?” Zaan asked. “Why should we trust you?”

      “You-must-trust-me. Jynx,” he squawked.

      They all looked over at Zaan. “What do you want to do?” Tilda asked.

      Zaan looked at his friend’s faces and then at Jynx, trying to read him. The bird-creature cocked his head back and forth. Then Zaan looked over to see Magnolia. She wasn’t alarmed or even curious of Jynx. In fact, she was sound asleep.

      “All right, Jynx,” he said. “I’ll trust you. But if you are planning on luring us into a trap, you’ll feel the wrath of my blade.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking through the blinding fog and checking Zaan’s father’s compass often, they continued north the next day. The prior night none of them had been able to get a good night’s sleep after the appearance of the creature that called itself Jynx.

      If he was telling the truth and there to help them, he would be a welcome asset to the group as he’d shown to be powerful by disarming Gogenanth, something Zaan was still not able to grasp. He seemed to be unaffected by Lily’s Azulūz, he even used some power of his own to learn our language just by touching her. Indeed, he would be a strength or a weakness to them. The one thing that reassured them the most was that Magnolia wasn’t bothered in the least by him, she almost felt more at ease around him. When Lily would ask her what she thought of him she’d just reply ‘about who’?

      Things were slow going that day, but it was almost a blessing not staring at the tips of mountains that seemed not to move the closer they got. What was quite entertaining however was the creature Jynx would walk around and weave through the party as they walked in the mist. His big mirror eyes would inspect each of them with apparent curiosity. Some of them thought Jynx was just a crazy little creature that may be of some help, but Zaan was beginning to think that he was more than he appeared. There was something different, even powerful, about him.

      As he walked up to Lily and seemed to stare at her lush, green eyes and golden curls, she asked, “Where are you from?” He didn’t reply. “Are you from here? Are you from Sarcasus?”

      “Sarcasus?” he asked back.

      “Yes, are you from this land?” she asked.

      “No,” he said. “Where-are-you-from?”

      “I’m from Essill, the land south of here,” she said.

      “It’s-interesting-you-give-names-to-land,” he said slowly.

      “What is the name we’ve given to the land you’re from?” she asked, trying to dig further and it seemed as all ears in hearing distance were listening in.

      “There-is-no-name.”

      “Well, you sure are a puzzle,” Lily said. “Trying to figure you out is like trying to explain the stars to fish.” Jynx didn’t respond but walked over to Zaan and began to inspect him, and he gazed intently at his pocket. Zaan grew nervous, he didn’t want Jynx to know what he was carrying. How could he tell I have the Adÿthyst? He’d have to sense it, as I haven’t pulled it from my pocket in weeks.

      “What are you looking at?” Zaan asked.

      “It,” Jynx squawked, and ruffled his feathers.

      “It?”

      “Its-been-long-since-one-was-found.”

      “Are you speaking of the stone?” Zaan asked.

      “Great-power. Great-erosion-of- . . . what’s-your-word- . . . soul.”

      “Jynx,” Zaan said, “do you know what the stone is? Where it came from?”

      Jynx looked up into Zaan’s eyes and Zaan saw his himself looking back at him. “Yes,” Jynx said ominously.

      “Can you tell me?” Zaan asked, and the party had stopped walking and were now standing in a ring around Zaan and Jynx.

      “If-we-see-each-other-again-one-day- . . . yes,” Jynx said, and continued walking along.

      The party all gave puzzling looks to each other. Zaan caught up to the bird-like creature. “Can you please tell me now? I need to know,” he asked.

      “That-is-knowledge-unfit-for-the-weak. You-must-be-strong-first,” Jynx said, not looking back at Zaan.

      “But I am strong, you’ve not yet seen. But I can show you,” he said.

      “You-are-not. Not-enough. Tell-me-about-your-mother-your-sister,” Jynx asked and his eyes darted back at Zaan, who stopped in his tracks. “If-I-told-you-your-mother-is-dead, would-you-continue-forth?”

      Zaan was taken aback in shock, “Is she . . .?”

      “You-need-all-your-focus-for-him,” Jynx said, and turned back to walking towards the distant mountains in the fog.

      “He may just be trying to rattle you,” Tilda said next to Zaan. “Or testing you.”

      “How? How did he know?” Zaan asked in disbelief. How can he possibly know these things? Can he reach inside my mind and read my thoughts like words on a page? There surely is a sacred power in him.

      “He is a strange creature,” she said. “I’ve never heard of such a thing, this really is a strange place.”

      “Somehow I don’t believe the creature is from here,” Zelestiana said. “He seems somewhat a foreigner in these lands, like us. Yet he strolls as if he has not a care in the world. I do wonder where and why Jynx has come to us. Perhaps someday we will find those answers.”

      “Until then, let’s go,” Gar said. “I get the chills in this creepy fog. And honestly I feel safer with him and Magnolia.” He ran to catch up with them at the lead then.

      A moment passed and they continued walking, but Zaan could sense Tilda was focusing in on him. “You can say it,” he said to her.

      She sighed. “I hope you can let it go. At least until this is all over.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You have to try Zaan, if you are sick and worried for her this entire time, you won’t be focused like you need to be. Like we need you to be,” she said.

      “You don’t get it, nobody gets it. It’s my mom,” he said.

      “I lost my mom, too,” she said.

      He sighed in frustration, and looking at her he tried to work past it.  “I’m sorry. How long ago?”

      “Long ago,” she said. “I understand, we all do. We’ve all lost loved ones. Lily lost her entire family to Angela Dragus and Reizenthrōgz.”

      “I know, you’re right. Maybe I’m not a strong as I think,” he said.

      She grabbed him by the arm and faced him towards her. Her eyes were serious and entrancing. “You are strong, Zaan Talabard the Crusader of Fur-lol.” She leaned in and gave him a soft, delicate kiss, before pulling back and giving him a faint smile.

      “Jynx doesn’t think so,” he said.

      She snickered. “What does Jynx know?”
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      They’d traveled an entire day in the deep, thick fog. That night they’d slept in the same encompassing fog. It’d seemed to Zaan that maybe Jynx had brought the fog with him— to hide them in its veil, or he feared— hide whatever was surrounding them. He had noticed that day that Jynx needed neither food, drink, or sleep. The bird-creature that walked upright at half of Zaan’s height was becoming quite a peculiar companion. He wouldn’t answer most questions outright and hardly ever initiated a conversation.

      Even when they all sat around the fire the night before Jynx seemed to wander in and out of the surrounding fog throughout the night, restlessly, yet methodically. Astor had told Zaan earlier that day that he guessed the mountain’s foothills were but two or three days away. Zaan was curious as to what lay in the mountains and to what assistance Jynx would be.

      As they walked on the next day the fog hung heavy in the air yet again and Zaan noticed that the icy ground was slowly, yet steadily becoming rockier. Even the night before it was more difficult to break through the ice to get at the fresh water below.

      Magnolia ran off into the fog to scout ahead and search for food. At the lead was Zelestiana that day and Gogenanth at the rear of the party. In the thick fog Wollen now walked at the left side and Astor at the right. Zaan, Tilda, Ezmerelda, Lily, and Gar were at the center of the walking diamond formation. And Jynx strolled around them leisurely, inspecting them even though he had many times before.

      “Jynx, can I ask you a question?” Gar asked him, “even though you probably won’t answer it?”

      Jynx cocked his head.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Why won’t you answer all of our questions?” he asked.

      Jynx’s mirrored eyes stared at Gar. “What-would-you-do-with-all-knowledge?” he asked.

      “What’d ya mean?” Gar asked.

      “If-you-knew-everything- . . . Would-you-tell-all-who-asked?”

      “I’d tell my friends,” he said.

      “You-sure?” Jynx asked.

      Gar thought about that and seemed puzzled.

      “I-do-not-think-you-tell-your-friends-everything.”

      “I tell them the important things,” he said.

      “Important-to-you-or-important-to-them?”

      “Damn your riddles why don’t you just say things like a normal person?” Gar asked in frustration.

      “If-you-knew-when-your-friends-were-going-to-die- . . . And-could-not-stop-it- . . . Would-you-tell-them. Is-that-not-important?”

      Gar stopped in his tracks and seemed shocked and perplexed by the statement. “Do you know when I’m going to die?”

      “Would-you-like-to-know-really? Gar-Tilten?”

      Gar scratched his head and then scratched his stubbly chin. Ezmerelda laughed at him in a single outburst and covered her mouth after. “What’s funny?” he asked.

      “I think he gotcha,” she snickered. Lily chuckled at the side as well. Soon, Wollen gave a laugh and for the first time in many days they all laughed together, all except Gar, who seemed too embarrassed and deep in thought, and Gogenanth.

      “Jynx,” Gogenanth said up from the rear. “Will you tell me when I die?”

      Jynx looked at him curiously. He walked over to the man from the Arr and looked into his eyes and Gogenanth saw his reflection in them. “Which-time? It-seems-you-have-already-defied-death’s-grasp.”

      “I’ve looked into the blackness, but I have never entered. Do you know when I will?”

      “You-wish-to-join-your-family?” Jynx asked.

      “One day, yes.”

      Jynx cocked his head and let out a caw. “Your-time-will-come. But-your-strength-is-needed-still- . . . For-what-is-to-come.” Gogenanth is needed indeed. After all we’ve been through Gogenanth is our rock, always there, always ready. Where we’re going we need everyone’s strength.

      “Told you,” Gar said. “Aren’t his riddles annoying?”
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        * * *

      

      After their long journey through the fog that day they made camp and produced a fire. The fire warmed their limbs and their spirits. It seemed the more they got to know their new companion the more mysterious, yet more omnificent he seemed. Magnolia had returned with a fresh kill. Zaan winced at the sight of the deerscale hanging from its maw as it returned.

      Zaan and Tilda had the first watch that evening. As the others rustled in their makeshift beds Zaan stoked the fire and Tilda pulled a hood tightly over her head to shield herself further from the bitter cold.

      “Doesn’t seem there’s much point in us being lookouts tonight,” she said. “Who could see anything in this fog. It never ends. We’d be just as well to have Magnolia on watch. At least she has her scent.”

      “And we have Jynx,” Zaan added.

      “We’ll see how useful he is . . .” she said.

      “Yeah, we’ll see. He seems powerful, but also seems to be here of his own accord. I’m not sure what his full intentions are. But if he can get us over those mountains well that’ll be a feat in itself,” he said.

      “If he’s as powerful as he seems we may need his help in the fight with Armoz and his army. He could be the deciding factor,” she said. Zaan thought about that and watched the bird-like creature walking in and out of the fog around them.

      “He doesn’t sleep,” he said.

      “I’ve noticed that,” she said, and she reached over to grab the stick by the fire and pushed the logs around. Hot embers floated up into the air. Zaan walked over and threw two more round logs on the fire, both with brittle white bark.

      “We should be at the mountains in a couple of days,” he said. “I think we’ll find out more about our new friend once there.”

      They both sat shoulder to shoulder with each other until their watch ended that night. Magnolia slept like a kitten and Jynx walked in and out of the fog in circles. At one point Zaan was struggling to keep his eyes open and caught Jynx staring at him out of the gloom, his mirror-eyes illuminated bright bold orange from the firelight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Not to Zaan’s surprise, the following day was a gloomy day with no sun and thick fog draped all around. Zaan checked his compass frequently although he realized it wasn’t needed, as the Tangier and Jynx seemed to head in a perfect rhythm northbound.

      Again, they walked in a diamond formation and Zaan walked up next to Gar. They walked in unison for ten minutes and then Gar spoke, “Would you tell me if you knew when I was going to die? But it would stop it?”

      “Probably not, but it’d be a heavy burden to carry,” he replied.

      “Damned bird, I can’t stop thinking about that,” Gar said.

      “Try not to think about it,” Zaan said. If we knew we were all going to die at the end of this, on the Isle of Fyre, would we still continue forth? That’s a valid concern. And all things considered, how are we even sure that Jynx can see those things and isn’t making it up? If he told me when I was to die I’d be looking and waiting for that moment my entire life.

      “What else is there to think about in this place. Like how there’s probably lions all around us now, or how we are going to have to climb frozen mountains in front of us and if we’re lucky we’re going to fight a god?”

      “Since you put it that way . . .” Zaan said, and then laughed.

      “I guess it is funny, or ridiculous.”

      “How about your Azulūz, why don’t you put your mind towards that while we walk?” Zaan asked.

      “I’ve been trying probably not as much as I should. Zelestiana’s been working with me a couple of times a day in the mornings, but it’s difficult. I remember you had struggled with it at first,” Gar said.

      “Yeah, it was really frustrating if you do remember. I really had to focus on the things that helped me. Find the things that accented my mind and think only of those things, and once they were there go after the task at hand.”

      “I guess I need to find what that thing is for me,” Gar said. “It sure isn’t fog.”

      The day went on as the day before. They walked in the cold fog and there was no sight of the Aterax or any lions. As the lightest of the fog began to diminish and the sun was beginning to fade, they stopped to make camp. The ice took Gar and Astor a half hour to break through for water, the ground was getting rockier with each step.

      Astor dipped his copper pot into the cold water below and pulled it out, the water was crisp and clear. Then he made a fire quickly with kindling he’d gathered on their walk. Gar returned from the fog with a long fallen white tree and began to hack it to arm-length pieces. He laid three logs on the fire and the others began to gather around it once a nice warmth was produced.

      Zaan looked around the fire as Astor pulled the copper pot of boiling water off it and poured it into a couple of their canteens, all laid in a line. He went over to the water well and dipped the copper pot back in to collect more of the fresh water for boiling. Gar threw a half dozen more logs on the fire and Wollen put both hind-legs of the skinned deerscale over the fire to cook, it usually took two hours for the flesh to become cooked through over a hot fire.

      Zaan looked around at the worn faces of his friends in the firelight. Ezmerelda had her head laying on Gogenanth’s shoulder and Tilda sat next to him, he smiled. Astor was at work, Wollen sharpened his sword. Gar and Lily sat next to each other giggling about something. And Zelestiana stared at the fire with a burning intensity, the firelight dancing in her eyes.

      “What’s wrong Zelestiana?” Astor asked before Zaan had the chance.

      She didn’t respond immediately, but seemed dazed watching the fire. She seemed to snap out of it as she noticed Jynx had silently stepped out of the fog and was standing next to her. He was at eye level standing as she sat.

      “We’ve been through much together, but I have a feeling the worst is yet to come,” she said.

      “Aye, don’t think about it, it’ll only keep you up at night,” Wollen said.

      “We’ll get through it together,” Lily said.

      “This has been too easy so far,” Zelestiana said.

      “Aye, it has,” Wollen said, “aside from those lions and the storms.”

      “Why hasn’t Armoz sent anything after us? Is that what you’re referring to?” Tilda asked.

      “These are his lands, surely he knows we’re here,” Zelestiana said.

      “Maybe Ojiin is protecting us,” Gar said.

      “You think he’s amassing his forces in one place?” Astor asked Zelestiana. “I’m sure you don’t have anything to add to this conversation, Jynx?” The creature cocked its head and walked back into the mist. “I really hate that thing.”

      “I don’t know if he’s gathering his forces in one place, or if we’re walking into a sprawling army. We simply don’t know much about him,” Zelestiana said. She’s right, we could be walking into anything. What if he’s not even here? That can’t be true, Ojiin told me. I heard it from the Great God himself.

      “We’ll found out soon, I guess,” Ezmerelda said.

      “Whatever comes, we’ll be ready for it,” Zaan said. “We will fight and we will win.” Zaan looked over surprised to see Jynx was standing right next to him. His mirror eyes inches from his face.

      Jynx spoke, “You-will-fight. Yes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day the group walked more apprehensively, again in the fog. They had their hands on the hilts of their weapons and even Magnolia seemed to creep lower than usual, and a few hairs on her back stood straight. They’d already stopped once that day to eat, drink, and rest their legs, and the evening would be arriving in just a few short hours. Jynx seemed unaffected, but then he never appeared affected by anything.

      Zaan walked cautiously at the center of their diamond formation. “Jynx, can you tell us if we’re close to the mountains? Or should we camp and wait ‘til morning and hope the fog clears?”

      “They-are-close,” he said.

      “I guess we’ll keep moving then,” Zaan said.

      Nervously and silently they crept along the frozen lake until Zaan noticed that his boot hit again a jagged rock. He almost tripped but caught himself quickly. “The lake is turning to foothills,” Tilda said. Zaan nodded and the party stopped walking abruptly as they notice Magnolia had halted up ahead. Zaan checked his compass impulsively and just before them was due north.

      Lily walked up to the side of Magnolia and began to whisper to her and the Tangier growled. “There’s something up ahead,” Lily said. “She says it has a foul stench.” They began to walk again, Lily walked next to Magnolia with her hand on her hide.

      “Girlie, why don’t you come on back here?” Wollen asked Lily, who obliged and went back to the center of the diamond. Gogenanth pulled his big scimitar from its scabbard and with that, they all followed suit. Zaan saw that Jynx was nowhere to be found.

      Roughly twenty yards more and Magnolia disappeared from sight. “Where’d she go?” Tilda asked.

      “She’s still ahead,” Lily said, “not far.”

      They continued to walk and watched as Gogenanth, at the lead, dipped out of sight as well, and then Zelestiana. They all followed and Zaan walked up to where they had all disappeared, it looked like a thin skin of water’s surface, standing upright and he walked through.

      Immediately, he’d wished he hadn’t.

      As he stood there in disbelief with the others, Magnolia growled loudly and swiped her large front paws in front of her, her long claws extended.

      “Jynx betrayed us,” Gar said.

      They all saw before them not only the tall, white, sharp mountains just a quarter-mile away, but there was an army amassed before them. A hundred small human-like creatures in front, a half-dozen ogres not quite as tall as Reizenthrōgz, who wasn’t there. Behind them were a dozen dragons of enormous stature. At the very front was a man-shaped figure in thick black armor mounted on a wrenched black Elotterel steed. Here we are, the first battle with the forces of Armoz and that is a sizeable force. We’re going to have to pull out everything we have to defeat that many.

      “Jynx . . .” Zaan said. Where’d he go? Where’d that damned bird go? Did he desert us?

      “He hid them from us in the fog!” Gar said.

      “No matter, focus on the fight at hand,” Zelestiana said.

      The voice of the man atop the steed said in a voice that carried unnaturally far, “Welcome, foreigners, to Sarcasus. The land of Armoz.”

      The party all held their weapons tight and Magnolia and Gogenanth growled back.

      “Lay down your arms and my lord may show you mercy,” the figure called out.

      “We will not,” Zaan said. Mercy? What mercy does the Devil King show? I’ll show him none, that’s for damned sure! “We have come to end the war between us once and for all. Lay down your arms, so we may show you mercy.” His voice echoed out far louder than he spoke.

      The figure angrily pulled back on the reigns of the mighty, dead horse. “We would be delighted if you refused to lay down your arms,” he said, and with that the man-figures hit their spears against their shields in rhythm and the ogres stomped their heavy feet on the ground. Something was causing the sounds of them to be echoing all around them. Behind the ogres, the death-dragons let out shrilling ear-piercing roars and snarls. Magnolia took a small step forward.

      “That is an awful lot of them,” Gar said.

      “Be strong lad,” Wollen said. “And be brave. This is the best way to die; as a soldier, as a warrior.”

      “We’re not going to die today,” Tilda said. “We are going to kill.”

      We have to use something to our advantage, we shouldn’t go headfirst into a fight with that many ogres and dragons. He checked the landscape for weapons to use against the army and for any fires they had with them, but mostly he wondered where Jynx was and if he’d really betrayed them.

      “Very well,” the figure atop the horse said. “A fight then!” He kicked at the sides of the horse and it began to walk forward, behind him the man-figures in brittle, black armor followed and then the ogres made big, wide strides after them. The dragons began to flap their wings and lifted into the air roaring and screeching.

      “Hold your ground,” Gogenanth said, and held out his scimitar in front of him. They all crouched down in defensive positions.

      The man on horseback began to ride swiftly towards them and all behind him began to run. The dragons flew low above them, their teeth and claws showing in the last light of the setting sun.

      Zaan looked down at his side to see Jynx standing, watching him. “Jynx! Have you done this?”

      The party was all startled and looked back at Jynx and Zaan.

      “You!” Gar began to say and took a step towards him with his sword.

      With a flicker of Jynx’s eye and a rustle of his feathers, Gar was stopped in his tracks. Jynx gave no reply, but flapped his wings and slowly lifted himself up into the air above them and with a bright flash of white light, transformed into a bird of bright silver and gold, one hundred times his original size.

      He flapped his enormous wings battering down heavy winds on the party and letting out a loud caw that stopped the oncoming army in their tracks in surprise. Jynx let out one more caw and with that a thunderclap boomed all around them and a single bolt of lightning fell from the sky, burning a bright white light into the man upon the horse. They both burned bright and fell to their side.

      Zaan watched as Jynx flapped his golden-feathered wings and cawed loudly, like an eagle screeching down from the heavens. As he cawed, more and more lightning bolts danced through the army setting fire to the man-like infantry and tore through the thick hides and armor of the ogres. The lightning incinerated the wings of the great dragons and sent them screeching and roaring to the ground.

      Jynx had defeated an entire army of Armoz without any one of them having to use one of their weapons.

      Once the army was dead Jynx let out one more caw and with another bright, blinding flash of light, returned to his normal half-size height next to Zaan.

      “Jynx . . .” Zaan said in astonishment.

      “Ready?” Jynx asked, and began to walk forward past the party, all in shock still. Magnolia walked next to him.

      Zaan looked over at Tilda and she shrugged her shoulders with a smile. “Someone is looking out for us.”
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        * * *

      

      The walked across the clearing with their weapons at the ready, but they would find no use for them once they reached the fallen army. The smell of burnt rotten flesh hung heavy in the air. Gogenanth, Astor, Wollen, and Zelestiana went over to look for any useful items. They only found rustic worn weapons and thick heavy armor. Astor did however collect a half dozen dragon’s teeth, a pouchful of dragon scale, and a single long talon the length of his open hand.

      “Jynx, thank you for your help,” Tilda said, leaning down to look into his eyes.

      “Sorry I doubted you,” Gar said.

      “That was a helluva show there!” Wollen said.

      “Yes, thank you,” Lily said.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Ezmerelda said. “Magnificent destruction.”

      “Yes, Jynx you definitely are a welcome addition to our cause. I’d like to see Armoz send another army after us now,” Zaan said.

      Jynx paused and tilted his head, looking at Zaan and the rest of the party, then he started walking again off towards the tall mountains looming above. They all regrouped and followed him, their spirits lifted by the sudden defeat of an army that they may, or may not have, been able to defeat.

      So off they went, following Jynx to the tails of the vast mountainscape before them, standing as tall, or taller, than the Cascades in Essill, although they were significantly more jutting and sheer. They had already begun to feel the chill from the air in the mountains as it rushed down on them and made their cloaks flap in the wind.

      “So what’s next Jynx?” Zaan asked, “are you going to show us a safer path up and through these mountains?”

      “Not-up-and-through- . . .” Jynx said as his eyes flickered with a metallic glint and Zaan stepped back as he began to feel it. In fact they all did, Astor even went to a knee in a defensive stance as the earth began to shake. They heard the rumbling of broken rock like that of an avalanche. It echoed through the mountains like an earthquake by the gods themselves. Zaan watched as the pebbles at their feet shook and bounced off the ground and then fell still, and all at once the movement stopped. All that was left was the sounds of a few loose rocks falling down the peaks of the mountains to settle where they may and be still.

      Zaan looked before them and saw an enormous dust cloud in front of them, between the mountains and them. Jynx cocked his head and rustled his feathers and cawed once more, and with that blew the dust back towards the mountains, revealing a slight split in between the mountains range itself.

      “Jynx, you . . .” Gar said in disbelief, “you . . . created a path?”

      “Mountains-too-dangerous. Too-many-demons. Yes-a-path-is-safer. Caw!”

      Lily leapt for joy and Zaan even caught a smile from Gogenanth. While Zaan was watching the celebration he lost sight of Jynx and turned to find him, only to see him walking off back in the frozen lake.

      “Jynx!” He ran after the bird-like creature. Once he caught up next to him Jynx stopped. “Where are you going? We still have much to do and far to travel.”

      Jynx looked up into Zaan’s eyes, which Zaan could see his own confusion and desperation in the mirror eyes. “This-is-not-my-war.”

      “But we need you Jynx, you can help us win and set the gods free.”

      Jynx looked back at the party, all watching Zaan and him. “You-Zaan-Talabard-will-face-great-obstacles-and-you-must-lead. Do-not-be-swayed. Do-not-lose-your-way. If-you-get-lost- . . . you-must-find-your-road-to-light.”

      Zaan was taken aback from that statement. I remember when my mother first said that to me. How does Jynx know about that? I may never know, but after all this we need his help.

      “Jynx, please we need you.”

      “Farewell-Zaan. Defeat-the-god-Armoz-and-perhaps-one-day-we-will-meet-again,” and with that he rustled his feathers and walked away. “Farewell.”

      Zaan turned and walked back to his friends, not sure what he’d tell them.

      “He left, didn’t he?” Tilda asked. Zaan nodded. Possibly our greatest weapon has left us. Even with our combined strength it’s hard to give up something like that. Thank you Jynx for all you’ve done, you’ll be missed.

      “He said this was our fight, not his,” Zaan said. He caught Lily sniffle. “But we now have a path through the mountains and we have more power, heart, and courage than that coward Armoz, who sits in his lands hiding behind his army of monsters.” Zaan raised his fist towards the mountains. “We will show him what man is made of! We are bringing our army to his doorstep. The first army to travel to his lands ever, he knows not what wrath we bring, what wrath we will lay upon his creatures, what wrath we will incur on him! Armoz is going to die and we are going to resurrect the old gods. We will fight and we will win!” His eyes glowed a brilliant iceberg blue.
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      As they walked through the mouth of the path that Jynx had created for them through the mountain range they were truly in awe of the power of the bird-like creature that came to them in the night.

      “Keep your guard up,” Zelestiana said to them all. “Even with Magnolia’s sense of smell we are in a vulnerable position.”

      “Anything creeps up on the side of these hills we are going to be in a world of trouble,” Astor added.

      “They are going to be in a world of trouble,” Tilda said, clicking a bolt into place in her crossbow. As she said that Zaan looked up to see the crows had returned to circle high above them, seemingly the protection of Jynx, whatever he was, was over and they were on their own again. He wasn’t the only one to notice the scavengers overhead.

      As they continued along the uneven and fresh path, Zaan thought about how long they’d been off the ships already. It’d already been over one week of the twenty-four days they were allotted to have a ride back home. With as much as he never wanted to be upon open waters again, he was beginning to yearn for the mission to be over and done with, so he could hopefully go back home to his sick mother who still weighed heavily on his mind.

      With their hastiness to venture forth through the new landscape of the opened mountain path, they walked longer into the day than normal and had to set up camp in the dark. The stars didn’t shine that night and they found hardly any wood for their fire. Their tents rustled in the harsh, biting winds blowing down from the mountains that night and those with the keenest eyes were on patrol in the darkness; Gogenanth and Zelestiana, with Magnolia slumbering at their side.

      Zaan hardly slept as it wasn’t the cold ground, or the whistling winds, or the flapping of the tent about to blow away, but the anxiety of Jynx leaving and worrying for his mother. Tilda woke late into the night and noticed he his were open, staring out into nothing.

      “Zaan, what’s wrong?” she asked as she wiped the sleep from her eyes.

      “I couldn’t sleep is all.”

      “You worried about your mother?” she asked. He didn’t reply. “And Jynx leaving?” Again no reply. “I wonder if we’ll ever see him again, all the wealth of knowledge that creature carries. I’d love to see him again someday, as weird as he was.”

      “Me too,” Zaan said. There are some many unanswered questions still—what was Jynx? Where was he from? Why did he come to their aid? Why was Armoz hunting them, just to kill off the Azulūz? “Maybe someday we’ll get answers.”

      She reached over and lay her hand on his cheek and his beard scratched her palm slightly. “Get some sleep, okay? There’s nothing worrying will do in this tent tonight. Save your frustrations for tomorrow.” He smiled at her and she turned back over to return to her dreams.

      He knew she was right and tried as best he could to relieve his plaguing thoughts from his mind. Eventually, he was able to get a few hours of sleep before the sun rose.
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        * * *

      

      Instead of the sun rising and being woken up by its warm streaks, Zaan opened his eyes to the pattering of rain drops on the roof of the tent. He rubbed his eyes and scratched his beard to see that he was the only one left in the tent. He opened one of the flaps to see his friends all sitting around the fire with their hoods over their heads in the rain.

      It was a cold, biting rain at the cusp of becoming ice. It fell in hard droplets on their heads and battered the fire. It sent plumes of smoke up into the air and the fire hissed as the rain began to come down harder. To the east they saw the flashes of lightning in the clouds, followed seconds later by the bellow of thunder. They all looked over at it, waiting for the second and third flash in the clouds, but they didn’t come.

      They lowered their heads back to the fire assuming they were safe for the moment from any oncoming storm. Zaan laced his boots up, put his sword on his hip, and pulled his hood up over his head. He joined his friends by the fire and Tilda smiled at him as he did so. After their dry deerscale was warmed and served they packed up and began their march through the mountains.

      As the path was narrow they had to walk single file again with Magnolia at the lead and now Zelestiana at the rear and Zaan in the middle. They walked closely together and their eyes were focused on the high areas on both sides. Zaan was relived they didn’t have to climb the mountains to proceed towards the Isle of Fyre, but they were indeed at a disadvantage if anything were to attack.

      The rains pattered down on their heads throughout the day and they spoke little as they marched on. The path seemed rather straight, so Zaan only had to check his compass a handful of times, not that it did much, as the path led only one direction. Magnolia didn’t seem bothered by any strange scents or sounds that day and only paused once to drink from a pool of rainwater. They made camp earlier than usual as they’d walked into an area large enough for two tents, and didn’t know if they’d find another suitable place further on before the sun disappeared behind the mountain’s peaks.

      As they pitched their tents and Astor struggled to get a fire going, Magnolia went off to hunt and scout the area. The rain continued and it seemed to represent the mood of the group quite well. The leaving of the powerful Jynx had confused and disparaged them. Gar especially had wished the creature had stayed, as reluctant as he was to trust him, he missed him now.

      Magnolia returned later in the night, as Wollen and Ezmerelda were keeping watch, and she only had a pair of hares in her mouth. They were a welcome substitute for the deerscale meat they had all grown to detest, but there wasn’t much meat on the hares.

      “Good girl,” Ezmerelda said as she patted the lowered head of the Tangier. Magnolia dropped the hares at her feet. Ezmerelda looked over to one of the tents and saw a hand opening one of the flaps, and Zaan stepped out into the rain. He went over and sat between the two of them.

      “Can’t sleep?” she asked him.

      “Hardly ever anymore,” he said. “Either of you want to catch some shuteye? I’m happy to take a lookout for you.”

      “I’d gladly take you up on that,” she said, and kissed him on the cheek, which caught him off guard as she went over to the tent, unlaced her boots, and stepped inside. Magnolia laid next to the fire, which Wollen stoked with another couple of logs.

      “I’d ask why you can’t sleep,” Wollen said, “but I pretty well know the answer.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Zaan said. “Can you sleep at all anymore?”

      “Argh,” Wollen grumbled as he threw a stone into the fire. “This whole godforsaken place is a damned pit of despair. I’ve traveled all of Essill, but this place is worse than the desolation of the Bolgivish desert.”

      “Yeah, I think I’d take the warmth and sun of a desert over the cold of this place,” Zaan said, looking down at the flickering fire being pattered with rain. “Do you miss her still?”

      “Who, Xersha?” Wollen frowned, “Every day. This here is supposed to be my voyage to avenge her death and here we are, freezing our tails off and tending to sores on our feet. By the time we get to that Devil King he’ll have no idea the wrath we are going to bring upon his head.” Zaan nodded.

      “We are going to avenge all of the lives of the friends and family he has taken from us,” Zaan said, “and this war is going to end. All of this misery and pain is going to end with the death of Armoz.”
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      Echoing throughout the ash-ridden lands of the Isle of Fire, Armoz slammed the tip of his sword into the black rock at the side of his throne. He stood and looked out into his lands below. The raven that had spoken into his ear just before flew off in fear. Giving the Devil King bad news wasn’t usually good for the messenger, as Angela Dragus the Righteous knew all too well.

      “How did they defeat my dragons? And Ogres? And they didn’t suffer a single blow?” Armoz’s eyes welled with white fire and he clenched his fists in rage. “There was another, I’m sure of it. Something intervened in the battle, I can feel it.” He closed his eyes and wrinkles formed around them, his pale skin glowed an orange hue as the magma flowed down the sides of his throne. “Yes, there was a creature that helped them, a creature not from my lands.”

      He began to step down the long stairway leading down the volcano. “Was it you Ojiin? Are you sending others to their aid?” He continued to walk down the stairs with his black mantle flowing behind, his golden armor shimmered in the light of the scattered fires in the shadows of his wretched lands. “No, I don’t think it was you, or the others. This creature seems different, it has more of an aura of us than of those below.”

      He continued down and walked to the side of Reizenthrōgz, the Great Northern Ogre, whose face was stitched up the center. Armoz inspected him, as Armoz stood half the height of him, and he grimaced. “I’m tired of these games, these skirmishes have gone on for a full millennium and it is well time this all ended. I’ve won, you know this Ojiin. While you rot away in waste, you know things are the way they were always meant to be and when Zaan Talabard and the others are dead it will be done. The world will be as it needs to be. Right as I speak there is war again in the land of Essill. The king of Auracity is marching to Vallenhalen. It is the first war in one thousand years and it is because of you and the Azulūz you’ve given to these mortals.”

      Armoz continued walking past Reizenthrōgz and along the land of ash and fire, he walked up to one of the dragons of Riverend. It was large with black-scaled wings and a deep red stripe that went from the middle of its head down to the tip of its tail. Armoz rested his golden gauntleted hand on its hide and let it roll slowly down its thick scales, as if inspecting it.  The dragon roared a deafening roar and without a wince Armoz continued on.

      The men, ogres, trolls, and every beast he passed dropped to the ground in his presence. Armoz didn’t usually leave his throne atop the volcano, but when he did not a single eye met his in his lands. “There is no army in this world that can defeat mine, especially an army of men . . . and women,” he scoffed.

      “Perhaps . . .” Armoz gave a rare grin. “Perhaps we can disrupt Zaan’s journey without sending my army out. Perhaps there is one here that can do this for me.” He lifted his great, black sword and twirled it over in his hand so the tip was facing the ground and he thrust it down again, causing the mountains around to shake. “Come,” he said in a voice that bellowed like breaking stone. “Come forth, so that I may send you out.”

      The minions of Armoz scattered to two sides down the land, creating a path with him at one end and a single, frail figure at the other. She was kneeling and shaking. “Come to me,” he said. The figure struggled to her feet and began to limp towards him as the creatures of Armoz stared into her. “The war in Essill is about to begin and while their forces tear each other apart sending more souls to me, you will go into the cold, you will find Zaan Talabard, and you will rip him apart from the inside. Then this foolishness will end, this quest of his will end, and the revolt of the old dead gods will end.” His eyes burned bright with white flames.

      The figure, after walking up to him, kneeled on both knees, and dropped her arms to the ash on the ground. “Your will be done,” she said, in a voice raspy and dry.

      “I restore you to what you once were, now go forth and do my bidding,” he said and his hand around her head.

      Black smoke encircled her head, and decaying flesh turned to soft, pale skin. Torn lips transformed to rosy pink lips and burnt, black hair turned to flowing dark hair. “Your will be done, my king.”
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      The rain hit hard on their tents the sound of it alone was enough to keep them awake most of the night. That, along with the occasional light of lightning and crashing of thunder, kept their nerves wound tight. By the time of the light of the sun rose softly behind the gray cloudy sky, they were all up and ready to continue their journey.

      Hunger began to set in and Zaan could tell that Magnolia was getting restless. They sat around the fire as it hissed and crackled from the cold rain pattering it. Zaan watched the water pour from the front of his hood as the fire struggled to survive the constant storm. Looking around he saw his friends huddled around the fire trying to feel its warmth as overhead thunder crashed.

      He went over and began to help Gogenanth take down the tents, Gogenanth had no hood over his head, was without a shirt, and had his scimitar fixed at his hip already. His black widow’s peak crept down his eyeline and his long hair was pulled back in its normal fashion. He wrapped up the canvas tent and began to wrap a long length of rope around it.

      “Enjoying the weather?” Zaan asked, as he pulled down the poles supporting the other tent.

      “Hmpf,” he replied. “Who could enjoy this misery?”

      “You remember when we first met?” Zaan asked, as he continued deconstructing the tent in the pouring rain. “You were rushing me through the alleys of Auracity when we didn’t realize it at that time, but Angela Dragus was after me.” Gogenanth nodded. “I wonder if things would have gone differently if we wouldn’t have been captured.”

      “Useless to think about,” Gogenanth said.

      “Yes, but . . . my time in the Black Cave I think it turned me into something. I mean, here we are in this hellish place and our only way out is to kill he who has been hunting us. Did I need to go to the Black Cave to be ready for this quest? Is this all some sort of grand design? Were you and I brought here together in this moment by some force we have no control over?” Gogenanth looked at him, seeming concerned or puzzled. “What if everything we’ve done in our lives has led to this? One ultimate quest to save generations from him?”

      “You speak of fate,” Gogenanth said.

      “I guess that’s the best way to describe it. What Jynx said about if we knew each other’s fates would we tell them. Was he referring to us all having an unchangeable fate, destiny?”

      “Best not to think of it. We have work ahead to do best to focus on the task at hand. Survive every day that is where your head should be at,” Gogenanth said. He laid the tent up against the dark rock covered in a thin layer of ice and Ezmerelda walked over. Her tattoos crept out from under her cloak and hood. She went over and put her arms around Gogenanth’s bare waist and kissed his shoulder. He looked down at her, “We are going to get through this and make it back to the Odoline and reclaim Barrier Cliff for ourselves, but we have to continue forward and be ready for the worst.”

      “You mean it gets worse than this?” Ezmerelda said.

      Magnolia growled at the other side of the clearing they were in, Gogenanth unsheathed his scimitar and Zaan did the same. Magnolia began to pace in a circle.

      “What is it?” Astor asked Lily.

      Lily went over and put her hand on the Tangier and after a couple of minutes said, “There’s something out there. She doesn’t know what though, it’s an unfamiliar scent.”

      “Best we move,” Wollen said.

      “Sounds good to me,” Gar said, and lifted his pack up to his back.

      They were soon back in single file walking the thread of a path straight through the extremely tall mountains on either side and the icy rain continued to hit down hard on them. Scattered lightning in the distance lit the gloomy sky overhead and water began to gather in the trail at their feet. By midday it was two inches deep and rushed back towards the frozen lake behind.

      Zaan looked up into the sky as the clouds lit up from lightning above and he saw those same crows circling overhead. He was getting tired of that sight and considered using his Azulūz to knock them from the sky, but decided against it because they were only birds.

      It was a long and arduous day. Fighting a current, even one as small as that, wore them out and slowed their pace. Their feet were soaked and their spirits were diminishing, so again they set up camp in a small clearing of the path a couple of hours before the sun had set. Luckily the rain had slowed long enough for the water to disappear at their feet and they were able to place the tents up and Astor went to work on getting a fire going.

      Once the fire was burning bright they all laid their wet boots next to the fire and most of them lay back with the bottoms of their feet raised up to face the warmth of the fire. Magnolia had gone off to hunt and Gogenanth stood on watch as the others tried to bring up their temperatures and spirits. There was something magical about a fire, Zaan thought, it has so much power, both mental and physical. He stared deep into it, and so much destructive potential.

      He didn’t realize it, but he was focusing so hard on it that rings of fire began to form around the fire and they started to rotate around each other.

      “Zaan,” he heard a voice say. He didn’t pay much notice of it though. “Zaan.” He heard again.

      He suddenly snapped to and saw Tilda next to him, “What?” he asked.

      “You’re going to burn up the wood too fast,” she said.

      “What’d you mean?” he asked, and looked at the fire to see it was glowing white hot and shooting flames head-high. “Oh, sorry.”
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      Having walked long and far through the heart of the steep mountains, their feet ached and their backs grew tired from lugging around supplies. They walked their ten hours each day now two days though the mountains and they had little clue how much further they would have to travel. Not only that, but food and water were getting much scarcer. Magnolia was unable to find a deerscale to bring back that they could eat for days, she only managed to gather scrawny hares or small rodents.

      So, they trudged on with sore feet, dampened spirits, and grumbling bellies. Zaan’s only console was that he wasn’t alone, he looked over to see Tilda striding through the mountains and he looked over to see Gar, who he was immensely happy was there with them. Not only had he become a strong warrior, but he had the unique ability to cause joy when none could be found.

      Zaan looked up at the sky and saw the crows circling high above and as the party walked in silence they cawed as they glided through the air. He looked down at his feet and his now-worn boots at they stepped through the rocky path, with still standing water gathered in tiny pools.

      They stopped to take a break at midday and all were anxious to get their supplies from off their backs and give their legs and feet a break as well. They passed around small rations of cold meat and sipped from canteens filled with collected rainwater.

      “At least it’s not raining again today,” Gar said as he looked up into the overcast, yet dry sky.

      “That is true,” Wollen said, as he popped his whole small portion of meat into his mouth and started to chew on the tough meat. “I could use a big heap o’ that deerscale meat about now, even without the seasoning.” With that, Magnolia jumped up over the top of the cliff to their right and they assumed she was going off to collect more food for them.

      Zaan was twirling the side of his beard with his fingers, which Tilda caught eye of. “What’s on your mind? I can always tell you’re somewhere else when you do that,” she said.

      “I was just thinking about the schedule” he said. “About how much more time we have to complete our quest.”

      “Let’s see,” she said as she sat back and began to count. “Today is the tenth day since we left the Odoline, so we have fourteen left. So, with ten taken for the journey back from here that leaves us with four to get to the Isle of Fyre and back to this point. Sound right?” Zaan nodded. “We can do that,” she said optimistically.

      “We have to,” he said, “or we’ll be stuck here forever. Unless one of us knows how to build a seaworthy ship.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Tilda said.

      Just then, the slow pattering of heavy raindrops began to fall onto the dark gray rocks around them. Zaan looked over at Gar, who sighed and put his hood over his head. “I shouldn’t have said anything,” he said. Lightning struck out in the distance to the east and the slow rumbling of thunder rolled over seconds later. Magnolia leapt back down from the high cliff with two small hares and a squirrel-like rodent. “Yum, more rat meat!” Gar said.

      “It’s better than nothing,” Zaan said. With the hunger in their stomachs they decided to make a fire and cook the meat before proceeding on. The rain was constant, but not a downpour like the other day’s rain they experienced. Astor made a fire and made quick work of skinning and gutting the animals. He had them skewered and hanging over the fire in short time.

      There they all sat watching the fire and Astor cooking the meats. Magnolia was over to the side eating another couple of rodents she’d collected for herself.

      Tilda looked over at Lily, “Does she have any idea how much farther these mountains go on?”

      Lily pulled a canteen down from her lips, her golden curls fell wet to the sides of her pale face, “No, sorry.”

      “I think I want to take a look,” Tilda said to Zaan, and it garnered the attention of the others.

      “Jynx said not to stray from the path,” Zaan said.

      “I only want to take a look,” she said as she stood and brushed the wet rocks from her pants. “Hoist me up.”

      Zaan looked at the others who were curious, but none said outright not to let her stand up on the rocks high above.

      “Fine, just a quick look,” Zaan said as he stood and walked over with her to the side cliff on their right. All watched, except Magnolia who continued eating.

      “Be quick,” Zelestiana said, as Zaan cupped his hands and knelt down for Tilda.

      “Be careful,” Zaan said, as she but her boot into the well of his hands and he hoisted her up. She had to stretch out her arms high above to cling to the top of the rocks. Once they were solidly on the top of the rocks she let out a grunt and pulled herself up and with a knee upon the cliff she stood and peered out into the distance ahead of them.

      “What do you see?” Astor asked.

      “I see the end of the mountains, we’re almost there!” Tilda said, and with that Magnolia growled and whipped her head over in Tilda’s direction.

      “Get down!” Zaan yelled up at her. Yet before Magnolia made it to her feet, the stench of death crept in and giant wings appeared directly above. Giant claws clasped tightly around Tilda’s arms and lifted her from the top of the rocks. Magnolia leapt up to the high rocks but it was too late.

      The dragon had Tilda firmly in its claws and a shrieking laugh echoed in their small valley. “Look what I have here,” the voice laughed. “Did your little birdy stray from the flock?”

      Zaan looked up to see the familiar silver hair and wicked tattoos on the face of the woman astride the dragon soaring through the air above. Astor pulled his arrow taught into his bow.

      “Angela Dragus,” Zaan called into the air. “Let her go!”

      “Why would I do such a thing? I’m adding to my collection for my lord. It won’t be long before you’re with him as well,” Angela called down.

      Tilda was thrashing wildly to break free, but it was useless, the grip of a dragon is strong. “Zaan!” she called down in fear.

      “Shoot it,” Ezmerelda yelled to Astor.

      “I can’t, I might hit her,” he said.

      “Zaan, do something!” Lily yelled.

      Zaan began to focus his Azulūz and find something in the area to throw up at the dragon and the sorceress, but he was beginning to panic as the dragon carried her further and further up into the air. “Tilda!” he yelled up to her.

      “Zaan, help!” Tilda cried down.

      “We will see each other soon!” Angela yelled down. “Thanks for my new toy.”

      Zaan focused and broke off a tip of rock from high on one side and sent it soaring after the dragon as it flapped its wings and flew off to the north. Yet the dragon, Angela Dragus the Righteous, and Tilda were too far away then and the Zaan let the large tip of gray rock fall to the ground, and he stared up into the air helplessly as Armoz had taken Zaan’s most precious thing from him.

      All of them stared up in shock as the dragon and Tilda disappeared from view.
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      Running at a pace they wouldn’t be able to maintain, they breathed heavily as they trudged through the rain and cold air blowing down from the mountains. Zaan felt ashamed and his heart was aching. I had a chance to save her and I let her go. She’s in real danger, every time I think of what she’s going through now— alone, it makes me want to die.

      Zaan was at the lead of the pack, he ran at a fast pace in front of Gogenanth, who ran quickly after. He could hear Lily’s heartbroken sobbing behind him. He wanted to continue running on for Tilda, but he stopped and looked back at her. He watched as she dropped to her knees and covered her face with both hands and cried. All of them stood and watched her, and Ezmerelda went over and put her arms around her.

      He watched tears well in Astor’s eyes and Gogenanth stoically watched the ground at his feet. “Zaan—” Astor said. “What are we going to do?”

      “I— I don’t know,” Zaan said. “Angela Dragus has speed on her side. We’ve got to get to her and fast. But I don’t know how yet.” Tilda is surely being taken directly to the Devil King himself, most likely to be murdered by him or Angela Dragus. We don’t have much time. His eyes shot over to Zelestiana, who had her head lowered, and her eyes closed. “What can we do?” he asked, “Tell me what I need to do to save her.”

      She let out a sigh, her slender eyes stayed closed and rain fell on her slick black hair pulled back. Her lips began to move and Zaan eagerly waited for a response. “I don’t know.”

      “There has to be something, anything, we can do,” he said. “We can’t let her go!”

      Gogenanth went over and laid his heavy hand on Zaan’s shoulder. “She’s gone,” he said.

      Zaan ripped his shoulder away from Gogenanth’s hand. “No, she’s not! I’m going to save her, we are going to save her.” Gogenanth pulled back and gave a sigh of grief. “I should have saved her, I could have stopped the dragon if I acted quicker,” he said. “You don’t understand, I have to save her somehow. Just tell me how.” Zaan fell to his knees. “Somebody tell me how.”

      Gar began to sob as he looked down at his feet.

      “I’m afraid all we can do now is pray,” Zelestiana said.

      Zaan fell to his knees and looked into his palms. All this power I’ve been given and I can’t save those closest to me. My mother and now her. Tilda is all alone— I’ve got to rescue her.

      “It’s not your fault Zaan,” Astor said. “I should have let my arrow fly,” he was growing angry. “Even if I would have hit her, it would’ve been a better fate than what’s she going to see now.” He fists were in tight balls and he choked back his tears. “I’m going to tear that witches head off with my bare hands, I’m going to tear her damned head from her shoulders!” Gogenanth nodded his head in agreement.

      “Listen,” Zelestiana said as she walked into the center of their group, now one member smaller. “We can stay here and fall into grief and anger, but the fact remains . . . Tilda is gone and on her own now.”

      How can she say that? Tilda’s one of us. You can’t just say that’s she on her own. There’s always a way. Always! “She’s not gone there has to be something we can do,” he said. “We can’t abandon her!”

      “I’m not saying we’re going to abandon her. But— we all knew the risks coming to this place. She said the end of the mountains is just ahead. The best thing we can do for her is get to the Isle of Fyre quickly and finish what we’ve started,” she said. “We’ll get there, I just don’t know if we’ll get there in time. There’s nothing we can do right now except get moving.”

      Astor’s tightly clasped hands relaxed and Lily continued sobbing at Zelestiana’s statements. “I know you’re right,” Astor said. “But it should’ve been me up there on the rock, why didn’t I go up there instead?”

      “Zelestiana is right,” Gogenanth said. “We do no good staying here, we should continue.”

      “Sooner we meet this Devil God and that bitch in person, the better,” Wollen said. “I can’t wait to get my hands on that witch.”

      “We can’t let her keep taking our friends away,” Gar said. “Lily, can you stand?” he asked and Ezmerelda helped her to her feet.

      Lily stood with weak knees. “I’m going to miss her so much,” she managed to say through her tears.

      “We all will,” Zelestiana said.

      “Maybe this all was a bad idea,” Ezmerelda said. “That’s two of us gone already, first Yule and now her.”

      “Not to mention Xersha, Gildur, and Mäezer Palanzal . . .” Gar said.

      “It’s only going to get worse,” Ezmerelda said.

      “No,” Zaan said. “These losses aren’t because we set out our journey here, they are lost because of him, Armoz. We’ll continue losing our friends as long as he sits safely in his lands out of our reach. But we will show him the definition of fury and retribution. We will see the light leave his eyes as we stick our swords into the heart of his evil. He will beg for mercy with his last breath. God or not, everything dies, everything ends. And his time has come!” Zaan’s eyes burned with bright blue fury and sky-blue fire danced all around him. They party looked as he began to float in the air above them. “We didn’t choose this path. It was chosen for us. Fate has brought us to this point and fate has taken Tilda from me. I’m done with fate, I’m done with being victims. I’m done with living in fear and I’m done with losing friends!” His voice echoed off the rocks around them. “We are going to the worst place in this world and we are going to show Armoz a wrath worthy of one-thousand years of blood spilt and in his last moments he will see everything he has worked and cared for taken from him. And then, only then, will he feel this pain I feel. Until then, I will think only of that. I will eat it, drink it, dream it. Armoz the Devil King is going to suffer for this.”

      The remaining party watched Zaan yell out into the air above them and they had never seen him create so much power around him. Zelestiana especially was captivated by such a spectacle. Zaan slowly fell back to the ground and landed gently to a knelt knee with his head down.

      As Zaan stood up, Gar knelt to a knee, “I’ll follow you into the darkness,” he said with his head bowed.

      Gogenanth knelt to a knee, “I’ll follow you.”

      Zelestiana fell to a knee, then Wollen. Ezmerelda, and Lily knelt with their heads down. Astor stood, still shocked by the sight of the Azulūz Zaan possessed, and then knelt. “I’ll follow you as well, to the gates of hell itself.”

      “No army in this world will stop us from our revenge, we are going to slay a god,” Zaan said, his eyes still burning with bright blue flame.
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      With torches burning brightly in their hands they walked through the evening and into the night. They cared little for food or water, or even their own wellbeing. All they thought of was their friend and emptiness they felt in their hearts, especially Zaan. She’s my lover, my friend, and my inspiration. The want to save her is fueled now by my hatred, by my anger. I want nothing more than to see Angela’s dead eyes and Armoz’s blood stained on my blade.

      He strode with long, heavy, determined strides. No one spoke throughout the entire evening, but the occasional outburst of sobbing or weeping broke the silence while they continued forward. Even Magnolia let out a whimper every so often.

      The sky was a blanket of thick gray clouds that night and the air was wet with a light mist all around them. Yet as the dawn began to break and Zaan finally felt the weight of fatigue weigh heavier than that of revenge they reached the end of the path. Magnolia was the first to walk out of the path and its high-sheer walls, then Gogenanth, and Zaan saw Astor fall to a knee as he exited the mouth of the pathway.

      As Zaan walked out into the vast expanse that was the other side of the mountain range, the rage returned to him. Behind him then was the mountain range Jynx said they would not make it through without his help and the path. But now before him Zaan could see the smoke in the distance and he saw the high black mountains, and the volcano itself.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” Lily asked.

      “Aye,” Wollen said. “That’s it.”

      “The Isle of Fyre,” Zaan said.

      “We’re almost there,” Gar said.

      “Yes,” Astor said. “But there is that we have to contend with.” He was pointing to the thick densely wooded forest that encircled the Isle of Fyre. The mountaintops and the volcano in the distance were still far off. “I’d wager that’s at least fifty miles out and that forest is surely going to slow us down. We’d best make camp, at least for a bit.”

      “We need to keep going,” Zaan said. The thought of setting up camp sounded like blasphemy— while Tilda is being tortured, or Ojiin knows what else, we are stuck here. But my logical sense tells me that we need to rest. I know it— we need to be strong when we get there, but I don’t want to stop not when I know that she needs our help.

      “Zaan,” Astor replied, “you look like you haven’t slept in a week. I doubt you’d be much good in a battle right now.”

      “I’d kill Armoz right now if he were standing in front of me!” Zaan said.

      Gar looked over at him, “Calm down, Zaan.” Gar carefully walked towards him with his palms up. “Put the sword down . . .”

      Zaan looked down to see his slaver’s sword with the tiger’s head hilt firmly in his right hand, but he hadn’t known he drawn it. In confusion he sheathed it again and looked down to see both his hands shaking. “I’m sorry, I didn’t . . .”

      Astor let both arms fall to his sides, “It’s fine, Zaan, we are all in bad shape. That’s why we need at least some rest for the battles to come.”

      Zaan dropped his bag sat on the rock behind him. His black hair was dirty and greasy, his dark beard had grown thick, his skin was covered in dirt and ash. The area under his eyes had grown dark and in his mind, he was beginning to revert to the animal he’d become in the black cave. Those times when the guards would bring small rations of food and water drove his cellmates to climb over and claw at each other for the smallest piece of life, to survive.

      Now, he felt like that same desperate person, he’d give anything, do anything to get to Tilda, and help her . . . save her. Yet as he sat there and the others began to rest at the open mouth of the path from the mountains, a weariness came over him and he struggled to keep his vision. His head became foggy and as he felt the warmth of the sun in the bleak coldness of Sarcasus he closed his eyes.

      He felt a light touch on his arm and hand and it jolted him awake. He opened his eyes to see Lily next to him as she was gently pulling him up.

      “Come on, let’s get you to a bed. No sense in sleeping sitting up,” she said. He didn’t respond as he had no use for words then, he just followed her lead as she unrolled his thin, downed mat and helped him lay on it then laid his dark gray cotton blanket on him. The last image he saw before he closed his eyes and drifted off into a deep sleep was that of Lily. Her golden curls, now dirty, framed her bright green eyes that were warm and calming. Her freckles disappeared behind the dirt and soot that covered her face. She gave a faint smile that warmed him, and he smiled back before turning to his side.

      In sleep, he dreamed of Tilda lying next to him. He dreamed of her laughter and her smile. He dreamed of her jokes and her lips. He dreamed of them in Dillengrad together, running through the streets and long dinners with lots of wine and laughing. Then she disappeared. He saw in the distance the figure of a woman, behind her a dragon flapped its wings. Smoke rushed into the air as the dragon flapped its rotted-through wings and blood began to pool around the woman. As she walked toward him he saw her long, flowing black dress glide through the blood.

      He began to make out her the crimson markings on her face and neck. “Angela Dragus the Righteous!” he tried to scream out, but no words came. Trying to run towards her he looked down to see his legs weren’t moving and they were too heavy to lift, he was barely moving at the pace of a snail. Again, he tried to yell out and grab his sword at his hip to kill her, but it wasn’t there. As the dragon flapped its wings and the pool of blood began to flow towards him, his rage turned to panic.

      Angela was looking down at him, as he realized the blood had not only reached him, but he was sinking into it. She reached down and ran her hand down his face. He was now knee-deep in the thick blood and his heart began to race.

      “I will take all that you hold dear, Zaan,” she said as she grabbed his face and looked deep into his eyes. “I will torture your lover until she screams, and cries, and begs for mercy.”

      Looking into her eyes, he felt like he was in a trance of panic and helplessness. Her eyes were a light lavender-colored purple with bright red streaks in them.

      “After Tilda is dead,” she said, “I’m going to take another of your friends and do the same. You’ll hear their screams from miles away. After they’re all gone and you have no hope left, I’ll bring you before Armoz. Because he wants you, he wants you to be his, forever. I know that’s what he wants, because that’s what he did to me!” She cried out in laughter as the blood was reaching up to his neck.

      “I’ll kill him,” Zaan struggled to say as the blood began to creep into his mouth and then it welled up into his nostrils. He closed his eyes and he felt helpless and light. He thought of his mother in that moment and the thought of her dying without him sent a surge of light into his heart and he opened his eyes and sat up.

      He saw the light of the sun overhead and he caught Zelestiana’s eyes staring at him in surprise. He looked around to gather his bearings, the smoke from the Isle of Fyre caught his attention, and everything came rushing back to him. He stood and looked out at the volcano and there was a small eruption. He rolled up his blanket and mat and fixed them at his back and fastened his blade at his side.

      “Zaan,” Zelestiana said, as she was now standing at his side. He looked at her and he was surprised at how close she’d gotten without him noticing. “Don’t.”

      “I have to,” he said, and he noticed Gogenanth approaching him as well. He gave a concerned look to Zaan. “I have to go, I can get there faster by myself.”

      “What about us?” Gar asked, laying up in his bed next to them. Zaan sunk his head down. “We need to stay together.”

      Zaan gave a frustrated sigh, but grabbed a flat stone two feet wide and stepped on top of it. Within seconds blue flames began to dance around the rock and as the rock was lifted off from the dirt, so was Zaan.

      As he began to lift himself higher off the ground no one tried to stop him, that is, except Lily, who rushed over and put her hand on his leg as he floated above. “You can’t go,” she said with tears welling up in her eyes. “We need you! I need you.”

      He looked at her and he looked out into the distance at the exact location he knew Tilda was at, at that very moment. Then he looked back at her, unable to make the decision.

      “We are stronger together,” Gar said.

      Zaan looked over at Zelestiana and Gogenanth, standing side by side.

      “Tell me what to do,” he said. “Do I go off and save her, or stay together? All of us? It will take longer and she could die, she could die alone.”

      “It is your decision to make,” Gogenanth said, and Zelestiana nodded in agreement.

      “This is one of those moments, Zaan,” Zelestiana said. “This is one of the moments you will carry with you the rest of your life. All I can say is make sure whichever path you choose is the right one.”

      He looked out into the distance and saw the dragons circling the volcano and then looked down at Lily, still holding onto his pant leg, and Gar still looking up in disbelief. “Please don’t go,” Lily pleaded.

      “I’ll respect which path you chose,” Gar said. “I only wish we could go with you.”

      “I . . .” Zaan said, and the rock slowly began to descend along with him. “I just don’t want her to die alone.”

      “So you wish to die with her?” Ezmerelda said.

      “If that’s what it takes,” Zaan said.

      “This isn’t a suicide mission,” Lily said. “We’re going to make it back together, all of us.”

      “We have a much stronger chance if we stick together once we get there,” Astor said.

      “I know what you’re saying is right,” Zaan said. “But it doesn’t make it any less difficult. My heart tells me we need to keep going. The longer we wait, the more likely she— Tilda’s strong, I know she is, but I can’t lose another one of us. I just can’t. Not while their air in my lungs and these legs can still run. I’d do the same for any of you. But I know you’re right, I can’t leave you all. We are stronger together and we can still save her together.” The rock laid back on the ground and Zaan stepped off it.

      “Gather your things, everyone,” Zelestiana said. “Let’s make haste so we may see our friend alive again and save Tilda.”
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      The foothills at the backside of the mountains they’d passed through were a quick run downhill to reach the forest that lay below. The forest was the only thing standing between them and the Isle of Fyre. As they ran towards the tall trees it was subtle, but it felt as though the air began to get warmer the closer they got. Although the only thing on their minds at that point was Tilda and her being in desperate trouble.

      As they reached the tree line Astor and Gogenanth began to look for a path, or any sort of clearing in the dense trees. They started walking along the left side of the forest encircling the Isle of Fyre and tall, dark mountains looming over. Wollen and Zelestiana walked to the right side of the path. Magnolia sniffed at the forest.

      “I sure wish Jynx was here to help clear a path through this,” Gar said.

      Lily walked over to Magnolia and light blue wisps danced around them, “She says there is life in the forest, much more so than the mountains. But she doesn’t recognize and scents.”

      “You see anything?” Zaan yelled to his friends searching the surrounding trees.

      “No,” Wollen yelled back.

      “Nothing,” Astor yelled from the other side.

      “Why don’t you go up and take a look?” Gar asked Zaan.

      Zaan looked around at his feet for an appropriate thing to stand on, then to his right he found two rocks roughly the size of two heads, and put one foot firmly on each. With great focus and a soft chant running through his head, blue smoke began to dance around his eyes and the rocks under his feet.

      The two stones slowly began to lift from the ground and him with them. The rocks were lifted somewhat unevenly and Zaan had to lower himself to keep his balance. He was raised higher from the ground as his friends watched. He seemed to balance the rocks well, the higher he got, and soon he was above the tree line. He looked out and scanned both directions, then lowered himself back down.

      “What did ya see?” Wollen asked.

      “Nothing, its dense on all sides. We may have to push through,” Zaan said.

      “I don’t quite know how she’s going to fit through,” Lily said.

      “I see what you mean,” Ezmerelda said. “Her antlers are big.”

      Before them in the forest was a collection of tall, thin trees with scratchy bristles that sparsely covered the dark brown barked branches. There were small shrubs on the forest floor but were scattered sporadically. Zaan took a step into the forest line and almost instantly his pack was caught on one of the branches. He pulled his pack forward releasing it from the foliage and took a few more steps into the forest.

      “It feels warm in here,” Zaan said.

      Lily poked her hand into the forest, “Yes, it does feel warmer.”

      “Maybe it’s not freezing cold all the way to the volcano,” Gar said. “Should we leave our gear?”

      Zelestiana, Astor, and Gogenanth looked at each other. “It would make traveling much quicker and haste is something we could use a bit more of right about now,” Astor said. We’d be throwing away much-needed equipment for the trip back, but the focus now is on moving forward.

      Zaan took his pack off only keeping his clothes, armor, canteen, and sword. He threw his pack back out of the forest. Magnolia pushed herself into the forest, bending thin trees back as they creaked and cracked.

      “I guess we don’t need the element of surprise,” Gar said, and threw his supplies to the ground and began walking into the forest behind Zaan.

      Soon, they all had left their supplies and took only what they needed for war. Once inside the forest Zaan was quick to check his compass. He had to hold it close to his face as the tall trees overhead created a shadow in the forest that was bleak and far-reaching. They moved at a slow pace through the trees as it grabbed and bit at them with its prickly leaves. As Magnolia crashed through the forest, she growled and snarled as the trees snapped back at her when she passed.

      “Do you know how far the forest reaches, Zaan?” Gar asked.

      “I’d say roughly thirty to fifty miles,” he said as he trudged through the forest.

      “Fifty miles?” Gar said with a sigh. “Through this mess? That is going to take us forever.”

      “I reckon it’ll take us a few days at this pace,” Wollen said.

      “We don’t have a few days,” Gar said.

      “What’d ya recommend then?” Wollen asked.

      “Can you lift all of us, Zaan?” Gar asked.

      Zaan thought briefly of that, “I doubt it,” he said. “That is a long way and I could barely lift Magnolia for a few seconds.”

      “It was worth asking,” Gar said.

      “Let Magnolia go at the lead, she’ll create a path,” Gogenanth said up from the rear.

      “That’s a great idea,” Gar said.

      Lily communicated up to the Tangier and with that Magnolia lowered her head with her strong antlers of ivory, and began smashing and breaking the trees with the side to side movement with her strong neck and shoulders. It was a loud sound, as if the entire forest was being destroyed, but it seemed to work as she moved quickly and the party began to pick up their pace walking over broken branches and weaving through bent trees.

      “That’s better,” Gar said.
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        * * *

      

      Magnolia, battered and bleeding from the sharp leaves and bark from the tall trees, pushed on for almost six hours before laying on the wet ground. The further they journeyed into the deep forest the warmer and wetter it had become. The ground had turned to a murky mess of sludgy water and it had begun to smell something awful Zaan held the top of his shirt up over his mouth to dampen the smell, but it did little to help. He only hoped the swamp would end soon and they would find dry land under their feet once again.

      The Tangier paid little mind to the three inches of water at their feet and lowered her head to rest on her red and black striped arms folded in front of her. Lily went over and patter her on the head gently. “Good girl,” she said.

      “We should continue while we still have some light,” Astor said. “We need to find someplace to camp.” He looked over at Gar and Lily, who seemed fatigued as Gar was hunched over trying to catch his breath in the thick air. Lily was fully resting her body on Magnolia. Zaan was eager to continue as well though ever part of his body was telling him to rest.

      “She needs to rest,” Lily said. “Give her some time.” Astor reluctantly agreed and leaned up against a tree.

      “Anybody have an idea what to do about getting some food around here?” Ezmerelda asked. “Not that this stench helps with my appetite.”

      “There are animals around,” Zaan said. “Magnolia caught their scent, but I’m afraid we’ve scared off everything within a half-mile, I’d wager, with the noise we’re making.”

      “Yes, we are most definitely the outsiders here,” Astor said.

      “I’ll go off and see if I can find something,” Wollen said.

      “I’ll go with you,” Ezmerelda said. “Can I borrow that?” she asked Astor, reaching out for his bow and arrows. He handed them over to her.

      “Don’t get lost,” Astor said. “And be back within the hour.” She nodded, and they both went off squeezing between the tall trees further into the woods.

      As Gar kneeled over, after catching his breath stood back up, and drank a few sips of water from his quickly-depleting canteen.

      “Gar, do you think you could try to reach out to her?” Zaan asked.

      Gar sighed, “I could try, yet I doubt I’ll be able to as she’s probably pretty far away by now. Zelestiana, would you help?”

      She was on the outskirts of the wooded clearing that Magnolia had created, on lookout, with Gogenanth at the other end. His hand was firmly on his scimitar’s hilt. She walked over and stood next to him, looking into his eyes. “Have you found anything yet that gives you a sense of power?”

      He thought for a moment, “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Fill your mind with thoughts of her— of Tilda. Try to remember times you had together. Remember her smile, her laughter, her smell,” she said. “Clear your mind, and repeat this word; Hallenal.”

      With his eyes closed he repeated the word slowly to himself. Zaan watched, hopeful, waiting for a sign that he could find her out in these strange lands alive. The sweat on Gar’s brow began to drip from his head.

      “Focus on . . .” Zelestiana said, and then turned her head back quickly to where Wollen and Ezmerelda had gone off to and Magnolia’s head shot up and she began to growl loudly. Zelestiana unsheathed her sword and Gogenanth did the same. In a flash, they all had their weapons out as a crashing sound was coming right at them. Zaan watched nervously, and eagerly to see what was coming at them.

      “They’re coming!” Wollen yelled as he crashed through the trees into them, with Ezmerelda stumbling behind.

      “Who’s coming?” Gogenanth said. “What is it?”

      Wollen fought to catch his breath in the thick, wet air. “They were right behind me.”

      Gogenanth looked back up as a louder crashing sound was approaching. Magnolia stood back up from the wet ground and growled. “Wollen, what is it?” Gogenanth asked again.

      “A group of men . . .” Wollen said, “with ogres.” The crashing sound grew louder and Zaan saw the shadows of many figures approaching with two larger shadows lurking at the rear.

      “Here we go,” Gogenanth said, and began to chant, Zaan watched as beautiful blue swirls of fog started flowing up from the ground and floated in a magnificent orb around the group and they all began to disappear from sight. After they’d vanished Zaan watched as Zelestiana was using her Azulūz to create a scene of a wooded area in their clearing, making it not only look like they weren’t there, but there was no trace of them at all.

      As the group of armored men covered in thick gray armor and ash approached, they slowed from a run to a cautious walk towards Zaan and his company. The ogres at the back were massive, disgusting creatures, who looked around in confusion, sniffing for the scent that had faded.

      While Gogenanth and Zelestiana were busy doing their best, Zaan closed his eyes and focused. He felt around in his mind, searching out for everything in his surroundings. With his eyes closed he surveyed the area in the darkness, with everything illuminated in blue smoke; the trees, the dark men, the clouds in the sky. He found that under their feet beneath the stagnant water were many rocks, sharp yet small. With focus, he held out a hand towards them and with a clenched fist he gathered a collection of hundreds of these small rocks, the size of grapes, and raised them up from beneath the water’s surface.

      The armored men were startled and confused by the rocks floating in front of them. Then with a flick of his wrist Zaan sent the rocks flying at them. They pummeled the men and the ogres. They cut into their soft flesh between the cracks in their armor, but did little to the thick hides of the ogres. The men yelled and screamed in pain as the rocks stuck into their arms, legs, and necks. While they were distracted, Magnolia let out a deafening roar and Zaan’s party became entirely visible. Magnolia leapt out and crashed onto the nearest ogre, he had no armor and her fangs bit into its neck. She was a fierce animal who seemed to have a hatred for the ugly, menacing ogres.

      “Charge!” Gogenanth yelled out and ran at the men, slicing into them with his scimitar, which was quickly painted red. The party all yelled out as they charged into battle. Zaan ran up to one of the men in front, he was bleeding, but his face was twisted in rage. As the chaos of battle ensued around them, the man of ash flailed at him with his mace, it whooshed through the air just in front of Zaan who had to jolt back to avoid the man’s speed and fury. All Zaan could think of was Tilda, and he used that passion to cut in with his sword toward the man, inching in closer. He hacked and slashed at the man, even driving him back. The mace zipped by him and hit Zaan’s leg, but bounced off his armor. While the man was turned into an awkward position, Zaan stuck his sword into a gap in his armor and slid it through to his heart. The man’s eyes gave Zaan a haunted look, then he fell to the wet ground. Zaan ran off to the next man who Gar was embattled with.

      From behind, Astor and Lily shot arrows at the men and ogres, and Magnolia ripped and clawed at the ogre as it tried to get a firm hold on her as she ripped it to a bloody mess. Zaan watched the mayhem of the Tangier and the ogre in their fight and blood rolled down the ogre’s neck and head as she bit into his eyes and face. Zaan felt a surge of adrenaline pumping through his body, but all that blood made his mind begin to lose focus. He shook the uneasiness off, but blood had a powerful effect on him. He watched as his friends tore into the small army of men with a fury of that could best be described as those fighting for each other, they were a team— a family.

      Zelestiana fought like the proud warrior she was, killing many men, and even Lily lodged an arrow into the head of one of them, killing him. Gar had slain two of them and he wore their spattered blood on his armor and green clothes. Ezmerelda fought with a wild style that let her golden sword fly quickly, and deadly.

      Gogenanth and Wollen attacked the other ogre, who was much taller than them, yet not as large as Reizenthrōgz. It flailed in pain at one of Wollen’s strikes, driving his sword into the monster’s stomach. The ogre reached out to grab him in its mighty hand, but Wollen jumped out of its grasp. Gogenanth and jumped in from behind and slashed at the back of both of its legs and it turned in anger, its beady eyes burning with fury. It ran at Gogenanth, who turned and began to run when the body of the Tangier smashed into its side, driving it to the ground, and Magnolia fell on top of it. The ogre fought back, but Magnolia had killed the first ogre and her teeth sunk into the ogre’s face and neck. The ogre managed to get a grip on her and could have easily crushed her in its mighty hands, but two swords shot into its forearms. Gogenanth and Wollen were trying to hack the ogre's hands off. The ogre was overwhelmed by the three of them, and once Magnolia had its neck Zaan watched as it tried to yell out, but that breath left the ogre’s mouth, and its head sunk back into the water. Magnolia lifted her head and roared out into the woods, it echoed like that of thunder in a mountain range.

      Once the ogres were both slain Magnolia, Gogenanth, Wollen, Astor, Zelestiana, Ezmerelda, Gar, Lily, and Zaan made their final blows onto the men covered in ash, until only one remained standing. The man with long gray, frazzled hair falling down his back held up his ax and shield. He had an arrow protruding from his leg as he struggled to stand.

      “Where is she?” Zaan asked the man, who looked over at him. Where is Tilda? How far away is she? You’d better give me something to help me, or I’m not going to waste time standing here. The man replied in a language Zaan didn’t understand and Zaan looked around to see if any of the others did. The man’s eyes flashed and with a yell he ran at Zaan with his ax lifted high. Zaan sunk his heels into the ground and jumped over out of the arc of the ax’s path. He slashed into the man’s side and he fell down to the ground as Zaan pushed his sword through the man’s chest, where he finally fell to the ground, dead.

      “Let’s get moving,” Zaan said.
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      She lay on the ground of ash and the sky burned red from the giant volcano before her. Her hands were bound and her wrists bled. Her knees were sore from kneeling for so long. Looking for any means of escape was tricky, as not only was Angela Dragus at her side with firm control of her bindings, but she recognized the Great Northern Ogre standing by the volcano before her. And beyond him she felt the eyes of the Devil King himself watching her, his eyes burning in white flame.

      Tilda had little to no hope of being rescued from this situation, as she knew how far the dragon had taken her from the safety of her friends, and thought the only way out was by her own accord or the release of death. “What do you want from me, witch?” she asked Angel Dragus.

      Angela had on a long black dress that exposed much of her bare sides and her silver hair was long and flowing. She looked down at Tilda, with ash and soot thick in her normally blond braids that had become unraveled, and her armor had been tossed aside, leaving Tilda only the dirty clothes she wore underneath on. A hot air blew down from the volcano and the throne of Armoz. “I want you to be quiet,” she responded.

      “What are you going to do with me?” Tilda said in anger.

      “We are going to do with you whatever my lord wants,” she grinned with her teeth glowing red. “I think he likes watching you.”

      Tilda grimaced, “What have you turned into Angela? What has he done to make you such a monster? Such a slave?”

      Angela’s grin faded quickly and she knelt to meet Tilda’s eye, “What do you mean slave? Do you see me in bindings? No, here I control the bindings. I chose to become a hunter, I chose this life.”

      “Life?” Tilda said, “you think what you have is a life? Is this how you want to be remembered? As a murderer? A hunter, whatever it is you want to be called. You will forever be remembered as a demon.”

      “I am no demon, I am still a woman.”

      “A woman who betrayed everyone she ever loved, everything she ever held dear. Is there the possibility that woman is still alive in you? The one who showed me the power of the Azulūz?” Tilda said.

      “You still don’t see it, Tilda. The Azulūz is the reason I do what I do, it is evil. It will corrupt your soul and all it brings is destruction. Once it is gone, the world will know peace,” Angela said.

      “There will be no peace, fool,” Tilda said. “War is on the brink of rebirth in Essill. War is happening here in Sarcasus. What peace do you speak of?”

      “I care not for the war of kings, I refer to the peace that matters. The peace of the gods. When war rages between gods, that is when true death and destruction reign. Can you imagine the weapons of the gods? Dragons, monsters, ogres?” Angela said.

      “Yes, I know that all too well,” Tilda said and spat at the feet of Angela.

      Angela stood up looking down at her, confused and angry. “Once the Azulūz is no more, there will be no reason for the weapons of the gods. Armoz will rule for eternity and none will defy him.”

      The lava glowed bright as the ground shook before their feet and small black rocks bounced along the ground. “Bring her to me,” Armoz said from high up on his throne. His voice was brittle and hollow.

      Angela pulled on Tilda’s restraints bringing her to her feet and pulling her forward towards him. As they approached Tilda looked up at the wretched face of Reizenthrōgz, with his face stitched up the middle, holding two halves together.

      “Looking good, monster. Looks like you need another trim from Gogenanth though,” she said.

      Reizenthrōgz looked down at her and while unable to control his face he gave a low, angry growl. Both his lower, smaller arms grabbed onto the hilts of the swords at his side. He looked up at Armoz, who waved his golden gauntlet at the ogre to dismiss any action. The Great Northern Ogre turned back at attention and Angela continued with Tilda up the steep stairway to Armoz.

      As they approached and Tilda was shoved back to her knees she looked up for the first time into the face of the one that had killed so many of her friends and generations of people living with the Azulūz. “I expected more,” she said, hot winds biting at her face and her hair blowing back behind her, her eyes welled with water in the hot air.

      Armoz sat expressionless in his throne. The white flame had diminished to reveal his hollow, black eyes staring at her. His pale, wrinkled skin didn’t flinch. Tilda glanced at the white metal sword at his side.

      “Is that how you speak to a god?” Angela yelled and kicked Tilda in the ribs, knocking her to the ground.

      “What is it you hope to accomplish coming to my lands?” Armoz said. “You are not foolish enough to think you could defeat me? Here in the Isle of Fyre?” He slowly stood, and Tilda seemed but a flea in the presence of a mighty serpent. “I created the Isle of Fyre, I created everything you see, touch, and smell.”

      Tilda coughed, “I’m not impressed.”

      Angela scorned down at her, “You want me to kill her?”

      Armoz stared down at Tilda still holding her side as best she could with her arms bound. She met his stare with her own. “She is brave, but foolish.” He stood there in thought a moment, “No, do not kill her yet. Let her suffer, I want to smell her pain. Take her to the mountain.”

      “Your will be done,” Angela said as she started lifting Tilda up from the stairway.

      “Where is Ojiin?” Tilda yelled. “Where are the other Forgotten Gods?”

      Armoz gave the first expression on his face she’d seen, it was one of disdain. “Your gods are about to be gone forever once you and your friends are dead.”

      “What do you mean, about to be gone? Are they here? Tell me you devil. Where are they?” she yelled.

      Armoz gave a slow, bitter, spiteful laugh that shook the ground at their feet. “Women can be so naïve, where do you think they would be? Where do you think I would keep them?” he said as sat back down on his throne, like he was gloating over a battle won, or perched over a fresh kill in pride.

      “The volcano,” she said. “You’re keeping the Gods in the volcano beneath us?” Her eyes darted around the volcano and its flowing lava. “I’ve got to let the others know,” she whispered to herself. “I finally know where the gods are.”

      He didn’t reply. “Come on,” Angela said as she began to pull Tilda back down the pathway.

      “They’re there! I know it!” Tilda yelled back at Armoz as she walked forcibly down the stairway. Hot embers drifted through the air and hot winds rushed down the volcano. “You wait until my friends get here, I can’t wait for you to meet Zaan. He’s going to destroy you.”

      Armoz spoke down from his throne and the ground shook. “I look forward to meeting him”
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      Wiping the blood from his slaver’s sword in the murky water at their feet, Zaan still felt woozy from the blood of the battle. He tried to focus on the faint smell of black smoke from the Isle of Fyre far in the distance. Looking over he saw his friends cleaning their weapons and inspecting their dead foes.

      Gogenanth was bloody and battered by the ogre and walked with a limp. Gar’s shoulder had been rocked by a mace and Lily helped him put it in a makeshift sling. Ezmerelda had a long cut along her leg and Magnolia was covered in blood, Zaan couldn’t tell if it was all ogre blood, or if she was hurt.

      Astor was looking into the faces of the fallen men covered in ash, “They look like regular men, just dirty and worn. What kind of men would fight for such evil. Do they fight for coin? Loyalty? Or a thirst for death? Who would go to war for Armoz?”

      “I wonder if they were born here?” Lily asked. “Could you imagine growing up in a place like this? Living in a hell like this?” She looked over at the two fallen ogres, both spattered with their own blood. And she looked at Magnolia who was trying to wash the ogre’s blood from her mouth.

      “We’d best get moving in case more are coming,” Zaan said, and pulled his father’s compass from underneath his shirt and armor, checking for north. He began to walk forward and sheathed his sword.

      “We will need to rest eventually,” Ezmerelda said. “We can’t fight forever without food and water.”

      “Girl’s right,” Wollen said. “We need to regain some strength.”

      Zaan looked over at Zelestiana and Gogenanth. “Lily, can Magnolia search for food and water?”

      “She can try, but she thinks she’s too loud to be able to hunt in this thick forest. She can sniff out fresh water if there is any though.”

      Zaan nodded and Magnolia was off shortly. “Now for food, any ideas?”

      “I can go,” Astor said, “I can be much quieter than something Magnolia’s size.”

      “Don’t go alone,” Gogenanth said.

      “I’ll be quicker and faster alone,” he said.

      “I’ll go with him,” Zaan said.

      “No,” Astor said, “Gar, you come.”

      Gar agreed and went off with him, weaving through the trees and out of sight.

      Zaan found a small stump to sit on and felt helpless and angry, even after their small victory.

      Lily seemed to sense his pain and walked over to him, “It’ll be okay, I bet we’ll still get there in time to save her. She’s strong, she can hold out.”

      “I hope you’re right,” he said. “I don’t know how I’ll be able to live with myself if not. With all the wrong decisions I’ve made, all the things I let happen to me and my friends, I can’t let anything happen to any of you anymore. I need to be stronger, smarter.”

      “None of us are perfect,” Lily said. “I still blame myself for losing my family. In my mind I know it’s not my fault, but it doesn’t make it any easier.”

      Zaan looked up at her, “I know that feeling all too well.”

      “Listen, if you ever need to talk you can talk to me,” she said.

      Zaan wrapped his fingers around the small red stone in his pocket, the Adÿthyst, and considered using its powers to save his friends.  I could use it, I could try, but I don’t know what power the stone really grants, only immortality and abandonment of sense and reason is what I fear most. To have great power, but not the faculties to wield it properly.  I could easily go mad and my greatest fear is using it for evil against those I’m to protect. There are too many unknowns. It seems that keeping it from other’s reach is the best plan for now. His fingers loosened from around it and he let it fall to the bottom of his pocket.
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        * * *

      

      Roughly an hour later Astor and Gar came winding back through the trees, they had two hares each. “They’re scrawny, but they’re something,” Astor said. Gar had a smile on his face.

      Magnolia had gotten back twenty minutes earlier and told Lily there was a stream to the northwest. So, the party moved through the woods again with Magnolia knocking a path through the woods with her strong neck and ivory antlers, now stained with blood. They reached the small stream and the ground had become dry at their feet.

      “Seems like as good a place as any to settle in for the night,” Astor said. “Listen, Zaan we have to rest, we can’t go on indefinitely. What’ll happen if you meet Armoz and you can barely hold your sword?”

      “I’ll fight with my fists, then,” Zaan said.

      “He’s right,” Gogenanth said. “You may not need rest and food, but the others do.”

      Zaan was frustrated but knew the others were right. “Fine, but I’m taking watch tonight and we leave at the break of dawn.”

      With that Astor went to making a fire and got one going in quick time. It warmed their spirits as they got to boiling the water and prepping the hares of roasting. The smell of the crackling flesh even sent Zaan into a near-hypnotic state. He heard his stomach growling and they all heard Magnolia’s stomach over to the side.

      “We need to get out of these woods, so she can find something to eat for herself,” Lily said.

      “She doesn’t eat ogre meat?” Ezmerelda asked, “Or I hate to ask it, but man meat?”

      “No,” Lily said. “She says ogre meat tastes like poison, and the other, well, no.”

      Later, with warm meat in their bellies and rehydrated with fresh water, some of them slept soundly for the first time in a while. Although they all still slept with their weapons close.

      Zaan, however, fought off his fatigue with every ounce of anger and pain he felt. As Magnolia slept soundly next to him he peered out into the dark forest all around. Next to him sat Gogenanth.

      “Do you think we’ll get there in time?” Zaan asked.

      Gogenanth’s brow furrowed, “I don’t know.”

      “I think if we move well tomorrow and unfettered, I bet we can get there the day after tomorrow. We have to make good time and make haste,” Zaan said. “We just have to.”

      “Aye,” Gogenanth said and threw two fresh logs on the fire. His black hair was pulled back, showing his widow’s peak on his pale, white face. “We will deal with whatever we must until we reach there though.”

      “No ogres and men of ash are going to stop us from reaching her,” Zaan said. “I wish Gar was able to reach her that would set my mind at ease, at least enough to not worry constantly. This feels the same as being in Dillengrad after the dragons and Xelex attacked us at Barrier Cliff. I didn’t know who was alive or dead. Only it's worse now, because I am certain someone I care for is in trouble and I’m helpless to do anything about it.”

      “Not helpless,” Gogenanth said. “You are strong and you will meet the Devil King face to face soon.”

      “Not soon enough.”

      “Listen, Zaan, when we do meet him . . . How do I say this? We have no idea if he is even vulnerable to any of our powers. Your mind must be focused and well . . . The Adÿthyst may be the key.”

      Zaan sighed. “I know.” He was looking into the dancing lights of the fire. “Would you use it?”

      “I don’t know, I’d hope I’d never have to,” Gogenanth looked up, through the leaves above and at the countless stars in the clear sky. “There would be no going back, living a hundred lifetimes and your mind being washed over with thoughts of power and divinity. Only the greedy would wish for something so . . . unworldly.”

      Zaan nodded. “Aye. We will see when the time comes. Xelex, the Crooked Knight seemed undefeatable, until he was defeated.”

      “Aye,” Gogenanth said.

      “We will see when we stand toe to toe with him.”
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      At Zaan’s request, they began their journey again with the first light of the rising eastern sun. It rose with bright red streaks of thin clouds off in the sky. Zaan had slept only a couple of hours once Zelestiana and Wollen relieved them of their watch. It wasn’t so much actual sleep as it was rest.

      The silence of the new dawn and the quiet of night was shattered with the thrashing blows of Magnolia into the trees that splintered and broke. They walked in line behind her single file, with all their eyes at their feet in the broken mess of leaf and bark.

      Making quick time that day, mostly because of the dry ground and not the wet, murky mess as before, they made their way into an area of the woods that had fewer trees. Magnolia was given a break from her hours of tree smashing and laid down for a rest. Astor had gone off to hunt for a meal for her, more than a measly rodent, he was hopeful to find and he went off with Ezmerelda.

      Zaan sat on a long ago fallen tree and pulled his compass out and checked their bearing, which was indeed due north. Through the tree line he could make out the rough outline of the tall mountains and volcano ahead. His eyes narrowed.

      “We will be there soon,” Gar said next to him. “We’re going to save her, I just know it. You’ll see when we get there, we’ll find her.”

      “Could you try to contact her again?” Zaan asked.

      Gar sighed, “I’ll try again, but . . . I’ve already tried so many times with Zelestiana.”

      “Would you try again for me?” Zaan asked. “What we really need to do is find what your strength is, any ideas yet?”

      “No, nothing. I don’t know if I have one,” Gar said.

      “We’ll be on the lookout for it anyways, that’d be a really useful thing to have right about now,” Zaan said.

      “I know, I’ll keep searching for it,” Gar said. “Even without it Zelestiana was going to try to help me again in twenty minutes,” he said. “After they are done boiling the water.”

      With that, Astor and Ezmerelda came back through the woods and Magnolia’s head perked up. Each of them was carrying the carcasses of a furry animal roughly the size of a beaver, but bigger. The Tangier’s eyes were fixed on the two. Astor walked over and knelt next to her, paying his respect and laying the animal’s body before her. He stepped back and Magnolia gently sunk her teeth into the animal, lifted it and carried it to the edge of the clearing to feast.

      The other animal Ezmerelda got to cleaning with her small dagger. She got it up on a spit above the fire and Zelestiana went over and motioned for Gar to follow her out into the woods, for another attempt to help him with his Azulūz.

      After Magnolia was fed, the animal was cooked and consumed, and Gar had another failed attempt at reaching Tilda, they continued on their journey. There were no signs of ogres, men covered in ash, or any storms that day. The party was growing more anxious with every step, as though that next one might be the one to exit the woods and finally arrive at their destination.
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        * * *

      

      As night fell and the party sat with their backs to trees by the fire, their battle-ready expressions burned with the fire’s light. Each of them sitting in a circle knew the following day may be the day of their deaths should they lose against a god.

      “After all the loss we’ve endured our lives,” Zelestiana said, her face was stern and foreboding. “We have the chance, this one chance, to end all this pain. For the one’s we’ve lost, Great God Ojiin, give us the power we need to strike down the evil that has hunted and plagued us.”

      “Halen Ojiin,” they all said together.

      “Whatever happens, whatever is up there, waiting for us,” Astor said, looking at all of their faces, dirty and worn. “We stick together, don’t let them split us up. We are stronger together.”

      “Yes, agreed,” Zaan said, and looked up to the countless stars in the night sky as the embers of the fire floated up into the heavens. He then looked back down at the fire and saw Gar staring at the sky, his eyes were wide and his hands and fingers were outstretched. He saw that Zelestiana was staring at him as well.

      “Gar?” Zaan asked.

      Gar stood up, staring into the star-filled sky. “I . . . I feel something.” He had his arms wide at his sides. “I feel good.”

      “That’s it,” Zelestiana said. “Starlight.”

      “That’s it?” Gar asked, still looking up into the sky. “That’s it!”

      “Gar, use that sense you feel and focus your mind,” Zelestiana said, wasting no time. “Find that part inside you that feels like another person and focus on Tilda. Reach out for her emotions, her hopes, her fears.”

      “I . . . I see something. It’s familiar, but vague and different,” Gar said, his eyes closed and his hands at his temples. “She’s there, I can feel her.”

      “What does she say?” Zaan asked.

      “Tilda, is that you?” Gar asked aloud, and a smile came to his face. “Tilda,” he said again, his smile growing wider. “You’re alive.” After he said that he stood without speaking, as if he was listening. Gar’s smile turned sour then. “Tilda, hang on. We are coming for you. You just hang on!”

      “What’d she say?” Zaan said. “What’d she say, Gar?”

      “Yes, I’m still here. Tilda, I can hear you,” Gar said again and paused. After a few moments of various expressions on his face, he said, “Oh my god.” The party looked around at each other in excitement and worry. “Okay, I understand. And yes, we are all here. You hold on, we are coming to you.” Gar opened his eyes as the blue wisps that were encircling him faded to look at Zaan.

      “What did she say, Gar?” Zelestiana asked, and he looked over at her in surprise.

      “She’s chained to the top of one of the mountains. She’s is bad shape, the hot winds from the volcano are pummeling her. I could feel it the heat was unbearable. She’s all alone up there and she’s frightened, she needs our help Zaan. I’m scared for her, she’s with him and Angela Dragus.”

      “What else did she say?” Zaan asked.

      Gar looked over at him with shock in his eyes. “What else?” he said. “She knows where the gods are, she knows where Ojiin is. I know where Ojiin is!”

      “Where?” Gogenanth asked.

      “There are in the volcano beneath Armoz’s throne,” Gar said.

      “Ojiin is there?” Astor asked. “Ojiin is actually there?”

      “Yes,” Gar said.

      “If we can release them they might be able to fight Armoz for us,” Zaan said. “This is good news. Thank you, Gar.”

      “Why didn’t I feel the starlight before?” Gar asked.

      “It wasn’t ready to find you until now,” Zelestiana said. “The Azulūz is mysterious and seems to be intentional sometimes.”

      “Starlight, huh?” Gar said.

      “Good job, Gar,” Lily said. Gar looked over and saw the approving faces of his friends around him and he sat satisfied. “At least she’s still alive.”

      “She’s alive,” Zaan said. There might still be time to reach her. Ojiin, give us the speed to save Tilda. Give me the power to fight and kill Armoz. She’s still alive. Good.
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        * * *

      

      In the shroud of night the party slept as best they could as they knew they needed their full strength and spirits for what may lay ahead the next day. Some of them even slept consoled in the fact that Tilda’ heart was still beating, at least for the moment.

      Zaan took the second watch, as he wanted both, but his friends refused him this. As even if he wouldn’t sleep, he would need some rest at the minimum. So, for the first watch Zaan laid on his back looking up at the stars and the thin trailing clouds that drifted below. The sight of them did make it hard to keep his eyes open and he found himself going in and out of a dreamless sleep.

      When the time came for his watch Astor gently shook him to wake him. Zaan was tired, but sat up quickly and went next to the fire.

      “You sure you got this?” Astor asked.

      Zaan nodded and wiped the sleep from his eyes. As Astor went off to where Zaan had been sleeping, Zelestiana went next to him by the fire to accompany him on what was possibly the last watch before they reached their destination.

      They both stared into the fire and watched as the others slept; Magnolia and Gogenanth slightly snoring. Not speaking much they listened to the sounds of the insects around, unusual sounds of harsh chirping mixed with long bellowing tones. It became hypnotic to a point and Zaan found himself drifting in and out of alertness. In a second of being awake he looked over to see Zelestiana was barely keeping her eyes open.

      He looked up into the sky to see small specks of light falling onto the camp, it looked like flakes of silver floating in on a warm, spring wind. He opened his eyes wide to find everyone in the camp asleep, including Zelestiana who’d fallen to her side. Looking to Magnolia, he was calmed to find her still sound asleep, not a care in the world.

      His head bobbed back and forth as if in a heavy trance and then something familiar happened. His stomach shot up into his throat at the faintest of smells, a smell he hadn’t even thought he’d remembered, a smell he had smelled in many years. Then he saw a figure on the outskirts of the fire, delicate and elegant. Zaan slowly rose to his feet in the drifting silver flakes that began to resemble ash.

      “Who are you?” Zaan asked in his trance-like state.

      “You don’t remember?” the figure asked. “Has it been that long?”

      “Your voice . . . I know your voice . . .” he said. “But it can’t be . . .”

      “Yes, Zaan. It’s me . . . It’s you little sister,” the figure said as she walked towards the fire’s light.

      “Emilisa?” Zaan said, as he took a step closer to her inspecting the figure.

      The girl standing before him had soft, tan skin, bright green eyes like summer moss in a deep forest. Her hair was dark black like Zaan’s and she wore a blue dress like the one she wore the last time he’d seen her . . . alive. “You look just as you did, the day you . . .”

      “Zaan, I’ve dreamt of this day for a long, long time,” she said.

      “How is this possible? Why do you come to me only now and here of all places?” Oh, my little baby sister, I’ve missed you more than words can express. I don’t understand how you are here. But you’re real and you’re standing right in front of me. There are so many things I want to tell you, but all I want to do is protect you and take you back home.

      “Because I have something to show you, something important,” she said.

      He walked up to her in disbelief and wrapped his arms around her and hers wrapped around him in return. She was still yet a girl and her arms barely were over his belt. Her hair’s scent was overwhelming to him. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to save you, Emilisa. You’ve been gone so long now, I’ve thought of you every day. Mother and Father have cried more than their share of nights away. I’ve—” he sniffled. “I’ve missed you so much.” He held her in tighter.

      “Come, Zaan,” she said. “It’s right over there.”

      “Let me wake the others and I will go with you,” he said.

      “Just you,” she said.

      “Okay,” he said in the falling ash.

      He began to follow her out into the dark, when she turned and said softly, “You won’t need that.” And after she said that, without hesitation he unbuckled his scabbard from his side and his sword fell to the ground. They walked off into the darkness of the woods, hand in hand.
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      The lightest streaks of light from the rising sun began to show as Zaan walked next to Emilisa. As they held hands in the twilight she smiled and took Zaan way back to his happiest days in Fur-lol. He smiled as they held hands and she’d giggle and laugh and it warmed his heart.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “It’s not much further,” she said with a smile.

      “Emilisa, I have to ask you a question.” She continued walking along. “What happened that day down at the river? It drove all us nearly mad losing you that day.”

      She smiled up at him. “Ask me that another time.”

      He stopped and her hand fell from his. “Is there going to be another time?”

      Her head fell. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to do this.”

      He took a confused step back, “What are you talking about?”

      “I didn’t want to do this. Every part of me is trying to stop, to fight . . . But he is too strong. I . . . I’m so sorry!” she cried out, and with that a crashing came through the woods straight at them.

      Zaan reached down for his slaver’s sword, but it wasn’t there and he looked down at Emilisa who’d run away in the oncoming sounds of tree snapping. With the subtle light of the sun creeping in through the trees he saw the outline of the figure rushing in towards him. Emilisa, no. Why? Why’ve you led me to this place, alone? Emilisa . . . Have I wronged you? Are you angry I didn’t save you? What have you done?

      He knelt down, partly to hide, partly to calm himself. As the rushing figure came into view, Zaan soon realized the gravity of his situation. “Reizenthrōgz,” he whispered to himself.

      Instinctively he took deep breaths trying to sense any smoke or fire in the surrounding. He found no fire, but there were traces of smoke from the fire far behind him and from the volcano somewhere up ahead. It wasn’t a great amount, but it might be enough. He grasped onto the Adÿthyst stone in his pocket and while Reizenthrōgz with his four arms, giant ax, and stitched up face, was only a few yards away, Zaan became surrounded in bright flames burning blue with traces of gold.

      He felt power surge through his mind. It shot down into his chest and pulsed with a heart-pounding vigor. Suddenly it roared down his arm and shot like lightning into his hand, which erupted in bright blue flames. He looked down and saw a sword of blue steel had formed in his hand. He raised it just in time to meet the arching blow of the ogre’s ax as it fell toward him. The blue sword of flame not only resisted the strong blow of the ogre, but somehow pushed the ax of his foe back.

      For a moment, the Great Northern Ogre was confused, so Zaan quickly raised his other hand and, with a loud battle cry, he pushed towards the ogre with the Azulūz, sending him flying onto his back. Within seconds the ogre began to climb back to his feet, only to find himself being pummeled by the trees around him. They crashed onto him as they broke and cracked loudly. The ogre roared in pain as they battered him, pinning him to the ground.

      Zaan was hovering in the air in front of Reizenthrōgz as he ripped the trees from the ground and sent them violently into the thick skin of the ogre. Through the assault Reizenthrōgz somehow managed to stand. Cut and bleeding, he roared in anger. The blood’s stench and sight were enough for Zaan to lose focus enough that he fell to the ground, landing on his feet.

      The ogre walked towards him swinging his giant ax in large arcs as it whooshed through the air. Zaan had to duck and dodge back to avoid its sharp edge. The blood had begun to creep further into his mind, distracting him and keeping him far from his Azulūz. In the fight he had to focus hard on those small amounts of smoke in the air until he managed to bring the sword of blue flame back into his hand.

      He fought back, swinging the sword into the ax’s path, stopping it and sending it back towards Reizenthrōgz with a dull, ringing sound. The ogre groaned in frustration bordering on madness. Zaan knew he couldn’t fight the ogre hand to hand much longer, for he knew all too well what being in his grasp entailed.

      “I . . . Eat . . . Your . . . Bones . . .” the ogre growled.

      With all his strength, and all his focus, he gathered every bit of his power for one last push. He dug his feet hard into the ground and lifted with all his might. The ogre ran at him, but he wasn’t quick enough. Reizenthrōgz began floating up into the air helplessly. He squirmed and fought the air, but he only floated higher and higher. He was soon rising above the tree-line. With a muffled growl underneath his stitched-up mouth he tried to grasp the branches as he passed, but they only slipped through his fingers.

      Blood spattered to the ground underneath the Great Northern Ogre, but Zaan pushed through as best he could, as he knew this was his last chance. Higher and higher the ogre rose, helplessly thrashing, until he hit a point where he went no higher. Slowly he began to feel gravity pull at him.

      The ogre fell fast and hard back down towards the ground. Zaan used his Azulūz to push him faster than was natural. In fear, the ogre reached out desperately to hold on to something, but it was in vain. His body hit with a shattering boom that shook the ground beneath Zaan’s feet. The ogre lay still, motionless, but Zaan took no chance and quickly walked up to the downed body of the ogre. With a swipe of the blade of blue fire he decapitated the ogre. As he kicked the head away from the body it rolled several feet before coming to rest near the base of a tree where blood slowly began to pool around it.

      Zaan, in the presence of so much blood, and feeling his overwhelming exhaustion, collapsed to the ground before falling into the soft arms of a deep sleep.
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      Distant voices danced around in his mind, and one face was as clear as day in front of him. He didn’t know if it was a dream or if she was real. Kind eyes, a smile as innocent as a butterfly, and a laugh that could melt the heart of a beast. Emilisa was there, as she looked the last day he’d seen her, the last day before she died. Trying to fight off the voices that were growing louder in his head, Emilisa turned and began to walk away from him. As the voices grew louder she began to run. He tried to yell for her to stop, that is was okay, that he could help her. Yet nothing came from his lips and she faded off into the trees. Then the face of another came wholly to him, the grotesque face of one he’d fought twice now.

      His eyes shot open and the daylight was blinding. As things began to come into focus, he was staring at the tall tops of trees and he saw golden hair falling towards his face. It tickled his nose and lips. A face was looking down on him, a girl, as muffled voices began to register. It was difficult to focus.

      “Tilda?” he mumbled, “is it you?” He reached his hands up and let his fingers enter her soft golden hair, bringing her face down to his, and kissed her lips softly. She lifted her head back up and as the world came back into view he didn’t see the blond braids he expected, but golden, flowing curls. He didn’t see deep, blue eyes, but lavish green eyes and the startled look on Lily’s face as she tried to smile, but quickly turned and left his view.

      Gar rushed over quickly and helped Zaan sit up. “What in the world were you thinking? Are you alright?”

      Zaan looked at his friend and still stunned from the events only a couple of hours prior, he said, “I saw her.”

      “Who, Tilda?” Gar asked uncertainly.

      “Yes . . . No, I mean. I saw her, I saw my sister. She is here,” he looked around into the surrounding woods. “She was here.”

      Gar looked around puzzled, at the trees and at their friends who stood around them. All were concerned and relieved to find Zaan alive, but also surprised to find him next to the dead Great Northern Ogre at the center of a large pool of blood.

      “What happened Zaan?” Zelestiana asked as she dropped to a knee next to him.

      “There was silver floating from the sky that turned to ash. Then you were asleep and then she was there,” he said. He continued the story as best he could remember, telling of how in his moment of need the Azulūz granted him the sword of blue flame and his heart sank when he got to the part of Emilisa apologizing to him and running off into the trees.

      “You made a sword with the Azulūz?” Gogenanth asked.

      “Yes and it seemed harder than steel,” Zaan said.

      “We were scared when we saw you were gone and your slaver’s sword was still back at camp,” Lily said. “So, we came looking for you.”

      “I can’t believe you felled this monster on your own, without a sword even,” Wollen said.

      “I can,” Astor said.

      “I’m glad you’re alive Zaan,” Gogenanth said. “Yet the worst is yet to come.”

      Zaan got to his feet with the help of Gar, who handed him his slaver’s sword. “I’m ready.” Magnolia walked up and rubbed her muzzle against him and it made his laugh.

      “What a despicable move from him to send out your sister to lure you in like that,” Ezmerelda said. “What is he not capable of doing?”

      “The question in my mind is why is your sister in his lands?” Gar asked.

      “Yeah, has she been there since she died when you were both children?” Ezmerelda asked.

      Zaan was puzzled and anger was his response. “I can’t wait to ask him.”

      “Maybe we can free her,” Gar said. “Once he’s gone.”

      “You can use your rage to an extent, Zaan,” said Zelestiana, as if she were still teaching him on the high walls of Barrier Cliff so long ago. “But focus is your main weapon. Fury can be blinding.”

      “Are we ready?” Astor said. Magnolia went over and sniffed the decapitated head of Reizenthrōgz and pulled her head back with a snarl.

      “Yes,” Zaan said. “But first . . .”

      Minutes later they watched as the corpse of the Great Northern Ogre burned in hot flames. It only took a small spark from Astor’s flint and Zaan sent the flames into the massive body. Its flesh seared and lifted into the sky, the stench was terrible, and surely reached the throne of Armoz. They watched until there was little left but brittle, black bones, and scorched armor. Wollen especially enjoyed the sight and just before they left he lifted a boulder over his head and sent in crashing into the black skull of the one who killed his friend. “Now, let’s find Angela Dragus the Righteous and her king,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      As they walked through the broken and battered trees behind the great Tangier at their lead, they all had time to think. Think about what lay ahead and what lay behind. They thought about the vast distance they had traveled to get to that point. Evading the reach of two kingdoms in Essill, crossing a sea not sailed in possibly centuries, surviving the frozen lake, meeting the strange and powerful Jynx, and following the path of his through the sharp, cold mountains, and then wondering through the dense, warm forest.

      And as the increasing sunlight lit the path before them they knew the edge was near. Finally, it laid the full warmth and brightness of itself onto them as they emerged from the dense woods. Magnolia had stopped to witness the lands set before them. They all watched and still in a single line, shoulder to shoulder. They watched in disbelief and bitter determination.

      “There it is,” Zaan said.

      “Aye,” said Wollen, “there it is.”

      “The Isle of Fyre,” said Lily.

      As Zaan looked out at it, it was far more ominous than he’d imagined. Across them, on the other side of a shallow, dark river that flowed in a circle around the island. The island itself looked to be twenty to thirty square miles with tall sharp mountains encircling the great volcano at the center of it. Above them was bright sunlight, yet above the Isle of Fyre were thick, dark clouds. Plumes of ash and smoke drifted up from the volcano into the clouds and scattered lightning shot through them. It was faint, but Zaan could see the hot, flowing lava from the volcano run down all its sides and flow into the river that wound around the island. Lastly, he saw the movement on the dirt below all the mountains, there were seemingly thousands of creatures and men drifting aimlessly throughout the lands.

      “What’s the plan now?” Ezmerelda asked, her golden sword in her hand. Magnolia growled.

      “Could you hide us,” Zaan asked Gogenanth, “long enough to get us to the volcano?”

      “I may be able to,” he said.

      “What about you Zelestiana?” Zaan asked her.

      “I may be able to create a diversion,” she said.

      “What’s wrong with going in there head on?” Wollen said.

      “That’s an idea,” Gar said. “But, you want to fight all those creatures at once?”

      “The problem with a diversion is that they know we are coming,” Zaan said. “We will gain little surprise here.”

      “Well, what do we do?” Lily asked.

      “I have an idea,” Astor said.
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      In the long, open plains before the great city of Vallenhalen, the bridges of steel reach high above, hovering over the rushing waterways below. In the Olden Age the kingdom was built upon a huge delta at a point that wouldn’t only make for one of the great harbors of Essill, but strategically it was a good home for defensive measures when wars were rampant in the past.

      Eventually, once the Olden Age had passed and the Age of Peace became the new reality, there needed to be a way to keep greed and power from bringing about more wars and more bloodshed, so the House of Publica and Excise was created to be a sort of ‘fifth’ kingdom, one that had no royal lines and no systems that allowed for corruption or vanity. The House was a business and decided that Vallenhalen was the most appropriate place to anchor itself.

      Its sole purpose was the collection of taxes and their distribution back to the kingdoms. There were more measures it carried out, such as monitoring the kingdoms’ spending, and its redistribution back to the people. In the Age of Peace, debt was not encouraged, so a certain degree of generosity from the kingdoms was expected.

      There was one king in the one thousand years since the creation of the House that didn’t approve of that system and intended to bring down its wall and take its practices for itself. That king was at its doorstep, with a massive army behind him. King Hollon had led his army with the banners of Auracity all the way across the plains of Essill and now he sat atop his steed next to Erolos and his sons.

      King Hollon pulled a telescope laden with gold and jewels up to his eye. Through the foggy lens he saw both Queen Brie Seleste II with her long, flowing hair of red and gray. Next to her stood Presidix Evilen Rin, her blond hair pulled back, with her pale skin and black dress. King Hollon watched as they spoke to each other high up in the tallest room of the House.

      He pulled the telescope from his eye and grunted. In the distance below the queen and Presidix a pair of individuals rode towards them along one of the long, dark suspension bridges, and then turned onto another making their way closer to the king. King Hollon motioned for Erolos to ride with him and for his sons to remain behind. He kicked his heels into his great black steed and he and his king’s captain rode off from his army.

      They approached the two riders in the middle of the plain before the kingdom of Vallenhalen.

      “Queen Brie wouldn’t come herself, eh?” King Hollon asked the riders with disdain.

      Of the two riders, one was dressed in freshly polished armor, the other wore only black robes, the same as a monater of the House. “We are representatives of the crown of Vallenhalen, and of the Presidix of the House. We come to offer terms for your departure from these lands.”

      “Do you think we rode this far solely to depart,” the king scoffed. “You can tell them if, and only if, they open their gates and every single door in that castle to me, then no one has to die.”

      The woman in the armor leaned over and whispered to the monater to her right, who spoke, “The only negotiation we are going to make ends with you leaving these lands and never returning. The Presidix is offering an increase in distributions of no more than half a percentage, and that is to be dispersed to the population.”

      “A half a percent?” the king laughed looking over at Erolos. “I don’t want a half a percent, a full percent, or twenty percent. I want it all!”

      “So, I will tell the queen you do not wish to accept her terms?” the woman in the armor asked. “You do know that a foreign army has never entered into the gates of this city, correct?” As she said this the king’s eyes narrowed.

      “When you are defeated . . .” the monater said, “you will be removed from power and you will be incarcerated with no wealth or assets.”

      The king growled in anger. “I will see their heads on spikes and I will cut your wicked tongues out myself.” He pulled back the reigns of his horse and he and Erolos rode back to his sons and army.

      Once back one of the sons asked what had happened in the negotiations and the king responded only by staring up at the high towers of Vallenhalen and the Tower of Lur at its center, between the royal palace and the House.

      “We are here for war, not talk,” Erolos said, with his red mane at his back.

      In the distance, they heard great war horns blow throughout the city and once they were quieted the army at their back began to blow their own horns, the horns of Auracity. The king kicked his heels into his steed again and with that the first assembled army in the open lands of Essill in one thousand years began its march to war.
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      It was slow going across the rushing river that surrounded the Isle of Fyre, as they had to make sure their footing was strong with each step. The dark water level was just about that of Zaan’s knee and it flowed quickly past. As there was no boat to be found they decided their only way past was straight through.

      Magnolia strode through easily and Zaan was able to make sure-footed strides through the water, but Lily had to hold onto Wollen’s arm as she struggled to not be swept away by the river. Zaan only hoped the water didn’t get any deeper as they had a ways to go still. Even with the island in front of them growing closer with each step the river only seemed to be wider the further they got into it.

      The thought of Emilisa shot through Zaan’s mind constantly and brought back memories good and bad as they strode through the vast river. He was unsure if it was truly her, or something that Armoz had conjured, but it was real to Zaan. Not only did seeing her again remind him of their times together again, but it brought back memories of his mother, which he was still unsure of her health, and it brought back the constant worry for Tilda, somewhere ahead of them.

      Zaan, weighed down with all these worries, fatigue, and stress, began to feel the toll they were taking on him now. His muscles were sore and his hands and feet felt as if they were twice as heavy. Staring off to the volcano directly ahead of them, his thoughts of Emilisa slowly faded and his mind only fell towards Armoz and the hell before them. His attention shifted as he realized he had the Adÿthyst firmly in his right palm. He pulled the stone from his pocket and looked at it, wondering if it was the cause of all of the turmoil they had been through, and the reason for the oncoming war and all of the lives lost of those who’d had the Azulūz for generations.

      He looked over to see Lily walking with Wollen, whose eyes were looking forward towards the volcano, but Lily was looking at the stone in Zaan’s outstretched hand. She motioned to Wollen that she was going to head over to Zaan, which she did and she grabbed onto his arm once she was close enough. Another thought popped into Zaan’s mind then, the kiss he gave her accidentally, thinking she was Tilda in his confusion. Lily didn’t seem shy or embarrassed in the least.

      Holding onto his arm she didn’t say anything, she only looked at the stone with him. Its sharp edges made the stone looked like it had been cut and polished by a jeweler, not something that Zaan had taken from a rocky cave’s wall. The sun’s rays made the stone shine and there was a faint white light glowing from its center.

      She walked with him for around twenty minutes before either of them spoke, pushing each foot forwards in the rushing water. Lily had crept in close to Zaan and he had her by the arm as well. As he looked at her, her normally soft golden curls had grown dirty and thick from ash and sweat. Her pale, freckled complexion was covered in a thin layer of dirt and her bright, green eyes didn’t glow quite like they used to.

      “Do you think of your family often?” Zaan asked. He’d said this without much forethought as after he said it he wished he hadn’t, as it was such a sad memory for her.

      “All the time,” she said. “I think of what my brother would have become, the man he could’ve been.”

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up,” he said. “I just have a lot on my mind right now.”

      “No, it's fine. Actually, I think it’s a good thing to focus on now with what’s up ahead. Good to stay angry,” she said. Zaan looked up to the sky to see birds resembling vultures circling overhead. “Listen, Zaan, I wanted to tell you something.” She took a deep breath. “As this may be it, I feel I need to tell you this.” He looked over at her and her eyes were wet and sad. “I know you are close with her and that makes me happy, it really does. But I need to say that I care for you a lot actually.”

      Zaan looked into her eyes, unsure of what to say.

      “Even if we are never able to be together,” she said. “I just need you to know that I still think of our first kiss up on the high walls of Barrier Cliff. I’ll remember that forever. And now, I just think that this may be it, we may never leave that island ahead, and that I’ll never kiss another again.”

      “That’s not true, we’ll make it home,” he said.

      “Zaan, you’re sweet, but you don’t know that. You know that even if we do make it out of that place alive, we probably won’t make it back to the ships in time.”

      “We are going to make it home, Lily, we have to.”

      There was a heavy silence after that, which lasted far too long, Zaan thought.

      “Lily . . .” he said. “I appreciate your honesty, and, well . . . I thought of you often after the dragons came. I worried for your safety, and I, uh . . . missed you. I thought something more was going to come of us, until it all changed.”

      Lily sighed, “Yeah, me too.”

      “I was so happy to see you alive once Xelex and Riverend were dead,” he said. “But everything was different after Dillengrad.”

      “I know and like I said, I’m happy for you,” she said.

      “I hope she’s still alive,” he said.

      “I bet she is, she’s strong,” she said.

      Zaan and Lily both stared up to the volcano at the center of the Isle of Fyre, which grew closer with each step.
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        * * *

      

      The rushing shallow rapids grew shallow as they approached the rocky shore. Magnolia was the first to hit dry land and shook the water from her hide so it fell over a great area from her red and black streaked hide. Zelestiana was the next to exit the river and her keen eyes scanned the area for anything on the Isle of Fyre. Zaan was soon on land and as thirsty, hungry, and tired as he was; he felt he was ready for anything. It was certainly a surprise that there was no army waiting for them, he thought, yet there were miles to go before they reached the volcano and the Devil King.

      Astor had laid out a plan for them and reluctantly they agreed as there weren’t many options in this uncertain land. They didn’t know how many they faced, or what obstacles lay ahead. They regrouped before they proceeded further inland.

      “Well, we made it,” Zaan said.

      Lily drank the last of the water from her canteen, “I wonder if we are the first ones to ever set foot here.”

      “I think it’s possible,” Gar said. “I just hope we live to tell the tale later.”

      “Yes, it’d make a tale most definitely,” Wollen said.

      “That’s the funny thing about quests, going through it is such a pain, only to have stories about it after,” Ezmerelda said. “I just wish we could all be here to fight.”

      “Yes, let this be for the one’s we’ve lost,” Astor said. “Yule, Gildur, Palanzal, Xersha, and all those fallen back at Barrier Cliff.”

      “May this be our greatest battle,” Gogenanth said. “I wish to repay spilt blood with spilt blood. End this cycle forever.”

      “This is the time,” Zelestiana said. “Everything we’ve ever lived for, everyone we’ve ever loved, and all those we’ve lost, this is for them.” Magnolia growled.

      “I hope we can make it back to the Odoline after all of this, I really don’t want to be stranded in this evil place,” Lily said.

      “We will,” Gar said, “after.”

      “Is everyone ready?” Zaan asked. One by one they nodded with determination and fearlessness. “Well, here goes nothing.” With that Zaan lead the march into the lands of the Isle of Fyre, directly towards the volcano at the center, hot lava erupting from high above.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Gray ash fell to the ground and floated lightly in the air. The sun had disappeared behind the thick clouds and heavy smoke from the volcano. On both sides of them were the high black peaks of the mountains and they’d begun to see figures on them. The creatures hid in the shadows, but didn’t climb down to meet them.

      “It’s like they want us to come in,” Gar said. “Should we be worried?”

      “Yes,” Zelestiana said. “It would appear we are expected.”

      “Not much further to go,” Astor said.

      As they continued their march straight towards the volcano, a seemingly never ending of the creatures appeared. They were mostly men and women, but scattered throughout were massively tall giants, screeching dragons, hissing long snakes, and wide ogres. They circled in behind the party as they continued on.

      “We’re surrounded,” Gar said. “This isn’t good.”

      “No, this isn’t good at all,” Ezmerelda said.

      “No turning back,” Zaan said. “We only go forward.”

      They kept walking and found that the closer they got to the volcano the more creatures surrounded them. Eventually, they found themselves outnumbered at least fifty to one, but they kept walking. Their target was not the hissing giant snakes, or the dragons flapping their torn wings, it was their king who was now in sight.

      Zaan’s eyes were laid heavily on him, high up on his throne. The Devil King’s eyes were hollow and dead like that of a snake’s. He was so focused on Armoz sitting upon his throne that it took him several minutes to notice those at the base of the volcano and the bottom of the stairway that lead up to him. Among the creatures and men covered in ash, there were three women. Zaan’s stomach ached as he looked into their eyes.

      At the center was Angela Dragus the Righteous, smiling with that evil smile. On her left was Tilda, her clothes tattered and her skin dark with soot, she looked as frail as Zaan had ever seen her. Her eyes were wet and spoke more to him than they ever had, they were asking for help. On the other side of Angela was Emilisa, Zaan’s long deceased sister, kneeling down. Her eyes were wet, yet they spoke a different emotion, asking for forgiveness.

      Feeling overcome with emotion Zaan fought between the strong feelings of hate and despair as Angela waved a dagger in front of Tilda’s neck. Standing above her she had her by the hair and Tilda was helpless with her hands tied behind her back. She had no weapon and even if she did there were snarling ogres on either side of them.

      They finally stopped their march standing in front of the volcano, and an amassed army before them. “Is it too late to turn around?” Gar asked, seeing they were outnumbered vastly and encircled.

      Zaan and Gogenanth stepped out from the group and they both held out their swords in front of them and dropped them to the ground. Leaving them behind, they walked forward straight into the army full of monsters and evil men. As they grew closer, and not slowing, the men looked up to the Devil King, who after a brief moment of contemplation, motioned with a slight movement of his hand and the army began to separate into two.

      Directly in front of him then, Zaan saw Angela Dragus the Righteous. He wanted nothing more than to send the entirety of the volcano onto her head as she waved the dagger in front of Tilda’s neck and a slow trickle of blood ran down from it.

      Zaan and Gogenanth stopped twenty paces before her and both looked up at Armoz. Zaan could feel the breath of the evil men at both sides of them. “Armoz,” he called up to the Devil King. “We’ve come far to meet with you.”

      “Zaan Talabard,” Armoz said from high up. His voice was heavy and echoed across the lands. “You have come far, yes, to die.” Armoz looked hard at Zaan and Gogenanth, “How foolish of you to meet me with no weapons, as if you wish for the quick release of death. Tell me, to what end are you here in my lands? You see my army stands all around you and you are in the middle of my continent. War is breaking out in your lands and your mother is ill. What do you hope to accomplish?”

      “We are here to seek vengeance for all of those lives you’ve destroyed and to end your reign as the sole god of this world,” Zaan said.

      “The Great Awakening is at hand,” Gogenanth said. “The Forgotten Gods are here, I can feel them. Ojiin will rise from this ash, and he will return to his former glory.”

      Armoz began a loud, slow laugh that shook the ground beneath them. “Your gods truly have brainwashed you. Blind faith truly is powerful and dangerous. Have you ever stopped to think of why I am the only god?”

      Zaan looked up at Armoz and then at Tilda and Gogenanth. “It doesn’t matter, all that matters is that this misery and death all end today.”

      “Do you truly believe that bringing back your gods will change anything? Why do think your world has seen peace for a thousand years?” Armoz said. “I am the reason.”

      “You speak lies,” Gogenanth said. “Every word from your mouth drips with deceit.”

      “I do not speak lies. When your god Ojiin was in power war was everywhere and where war lives, death thrives,” Armoz said.

      “There is nothing you can say that would change our mission,” Zaan said. “We will have our revenge.”

      “Faith, again, is indeed blinding,” Armoz said. “However, it matters not, as you said, this all ends today. The Azulūz will die today. After you are all gone I will send my dragons after Elindrill and with her dead the light of the Azulūz will be extinguished forever.” After saying that, Armoz arose from his throne on the volcano, hot lava flowing down both sides of him. Zaan and Gogenanth, seeing him for the first time, saw how tall and strong the god appeared. “Now, it is time to die.”

      “We are here to strike a bargain,” Zaan said and saw the surprise in Tilda’s eyes.

      “No, Zaan!” she cried out.

      He saw the pause in the Armoz’s face and confusion. “What do you have to barter with?” Armoz asked.

      “We offer you our service in exchange that you release Tilda and my sister and you stop the hunt, forever. You let them all live in peace and we are yours.”

      Armoz stood in silence for a moment and then sat back down on his throne. “Why wouldn’t I just kill you and take you anyway?”

      “You could, but we have something else you may want,” Zaan said. Armoz looking intriguingly at him. “I have an Adÿthyst stone.”

      Armoz stood back up abruptly, “Where?” he yelled and the ground shook violently beneath them. Rocks poured down the mountains at their sides, it was deafening.  “Where is the stone?”

      “It is hidden and you won’t find it, unless you release them first,” Zaan said.

      “Give me the stone you have no idea its power, it is not for meek mortals,” Armoz yelled, his eyes glowing in white hot flames.

      “First you release them!” Zaan yelled back.

      Armoz stood in fuming anger and Zaan saw Angela Dragus had dropped to a knee in fear. Dragons hissed on both sides of them. “It matters not,” he said. “Once you are all dead, I have no use of the Adÿthyst. Either give it to me now, or say goodbye to Tilda and your long-lost sister.”

      Zaan looked over at Gogenanth and they both smiled. “Ready?” Zaan said.

      Armoz looked puzzled, “What are you doing?” And with that, Armoz watched as Zaan disappeared and then Gogenanth. Then he looked down to see both Tilda and Emilisa vanished. He let out a yell in anger that caused the volcano overhead to erupt violently, spewing thick black clouds into the sky. Angela had to cover her ears and fell on the ground. Ogres, giants, men, and dragons all trembled in awe of the Devil King’s fury.

      His eyes were gushing with white flames and his golden gauntlet reached over for his sword. He looked back at the group to see Gogenanth, Tilda, and Emilisa were back within their ranks. Magnolia growled loudly as Armoz saw Zaan floating in the air above them, with a sword of blue fire in his hand.

      “You want war? You want death?” Zaan said. “Come get it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      Light rains began to patter the ground laden with ash and lightning could be seen in the distance. Tilda had returned to the group and was given back her sword and crossbow. She was still in shock from her detainment, but with the help of Gogenanth and Zelestiana’s Azulūz, was hidden and helped back to safety. Emilisa had gone with her and they were now standing next to Astor, who held onto her tightly. “Stay in close,” he whispered to her.

      Tilda’s mouth was agape as she watched Zaan floating high above, surrounded by wafts of brilliant blues and golds. In his hand was a magnificent sword of blue flame, something she’d never heard of or seen before.

      Gar leaned over to her and said, “Yeah, he just learned to do that.”

      Armoz was standing high up on the volcano in front of his throne embedded in the rock. He waved his broadsword of white, sharp metal and his minions stirred anxiously, waiting for his command. “Zaan, you have come to my land searching for retribution, but will find only more death. You offered your services to me, but in the end I will take them by force and I will torture your friends for any eternity. You will become my faithful servant in death and you will serve me well for another thousand years.”

      Zaan looked down at his friends who returned his gaze. They had their weapons ready in their hands and the look of readiness in their eyes. Tilda especially seemed full of rage with a thirst for vengeance. “Here we go, this is it!” And with that Zaan let out a mighty battle cry and with each of his hands motioned them over to the mountains at each side, and small rocks began to roll down each one.

      “Attack!” Armoz yelled, shaking the ground further. “Attack, my demons of death!” Waiting for his call the men, ogres, and trolls began a march towards Gogenanth and the rest, and the dragons flapped their wings to rise into the sky. The ground trembled under their feet as the great army of Armoz moved towards them like a heard of savage beasts. Angela Dragus sat behind, waiting, watching.

      Gogenanth and the others held their ground waiting for the advancing army from all sides. Zaan was focusing hard above and as his arms lowered, he brought down enormous amounts of heavy, jagged rock on each side, causing landslides to cascade down the mountains with thunderous rumbling. Many men looked behind them and in panic tried to run, but the sharp rock rolled down the cliffs and fell into the army of Armoz, crushing and killing scores on each side. It even felled a handful of ogres and two giants.

      The rest of the army, still stunned by the massive blow, looked at the chaos Zaan had caused and few noticed the small army of the Azulūz as it smashed into them. Gogenanth, Zelestiana, and Wollen were at the front of the attack, fighting straight towards Armoz. It was a wild frenzy of hacking and slashing. As the three slashed quickly and powerfully into the evil men and ogres Magnolia soared over them, crashing into a death dragon that was swooping down in at them.

      She fell onto the dragon. They writhed and clawed at one another viciously. Black blood spewed down the side of the dragon from the sharp, tearing claws of the Tangier. The dragon bit into her side with its sharp neck, and its long claws dug into her fur, but that made her fight even more furiously. With wild, mystical rage in the skirmish, she drove her antlers into its head and thrashed from side to side. The sharp, ivory antlers shredded the death dragon’s neck, nearly severing it in two.

      Then she stood back up and began to run through the ranks of the army, causing a bloody mess behind her as her piercing ivory antlers cut through them with ease. They cleaved off limbs and tore through flesh, leaving cries and screams in her footsteps. She surely is a menacing and magical weapon to have on our side. I fear we’d be lost without her, already. Go! Magnolia, go! Cause mayhem, let His army feel our wrath!

      In their confusion from the Tangier causing havoc behind them, Gogenanth cut many men in half with his crescent scimitar, Wollen battered them with his large sword, and Zelestiana cut throats and evaded many sharp weapons. The three fought like they’d been training their whole lives for this one moment. They weren’t left unscathed and un-battered however, Wollen took a menacing blow to the ribs by a giant hurling rocks into them, and he went down temporarily in pain.

      A lean man in dark armor and dirty garb made it past the three and ran at the others, his eyes were focused on Emilisa. Gar shuffled in front of the man, but it did not slow his approach, and he came down hard onto Gar, which met his sword with a loud clang. The man punched Gar squarely in the jaw and Gar seemed to be stunned by the blow, staggering back dazed. But instinctually from the Major’s guidance, spun and pulled out his dagger, sending it into the man’s side and up into his heart, and he fell in a mess of blood.

      Tilda shot at scores of men advancing behind them, with the aid of Astor’s quick bow as well. Ezmerelda fought with a wild, unconventional style of swordplay, but killed three men in only a few minutes. Lily stayed next to Emilisa in the center of their group, she had a sword in hand as Emilisa’s last defense.

      “Kill that beast!” Armoz yelled down as Magnolia ran through his ranks unleashing a slaughter like she was herself divine. She was killing dozens of his men as she roared and ripped them to pieces. A giant went to square off with her with its hulking arms and hefty spiked mace. Magnolia stopped and squared off against the giant and pounced. With a great leap she quickly jumped on him, slashing and biting ferociously, and the giant fell to the ground as he struggled to get a firm grip around her neck to squeeze the life from her. As the two fought, her snarling and it growling, a dragon swooped down in the pouring rain and dug its claws into her back. The dragon was long and red with yellow eyes. It was fast and tore into her as she fought the giant beneath her. Magnolia let out a loud growl and turned and thrust her sharp, ivory antlers up behind her, then moved her head back and forth slicing into the dragon’s decaying flesh. It screeched and howled and dug its claws further into her. Magnolia was in trouble.

      “Magnolia!” Lily yelled out, as she watched as another giant was running towards them.

      Zaan was busy overhead orchestrating a maelstrom of broken rock and debris that cut through their army, but it wasn’t enough, there were far too many.

      Gogenanth looked over at Lily as she yelled out to the Tangier, then went running to Magnolia’s aid, but was stopped as an ogre stood squarely in front of him, twice his height. It wielded one large, gnarled mace and a sword as thick as Gogenanth’s arm.

      “They’re coming in too fast,” Astor said from their backs. Zaan heard Astor yell out and looked down at his friends, who were about to be surrounded by the oncoming army. He turned in the air and with a motion of his hand he felt the presence of the fire around them. He let the smoke from the volcano enter his nostrils, and fill his lungs. He could feel the Azulūz washing over him and with a flicker of flame shooting through his sword, he shot a wall of fire down behind his friends, creating a firestorm the army dare not enter, or be incinerated by the blue flame that raged.

      Armoz watched this and for the first time witnessed the newfound power of Zaan. He looked down to Angela Dragus with his eyes engulfed in white flames. She smiled at him with a sinister grin. “I’ll kill them all for you, my lord,” she said, and began to walk towards the group, her dress flowed behind her on the wet ground and lightning crashed overhead.

      Astor and Tilda watched the high dancing flames behind them in awe. “Yes, Zaan,” Tilda said. The blue inferno roared and snapped and the army stood back from the immense heat on the other side of the fire’s reach.

      Astor turned his focus on the ogre fighting with Gogenanth, and Zelestiana had joined in to help her friend. Together they berated the ogre with vicious blows, one by one digging deeper into its thick skin. The ogre threw down the mace so as to try to get a firm grip on one of them, as to squeeze the air from their lungs. Astor fired arrows into its hideous head and neck, many ricocheted off its hide, but some dug their way in. With many cuts from their sharp swords and many arrows protruding from it, it fell to the ground with a thud and Zelestiana sunk her sword deep through its head leaving a mess of blood and brains on her sword.

      “Astor, Magnolia! Magnolia needs help!” Lily yelled from the back of the ranks standing next to Emilisa who was in shock. Astor paid attention then to the dire mess of the dragon upon her back with its claws firmly lodged into her and her blood flowing down her black and red stripes. With the two giants pounding her trying to grip the Tangier as she slashed and bit wildly trying to kill all three of them as they pummeled her. Her antlers glistened with red and black blood and she began to roar in pain and anguish.

      Gar let out a war cry and ran at them, bloody sword in hand, towards the Tangier in need. Gogenanth and Zelestiana ran up behind him. Astor shot his arrows methodically and with great accuracy, as to not hit Magnolia. The three of them crashed into the dragon, sending their swords into its back, Gar yelled with all his might as they tried to push the dragon off of her. They drove their swords into it with all their strength and it was just enough for it to release its claws from Magnolia’s back. Its attention was now on them. The Tangier pounced onto the other giant and crawled up him biting his neck and clawing at his back. The dragon unleashed its tail and hit Gar in the arm sending him rolling along the ground painfully.

      Magnolia, scrambling with the giants and having herself freed from the grip of the dragon unleashed the fury of her sharp antlers into the standing giant, tearing the flesh from his head and dropped him to the ground with a dull thud. She immediately dove them straight into the head and eyes of the downed giant, killing it instantly. She let out a vicious snarl and began to creep through the ranks of Armoz’s army, slashing men to pieces once again. Magnolia, yes go! Show them our fury! You truly are sent to us from Ojiin, we may yet win this war!

      Gogenanth, in his bloodthirsty rage, swung his scimitar into the dragon so wildly he was shocked when he found a swipe of it stop suddenly in a soft hand. He hadn’t noticed in his battle-state that Angela Dragus had walked up to him and took his scimitar firmly in hand.

      She raised her other hand up and it was engulfed in red flames. “Man of the Arr, it has been too long. I’m going to enjoy this!” As she said that, she shot the hot flames onto him, causing him to fall violently to the ground. The unnatural red flames engulfed him and burned his skin with the fires of a demon.

      Zelestiana, busy fighting the long dragon, looked over just as it happened. “Gogenanth, no!” She ran at Angela Dragus with a fury forged in hell. Zelestiana swung her sword into her, which Angela Dragus grabbed effortlessly and smiled at her.

      “You traitorous bitch!” Zelestiana spat at her. “How could you do this to your own? You used to be kind and caring. Now you an arm of the devil. I fully intend to rip that arm off!” With her fist balled up, struck Angela squarely in the face, nearly knocking her over. Angela turned and with a wave of her hand sent Zelestiana flying back to the ground. She laid in place with the wind knocked from her, but managed to get to a knee. She looked up to see Gogenanth rolling on the ground writhing in agony from the flames, but then the flames suddenly lifted from his body, floating up into the sky. As Zelestiana stood back up Zaan floated in angelically, the flames that had been burning their friend were rolling into his outstretched hand. He then floated down and landed right in front of Angela Dragus the Righteous.

      With the battle raging all around them she reached up and with unnatural speed and put her hand firmly around his neck. “Is this all you have, young Zaan? A handful of tricks and a few swords and sticks?” He gasped from the surprising strength in her hand. “I’m going to burn your pretty little eyes out like I did Gildur’s!”

      With quick reflex she had to let go of Zaan’s throat to stop a blade rushing towards her back, turning to see Gar at the other end of it. As fast as a thought, Zaan re-summoned the blue sword of fire and stabbed it towards Angela Dragus. She moved her hand down to grab it, as she’d done with so many blades before— but she was stunned to find the blade slice through her hand, and stuck into her side. Blood poured from it as she pulled her hand back and grasped the torn hand with her other.

      She let out a scream and as her dress turned to red fire both Zaan and Gar were pushed back to the ground. Dragons screeched overhead and the lightning grew louder and more frequent. “How dare you, you infidels. In my lord’s land, you try to fight me, the all-powerful sorceress of the Isle of Fyre?” she yelled with her dress alight and her eyes glowing a wicked red. She began to move the clouds in a circular pattern above, lightning cracked throughout, and she began to laugh as she flipped Gar’s sword over in her hand and held it up to his throat. Zaan used his Azulūz to try and keep the sword at bay, but she was too strong and the sword inched its way closer and closer to Gar’s throat. Zaan started to sweat.

      “You see what this is?” Angela yelled at Zaan in the swirling tempest around them. “This is going to be a bloodbath. You’ve come to a place so far from your home there was never any going back. Look at you with all your power you can’t stop me from killing your weak friend, right in front of you. Is this how you felt when Xelex killed your mentor? Your headmaster? You are as helpless as you were then. Once your friends are dead it’ll be just you and me and how I look forward to—”

      With a flash of lightning and the crack and boom of thunder, a sword came in through her back, protruding out of her stomach. Fresh, red blood flowed on the blade. Angela cried out as the blade was twisted from behind her.

      Angela looked behind her in surprise and turned to see the golden curls of a familiar face. Lily was holding the sword in both hands and released it as Angela slowly turned to face her, with blood running from her mouth. Lily stepped back and Zaan rushed up to her, shielding her from the witch. Angela, with shock in her eyes, began to stagger back towards the volcano and Armoz.

      “You— I should’ve killed you back then,” she said as she scrambled away. “I should’ve killed you when I had you.” Her voice trailed off as she slunk back into the army of men and shadow.

      Zaan immediately was attacked by more men from behind and went back to fighting with the rest of them. Gar ran over and helped Gogenanth to his feet, smoke rising from his burnt skin.

      “Keep fighting everyone!” Tilda yelled out and as she was out of bolts she dropped her crossbow to the ground and unsheathed her sword. “This is all or nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      Armoz, watching all of this from on the volcano, stood in the downpour of rain. It hissed as it fell onto the rushing lava on both sides of him. Angela Dragus the Righteous crawled up the long stair to his throne.

      “My lord, heal me. So, I may fight for you again, we are close to victory. Fix my wounds so I may return to the battle,” she cried. “We can defeat them together.”

      He looked down at her showing no emotion in his wrinkled white face and stiff black beard. “No.”

      “My lord, you must. You need my help to finish this,” she said, groveling at his feet.

      “I need nothing from no one,” he said as he walked past her down the stair leaving her to bleed on the steep, black volcano. He strode down slowly and heavily, she felt his mighty presence as he walked past. Each footstep made the stone crack beneath.

      He walked down the long stairs from his throne and Zaan looked up to see the Devil King as he approached, no doubt to join the battle. Zaan stood and he began to float back up into the air, but as he did Armoz spoke and Zaan stopped his ascension.

      “This ends, now,” Armoz said is his low, powerful voice. As he said that, the entire war halted instantly. “All kneel,” he said, as the rain suddenly stopped. All forcefully and without resistance dropped to both knees, including Zaan. He’s so strong, I’ve never felt a presence like his before. I’ve got to break free from his power somehow. I’ve got to do something or we’re powerless to stop him.

      Zaan fought as did the others, but the Devil King was too powerful. “I can’t break free.”

      “You say you have suffered losses because of me?” Armoz said as he walked through his ranks towards Zaan. “What of my losses? You have taken my warriors from me, Xelex, my knight . . . gone forever, burned up by your righteous flames. Riverend, killed by a woman with your Azulūz. Reizenthrōgz, my most prized murderer, now gone from me. Do I not deserve retribution?”

      He was now only paces away from Zaan, who looked up helplessly at his tall stature and powerful presence. “How many lives have you taken, demon? Hundreds, thousands?” Zaan said.

      “More than that over the years, but they were meager, pitiful beings,” Armoz said.

      “Are you calling Gildur meager? Are you calling Palanzal pitiful?” Zaan asked in anger. He managed to raise his arm just enough, focus his power with a fraction of his ability and hurled a boulder from the mountain towards Armoz. The Devil King looked at the rock hurtling towards him and scoffed. Without a single defensive maneuver the boulder crashed onto him shattering the rock to pieces. Zaan smiled and the others watched hopefully, but then their hopes faded as Armoz stood there, unscathed, with broken rock at his feet.

      “Yes, they were pitiful. You are all pitiful. But I can make you strong. Rise, Zaan Talabard,” he said, and without any ability to stop his movement, Zaan stood up at attention. “This fight is over, you all have no powers over me here. I am a god, I am the god. I am the only god and once you are all dead and gone there will be no more fighting, no more war, only servitude and allegiance to me.” Armoz’s eyes burned bright.

      “You’re wrong about that, Armoz,” a woman’s voice yelled from behind Zaan. He turned his head to look back at her. No, Tilda, this is my fight now.

      “Is that so, and what are any of you able to do to stop me?” Armoz said. “Your Order is nearing extinction, and I’m more powerful than ever with the Azulūz almost fully extinguished.”

      “You’re wrong because you don’t know where real strength comes from,” Tilda said. Zaan looked back to see her kneeling, with her head up facing Armoz, her hair whipping in the strong winds. Tilda, stop, it has to be me he’s focused on. “All you focus on is your own power and greed. You don’t know the power that bonds people together, the bonds that make normal people do extraordinary things, the bonds that make people travel to the other end of the world to fight a god.”

      “You speak of friendship and love, I take it. How sentimental of you. These are things I don’t need. They are not power, or strength. They are weaknesses, hindrances to the truly strong. I have no use for such mortal emotions. True power lies in tyranny, brutal unrelenting tyranny. That is why your lands of Essill have remained war-free, because I made it that way.”

      “No, Essill is at peace because of the people,” Tilda yelled out.

      “Tilda, stop,” Zaan said. “He won’t listen to reason.”

      “I’m not trying to reason with you Armoz,” Tilda said. “I’m calling you out for being a coward.”

      Zaan looked back to see Armoz’s eyes light bright white with flame and his shoulders shifted. He hefted his sword to his side.

      “What did you say, girl?” Armoz said. His sword flashed in the crashing lightning.

      “I called you a coward!”

      Tilda, don’t do this. I know what you’re trying to do, throw him off guard, loosen his hold on us, but I still can’t move. “Tilda, stop! Armoz, come after me!” Zaan yelled. “I’m the one you want!”

      “You’re a full-fledged coward who sent out one of our own, who you stole, after us: Angela Dragus she was one of us,” she said. “You sent your Crooked Knight, your best champion after us. You sent a terrible, deadly ogre out. You send the damned Dragons of Riverend. And you know what? We beat them all!”

      Armoz’s eyes flared and he took a long stride forward, his long black cape flowed in the gusting winds behind him. His golden gauntlets tipped with dragon claws gripped his great sword tightly. His black crown shimmered with white jewels. His temper was raging.

      “Tilda, stop,” Zaan said. “Armoz, here, come here! Look at me!” Zaan began to panic, watching the Devil King walk towards Tilda, who was helpless kneeling on the cold stone. He focused all of his Azulūz, and with all his might, began hurtling boulders at Armoz, who walked on unfazed by the crashing stone. They shattered around him like sticks. He threw more, bigger boulders at him that battered Armoz, but did not stop his march. Zaan sent a great wave of blasting fire onto the Devil King. That’s got to do it, you have to burn, you have to stop. The fire washed over him, but Armoz didn’t flinch or burn. Please stop. Please.

      “You’re a coward, because you never, in one-thousand years, ever came after anyone yourself,” Tilda said, tears coming to her eyes. “You know what Zaan did? He fought all your servants and he came to a land he knew nothing about. He came here to fight a god with his own bare hands and you know what he has most of all that you’ll never have?”

      Tilda, please stop, please run. Do something. Run!

      “Zaan has courage, we all have courage—” she said. “The courage to stand up to cowards like you who hide up on your thrones thinking you are in charge. I’ve got news for you Armoz, Zaan’s going to stop you this night. This night, the great coward Armoz, is going to die.”

      “Argh!” Armoz let out a burst of power and a black smoke billowed from him as he lifted his great sword above his head, high above Tilda. A shadow crept onto her as the Devil King loomed over her, his sword flashing in the blinding flashes of lightning all around them.

      Zaan, with all his might tried to push his hand into his pocket. The Adÿthyst, I need the Adÿthyst right now! His fingers slowly strained further, fighting against the paralyzing power of Armoz. His fingers fought slowly, further down into his linen pocket. He watched as the world slowed around him. His fingers were strained and shaking. I almost have it, a little more. Just a little further! The shadow over Tilda grew larger as the white sword of Armoz hovered higher over Tilda, tears streaming down her cheeks. Get the Adÿthyst, it’s the only way! There it is, I can feel it, it’s right there at the tips of my fingers. Get it, it has to be now Zaan! The sword crashed down, onto the woman he met in the fiery furnaces of Gildur’s Armory so long ago. The woman who helped saved him when he was sick and dying. The woman he was destined to be with forever.

      “Tilda!” Zaan screamed.

      “Zaan—” Tilda replied. “—I love you.” She was choking up and struggling to speak, her eyes were wet with tears, but her lips didn’t quiver. A bead of blood rolled out of her mouth and down her chin.

      Zaan forced his hand further down into his pocket with all of his strength and will. As Zaan’s fingers wrapped themselves around the Adÿthyst stone he realized he was too late.

      “No!” Zaan yelled out. “Tilda! Don’t leave me, you can’t leave me!”

      Armoz’s removed the sword from her and held it wide at his side. Her face was distraught and she had a look of terror and pain in her eyes, a look that pierced Zaan’s soul.

      “Tilda, no! Tilda—”

      “Zaan— goodbye . . .” Tilda said with a faint breath and she fell to the cold, wet stone.

      “No!” Zaan screamed. “No! Not her! Not her! Not after all of this!”

      “Who is the coward again?” Armoz said and laughed.

      Tears streamed down Zaan’s face and he clutched the red stone in his palm. The blood coursing through his veins gave him a strength he never felt before. He looked up into Armoz’s eyes, as the Devil King laughed over Tilda’s body.

      “Is that it? Is that the strength of your force? Ha, ha,” Armoz gawked. “Is that all you have to threaten me with? Words?”

      Zaan watched as a small red speck began to float in the rain and sky, it twirled down like a feather on the breeze.

      “Don’t fear for her loss,” Armoz said. “You will all be joining her soon.”

      Zaan’s eyes followed the red in the sky. What is that? He watched as it drifted through the sky like a feather in the breeze. Is that a— bird?

      Suddenly, the bird shot in like a hawk directly at Armoz who didn’t see it coming, as it came from directly above.

      “A blooklark,” Zaan said.

      The bloodlark ripped at Armoz’s eyes and face. Armoz didn’t move immediately, but then began to swat at the red owl with its long feathers scratching and clawing.

      Zaan sensed the Devil King’s hold release from him for only a couple of moments, but that was all the time he needed. He felt the stone firmly in his hand and he rushed it out of his pocket. As he raised the stone up towards him and he placed the stone in his mouth onto his tongue, towards the back of his throat and swallowed the stone whole.

      Armoz’s eyes shot directly at Zaan that moment, and he gave the first worried look Zaan had seen. “What did you do?” Armoz said. “What did you just do?”

      Zaan began to cough and he fell down onto his hands. He looked down at his arms to see the veins in them glowing with a dim, white light.

      “What have you done?” Armoz yelled.

      “Leveling the playing field,” Zaan said, and with that there was a bright white, blinding explosion that shot out from Zaan. It was so powerful it stopped the rain, silenced the thunder, and made even the lightning flee.
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      The light dimmed and all were in awe of the explosion, including Armoz, who Zaan saw had been knocked back and was laying on the ground.

      “Zaan,” Lily yelled out. “What did you do?”

      Zaan stood slowly, powerfully, with a white smoke rising from him. He lifted his right arm up into the air and he looked up to the sky. A lightning bolt shot into his hand. It was blinding on the battlefield, and all watched as he did this. The lightning itself is at my disposal now.

      Once the light faded Zaan had a glowing white longsword that burned in blue flames. He dropped it and held it out before Armoz, who had risen and was the only other standing in the Isle of Fyre.

      “This ends here and now,” Zaan said.

      “Ha,” Armoz spat. “You have no power over me, consuming an Adÿthyst doesn’t make you a god, only surviving me makes you a god. That is why I am the only one left. I’m the strongest, the unbeaten, the one and only.”

      In the biting rain and with the swirling tempest around them, Zaan held out the sword before him and with a thud like booming thunder he struck it to the ground. With another bright pulse of blinding light, Zaan had transformed himself into a being of brilliant light. He looked down to see his hair had grown long again, past his shoulders, he seemed to be have grown a foot taller. Strands of glowing lightning danced around the armor he now wore. It was a royal armor of gold with blue accents on its tips and a majestic flowing white cape with gold embroidery. I am now a god, I can feel the divinity coursing through my veins. All is clear now.

      “Get everyone away from here,” Zaan said to Lily who stood with the others. Zelestiana and Gar began to help Gogenanth away. The others seemed to be in shock at the sight of Zaan. Magnolia crept quietly behind Zaan, ready for battle with Armoz she let out a vicious roar.

      Armoz waved his great white broadsword before him. “You have no chance against me, but I will give you this one opportunity; join me and we will reign together for an eternity. We will be the most powerful beings, united.”

      Magnolia growled ferociously again. “You killed my friends,” Zaan said. “Xersha . . . Gildur . . . Soldiers, women, children . . . Palanzal . . . Countless others over the millennium, and now— you killed her . . . you killed Tilda.” He took a step toward Armoz. “You bring nothing but death and sorrow. Never again!” His voice echoed throughout the land. “Now I see what you truly are Armoz. Now I see, you’re nothing but a trickster and a fraud. Tilda was right about you. You are a coward. Without your powers you are nothing but a shell, a worm.”

      Zaan reached and held his new white sword of blue fire up into the air and lightning shot into it. “This is for them!” He held the sword out at Armoz, and thrust a bolt of lightning into him. The air shook and deafening thunder was unleashed.

      Armoz held out an outstretched hand and the lightning shot into it and although he absorbed much of it, it still knocked him back. His long black leather cape caught fire from the power and heat of the lightning strike. He took it from over his head and threw it to the ground. “You choose exile then? So be it. You may join your precious gods you wished to release so badly.”

      Armoz held his sword before him in both hands and it glowed white with a swirling black smoke around it then it began to glow bright, crimson-red. His eyes flamed up and he charged at Zaan. He took long solid strides towards him. With a massive arc of his sword he brought it down onto Zaan’s sword. Red sparks fell on him like that of a hammer hitting an anvil in a forge.

      Magnolia roared and jumped on his back, clawing and biting wildly. However, as much as she tore at him, she did not cause a single wound on him and with a swift motion, he threw her to the ground, where she landed hard on the jagged ground and let out a cry of great agony.

      Zaan lashed out with his sword with his mind full of rage. The two swords clashed, each time they struck one another the ground shook and all watched the greatest battle of their age.

      “What do we do?” Gar asked as they watched from a short distance away. They were all still surrounded by the creatures, but they all only watched the battle at hand.

      “I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” Lily said.

      “This is their fight,” Gogenanth said.

      “The great battle of our time,” Zelestiana said. “Everything comes down to this one fight.”

      Armoz in a heavy rage hit down hard with his sword glowing blood-red. Zaan blocked it again and white and red sparks flew. Again, Armoz hit down on him and he blocked, a rage growing inside of him. These were blows that shook the ground beneath them all and Zaan seemed to struggle to keep Armoz’s sword at bay.

      Zaan looked down at the ground before them as it was beginning to splinter and crack apart. The Aterax was getting stronger, the biting winds raged through more fiercely, the lightning burned the rocks around them, and the booming thunder grew deafening.

      Zaan could feel their battle was a stalemate, both having the same power and strength. Magnolia got back up and jumped on Armoz’s back again, biting and clawing, yet he threw her back down to the ground. Instead of crying out she leapt over and began to tear through a group of large, slithering black snakes that were gathering behind Gogenanth as he lay burning on the ground. Quickly the fighting erupted again and a group of men began to run at Lily and the others.

      Looking over, Zaan thrust out his hand and sent out a wall of fire to engulf the men in the flame.

      “Armoz,” Zaan said as he exchanged mighty blows with him. “This is foolish, just release the others. Let the gods awaken, it’s time for a new age. This is foolish, we can’t defeat one another. I can feel it. We are not designed to kill one another.”

      “You are right about that, young Zaan. We cannot kill our own, but I surely can beat you down until you are a bloody mess!” He landed a great blow onto Zaan then which made him drop to a knee from its force. Sparks fell to the ground all around him. “You see, Zaan, the thing about immortality is you grow wise throughout all the years. You see the world for what is really, truly is. It is a place where fear rules best. These mortals, with their brief lifetimes and tendencies towards affection, they need a ruler like me. Someone to show them that the world is strong, show them that there is a path, a path through me, a path that can and must, be followed. The only way in the world is through me, Armoz, the one true god.”

      He pressed down hard onto Zaan, cracking the ground beneath his knee even more. As he pushed down his sword onto Zaan’s with one hand, he raised the other directly at Zaan ‘s friends. A burst of flames shot out from his outstretched hand headed straight at them. Zaan looked over to see a ring of fire encircling them, a ring of immense heat, that the Devil King was tightening around them.

      “Zaan,” Lily said. “Help us, it’s getting too hot and it’s getting smaller!”

      Zaan tried to dispel the Devil King’s magic and absorb the ring of fire, but he couldn’t. He was unable to stop the closing ring of death surrounding his friends.

      “Help us Zaan,” Gar yelled out. “It’s getting closer, the heat is too much to bear!”

      “Help me, brother. I don’t want to die again,” Emilisa cried.

      “No more—” Zaan whispered. “No more.”

      Zaan looked up to the sky above and saw a bright burst of lightning strike directly into him. “No more!” The explosion coursed into Zaan’s body. He could feel the electricity, the immense power. He watched as Armoz’s eyes burn as he focused and lavished in Zaan’s friend’s misery. He enjoyed tormenting Zaan, reveled in killing his friends.

      With all his strength Zaan began to stand from his knee. The two swords shook as they pressed into one another. There was a hot energy coming from the friction they caused. Armoz shot his gaze back to Zaan.

      “What are you doing?” Armoz said. “Just die already.”

      Zaan felt the energy pulsing through his arms and legs like there was lightning imbued in his skin, his muscles, his bones. He kept rising, he was soon fully upright, pressing his sword on Armoz. Zaan had so much strength in him Armoz pulled back his hand creating the ring of fire and grabbed the hilt of his sword with both hands.

      “You can’t defeat me, Zaan, no one can!” The swords vibrated and shook. Zaan pressed down on Armoz then and his golden gauntlets began to shake.

      “You’re wrong about that,” Zaan said. “I will show you defeat. You’ll see what the face of revenge looks like.”

      Zaan slid his sword out from the stalemate and spun. Armoz’s sword went falling to the hard stone and Zaan’s went spinning through the air behind him. It shimmered in electric light as it soared above him and as Zaan turned his body to look down at Armoz, he sent the sword singing down into him.

      The sharp sword was too strong, too quick for Armoz—it slices down in between his neck and shoulder. A black mist spewed out from the wound and Armoz let out a cough like an old man. He fell to his side gripping the wound and dropped his sword. It landed with sharp clangs on the rock.

      Zaan watched as he fell, his crown toppled from his head. It rolled down the wet stone, clacking as it did so. Zaan watched as the black mist turn to black smoke as it rose from Armoz’s wound and his sighs turned to curses. Spit flew from his lips as he writhed in pain.

      The crown came to a stop when a foot gently stepped onto it and slender fingers lifted it from the ground. Zelestiana brought it up to her eye level, looking into the white gems that decorated the slick, black crown. “The crown of the Devil King.”

      Lily and Astor ran over to Tilda, and wrapped her in their arms.

      Zaan looked down at Armoz, bellowing moans and curses. A hatred formed in him, like he’d never felt before. I’ve killed the Great Northern Ogre, who killed my friend. I killed Xelex, who killed my friend. I’ve killed man and beast, all because of this god that grovels at the ground now before me. I know the way of things now, I can feel it inside of me, it’s like an inherited knowledge from the Adÿthyst. I don’t want his knowledge, I don’t want this power. I didn’t want to be a savior, I didn’t want to become immortal. I just want her back, I want Tilda to see this with me. I want her to see him cry out in pain. I want her to see him bleed. I wanted to spend my life with her. “And you took that all away from me.”

      “What?” Armoz managed to say through his pain.

      “You took her and you would’ve killed me and my friends, had you the chance. I know now the way of the gods, Armoz. I can see things now, it’s not that my eyes were closed before, but now, with new eyes, I can finally see.”

      “What can you see, you heretic?” Armoz spat.

      “I can see into you. I know who you are, who you were. Most of all, I can see your fear.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Armoz said. “Do your worst! You know you can’t kill me.”

      “I didn’t say you were afraid of me— you’re afraid of them.” With that Zaan pulled his sword from Armoz’s wound and held it up to the sky once more in the swirling storm of the Aterax, and lightning entered the blade once again. It hissed as the blade glowed with white flame. Zaan held the sword at Armoz.

      “Go ahead, you know you can’t kill me, do your worst,” Armoz said.

      Zaan slowly moved the sword from Armoz, and he pointed it over at the volcano with the throne of Armoz.

      “What’re you doing Zaan? You don’t know what you’re doing. You can’t. You can’t!”

      With a burst of energy Zaan let forth a lightning bolt that zipped through the air and tore into the rock and lava. It cracked the volcano violently and Zaan led the lightning down the front of it, ripping the throne into pieces. Sparks flew from where the lightning tore it and he let the lightning consume the volcano until it was unrecognizable. The insides of it boomed and erupted into the air, jetting out massive plumes of black smoldering smoke and ash.

      “What have you done, Zaan? What have you done?” Armoz said, as he fell back onto the wet stone in the falling rain and ash. “What have you done . . .”

      “What have I done?” Zaan asked. “What have I done? I’ve just ended . . . The Age of Armoz.”

      Zaan looked up at the great gash in the volcano’s front to see a golden glow emerging from it. The glow exited the insides of the eruption and strode down its broken surface like an angel descending a dark sky. As the light grew closer the army of Armoz separated their ranks, creating a path for the light to continue towards Zaan and Armoz.

      The light dimmed and Zaan saw a figure of long flowing silver hair with a magnificently lit golden crown. He walked on the flowing hot lava and broken volcano. To his sides were two women and a man, all engulfed in divine grandeur. Each was strong and tall, with flowing pure-white robes and golden armor. They all firmly held a weapon in each hand.

      Armoz let out a roar of pain and coughed. “Attack my minions! Attack now for your king!” Zaan watched as the army didn’t move, but only looked at the coming figures in awe and terror. “What are you waiting for? Fight! Fight for your god, you cowards.” Unheeding, the hundreds of creatures quickly began to disperse back up into the dark mountains. Armoz’s head sank back down as he watched his forces cower and flee.

      Zaan knelt and bowed his head. “Great Ojiin, welcome back.”

      With a voice that shook the lands, Ojiin spoke, “Surrender Armoz, your reign is over. The true gods have returned.”

      “It’s over,” Zaan said.

      Zaan noticed Zelestiana running over past Lily and Astor and she put her boot firmly onto Angela Dragus’ back, as if she was trying to claw herself away from the battle. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Armoz looked up at Ojiin whose eyes were pure blue like the heavens. “No, it can’t be. I’m the strongest. I’m the one true god. I’m to protect this world from you— from you all! No one else understands that there is no saving this world. The only redemption is to let the world live without the reign of gods. That is the only way. If you return now, there will only be more death, more enslavement, and more sadness.”

      The other gods looked at each other, “For your treason,” one of the female gods said. “You are sentenced to exile, such as you put us through.”

      “No!” Armoz yelled and tried to pick back up his sword. “No!”

      Ojiin lifted his foot and stepped his golden boot down onto Armoz’s sword, shattering it. He reached down and grabbed Armoz by the beard and brought him up to his eyeline, Armoz winced in agony. “You are hereby sentenced to a thousand years in solitude,” Ojiin said calmly. “You are to go to a land where the sun nor the moon will shine on you again. This is your punishment for your treason and your deceit.”

      “No, you can’t!” Armoz cried. “No!”

      With a flash of bright white light, Ojiin lifted Armoz up above him, like he was as heavy as the air itself, and Ojiin released his hold on him. Armoz floated up slightly into the sky, slowly and steadily.

      “You, Armoz,” Ojiin said. “Once our kin, once our family, are banished.”

      Zaan watched as Armoz disappeared. There was no bright white light, no smoke, no explosion. He simply was gone and the battle was over. Zaan dropped his sword and ran over to where Tilda lay with Lily and Astor sitting beside her, both weeping.

      “Tilda,” Zaan said. He put his arm behind her and sat her up. Her body was limp and her eyes closed. He let his fingers glide down her cheek still wet from her tears. “Don’t leave me, Tilda. I need you. Please don’t go.” He felt the tears well in his own eyes, and he let his hand fall down to her torso, and the wound in her stomach.

      “She died trying to save us,” Astor said through his tears. Lily sank her sobbing head into his chest. “She— she was a hero.”

      “Tilda, my sweet Tilda,” Zaan said. “You cared for me when there was no one else. You are the reason I’m still alive. You’ve come with us to this hell and now you’re gone.” He pulled up his hand to see it covered in her blood. “You were the best of us, you didn’t deserve this. You didn’t deserve to die.” Zaan cried, sobbing into her.

      Lily stood and walked over to him and wrapped her arms around him, just letting Zaan cry. She didn’t say anything, she only comforted him the best she could. “It’s so unfair!” Zaan yelled. “It should have been me, it should have been me!”

      “It’s okay, Zaan,” Lily whispered. “She sacrificed herself so you could kill him. This is what she wanted.”

      “She was always so stubborn, I’m going to miss her so much,” Zaan cried.

      Lily wrapped her arms around him, “It’s okay, Zaan. It’s going to be all right. Let it out.”

      Ezmerelda helped Gogenanth over, still badly injured, and she laid him next to their fallen friend. Through foggy eyes, Gogenanth laid his hand on Tilda’s hand. “Farewell my friend, may your tortured soul find its way into the arms of Ojiin. I’m going to miss you dearly; may you find peace in the next life and one day may we see each other again.”

      Astor walked over and put his hand on top of Gogenanth’s hand, that still lay on hers. “May we see each other again.”

      Zelestiana came over and lay her hand on Astor’s. “Farewell friend. You fought well and you found an honorable soldier’s death.” Her voice trembled as she said this and tears rolled down her face. “May we see each other again. Rest now, my friend.”

      Ezmerelda laid her hand on Zelestiana’s. “May we see each other again.”

      Lily laid her hand on Zelestiana’s. “Tilda, you were not only my friend, you were like a mother to me. I’m going to miss you greatly. Farewell, rest in peace now. May we see each other again.”

      Wollen stepped over and laid his hand on Lily’s. “You were ferocious and beautiful. The world will never see another like you and it’s a sadder place because of it. May we see each other again.

      Zaan, still full of grief, laid his hand onto Wollen’s. “I’ll think of you every day until the day I die. May your soul be at peace. We did it, Tilda. We released the gods. I wish you could see them, they’re beautiful. We did it. You were so strong, so brave, and now I’ll never see you again.” Zaan hung his head.

      “She would be so proud of you right now, Zaan,” Ezmerelda said. “You saved us all.”

      Zaan continued to cry. “You saved us, Zaan,” Lily said.

      Zaan lifted his head to see the gods were standing over them, watching them huddled around the body of their lost friend. “Can you save her?” Zaan asked Ojiin, with his divine, kind eyes.

      “No,” Ojiin said. “That is not a power we possess. Armoz was the only one with that capability.”

      “Well, bring him back. Make him do it!” Zaan yelled up at him.

      “We are saddened by your loss, we know Tilda,” the female god said next to Ojiin. “She was a great warrior for us, she will be missed and we will remember her.”

      The storm began to fade and the rains slowed to a drizzle as the group of friends sat around Tilda Hildenbred the Tangier, fallen warrior of the Order of the Azulūz.

      “I loved you too,” Zaan whispered into her ear.
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      The downpour of rain ceased with the vanishing lightning storm and the Aterax was over. Zaan and the others stood and there before Zaan was the Great God Ojiin. He held an angelic glow around him and his crown shined like a brilliant golden sun.

      Zelestiana walked over to the Great God Ojiin and knelt, “Ojiin, Father, welcome back to the realm of men and women.” He nodded and placed his hand on her head.

      “Thank you, my child,” he said in a low, warm voice.

      Emilisa timidly walked towards Zaan, “I’ve missed you oh so much.” She wrapped her arms around him cried into his shoulder and he cried back into hers.

      “It’s over, you’re going to come home with me,” he said. I can’t believe that she’s still alive, Emilisa, after all these years is still alive, and she looks the same she did the day she was lost from us. “I’m never going to let you go again,” he said looking into her eyes. “You hear me? You’re going home.”

      “What are we to do with the creatures in this land?” the other male god asked Ojiin.

      “They will be spared and set free to roam these lands,” he said. “These creatures were all created by evil, but we will let them decide their own fates, segregated from the rest of the world.”
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      Traveling at great speed through the tall dense trees, they made two days’ time in only a matter of hours. With Ojiin at the lead and the group asleep in the wagon, they passed through the mountains in even less time. And as they crossed the frozen lake in the starlight, Zaan looked for the pair of eyes reflecting in the distance, but couldn’t find them.

      They were soon at the shore and the yells of sailors were heard as they approached. The wagon stopped and they went out to meet Captain Rose, now recovered, and glad to see them alive and well.

      “Just in time, eh. Like to keep things close, huh?” she said. “Who might your new tall friends be?”

      “That’s a long story,” Astor said. “Let’s just say things are going to be a little different back home when we return.”

      “Let’s get a move on, now,” Captain Rose said. “The crew’s been itching to get off this rock for some time now. What did you figure about the Tangier, is she staying or going? We couldn’t find enough food for her.”

      “We won’t be taking her on your ship,” Lily said.

      Ojiin lifted his hands and closed his eyes, searching the area out in the sea, “I know you’re out there somewhere. It has been one thousand years— Where are you . . .? There you are.” A rumbling of rock like an avalanche was heard and two jutting rocks from the sea, split, cracked, and broke. They all stood in awe as the massive ship three times the size of the Odoline appeared in the sea. The sailors gasped at the sight of it. It was a great ship of a dark, almost black, wood. Decorated with gold-plate metal and sails of pure white, it was a masterpiece, as if never having been touch by sea water.

      “It’s beautiful,” the captain said.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening under the star-filled sky, Zaan found his heart was hurting from the painful loss of Tilda. He wished she was there at his side to bask in the glory of victory and their newfound freedom from Armoz’s blight. To his left he looked over to see his sister sleeping, illuminated in the moonlight, still the same age as when she’d left him years ago.

      He looked over at the great Tangier slumbering on the ship’s dock and Lily was leaning over the railing, looking out over the rolling waves as the two ships rushed through the cold waters. Quietly, not to wake them, he stood and walked over to Lily. He hung his elbows over the railing of the ship and he noticed he had to look further down onto her as he’d grown tall.

      “Can’t sleep?” he asked.

      “There’s much on my mind, we’ve lost so many,” she said.

      “Yes, we have. Haven’t we?”

      “Why’d you do it?” she asked. “There had to have been another way.”

      “There was no other way,” he said. “Tilda realized that at the end. She’s the one who had the courage to give me the time I needed to do what needed to be done.”

      “What— What are you feeling now, Zaan?”

      “I feel . . . I feel unafraid like I never have before. I can see things that didn’t exist before. There are things around us that are happening in every fraction of a moment that are as beautiful as a light rain, or a flowing brook. I wish you could see them Lily, it’s all really quite exquisite.”

      “Do you think you’ll be able to live a life? Or do you—?

      “Do I what?”

      “How do you feel about the power inside of you?” she asked. “The thing that so many before have killed for before you, is inside of you. It’s a part of you forever.”

      Zaan looked out over the waters glimmering in the moonlight. “It’s— there. I can feel it. It's deep inside of me, but faint like a dandelion brushing against your ear. I don’t know if I’ll be able to live a normal life, but I want to try. I want to be with my family, my friends, and you.”

      Lily wrapped her arm around Zaan’s arm. “This isn’t the end, Zaan. It’s a new beginning for everything. Now that we aren’t being hunted anymore, we are safe. We don’t have to run. We don’t have to hide, we can just . . . live.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days into sea they held Tilda’s funeral. It was as sad and melancholy as any of them had experienced. The seas were calm and the sun hid casually behind the soft, white clouds. A smooth breeze floated by and the four gods watched from the stern of the ship.

      Zaan looked down on Tilda’s pale face as she lay next to the side of the ship. Every friend and sailor looked down at the fallen hero and friend. Too many funerals, too many friends lost. Perhaps there’s a chance for us all to be happy now, to be safe where we wish and to be with who makes us feel safest.

      “We mourn the passing of our friend,” Captain Rose said. “And we mourn the loss of a great warrior. Tilda Hildenbred showed us the true meaning of courage and paid the greatest price any of us can pay.” Zaan began to hear sniffles and sobbing around them. He was saddened to see Zelestiana with tears running down her cheeks, even Gogenanth’s lip was quivering. “We will miss her passion, her determination, her compassion, and her laughter. She has changed this world, possibly forever. Songs will be sung of her sacrifice and valor long after we are dust.” Captain Rose paused. “Let’s have a moment of silence for the dead.”

      They all stood there in silence listening to the wind as it wafted across the strong sails above. Zaan looked at Tilda’s face. This is it. This will be the last time I see her. I’m sorry Tilda. I’m sorry I wasn’t stronger for you. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you. We could’ve been together here, enjoying our victory together. Instead, I’m here alone watching you as you are about to sink to the cold depths of the sea. In all my life, I never met anyone quite like you. I remember your laugh the first time I heard it. I remember your smile and that time we played Zantzi and you fell on top of me. I can still recall the smell of your hair. And now, here I am with the power of the gods, and I’m helpless as I’m about to watch you fall away from me forever. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’ll think of you always. When you told me you loved me, I hope you could feel me saying it back to you. Goodbye, Tilda.”

      Zaan felt his heart sink as he watched her fall overboard into the biting cold waters below. Her golden braids glowed from the sunlight as the danced around her face as her body floated down into the sea. Lily sobbed uncontrollably and sank her head into Zaan’s arm.

      “I’m going to miss her so much,” Lily said.

      “Me too, Lily. Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      They crossed the Rion Sea in half the time as it took them to get to Sarcasus. The Aterax only struck twice during that trip and just as Ojiin said the Aiges was unscathed. The Odoline took punishment, her sails in disrepair, and her masts broken and battered. She was hauled back the remainder of the way by the Aiges’ unscathed sails.

      All their party stood at the bow of the ship watching the tall cliffs of Essill’s northern shore at it came into sight. It warmed Zaan’s heart to see his home again, “You’re going to see our family again, Emilisa.” She smiled wide up at him.

      “Aye, that’s a damned pretty sight for sore eyes,” Wollen said.

      “We’ll have some tales people won’t believe,” Ezmerelda said.

      “Oh, I think they’ll believe us when they see who we brought back with us,” Astor said. “I’m interested to see how the kings and queens take to seeing the Old Gods back.”

      “King Asil’s laws of forbidding all religion are about to be revoked,” Gar said. “No doubt about that.”

      Ojiin appeared suddenly next to them. “Praying in our names was punishable?”

      “Yes, Ojiin,” Lily said. “Practice of religion was punishable by death.”

      Ojiin’s eyes flared up. “What kind of world have they created without us?”

      “It’s actually pretty nice,” Gar said. “Well, at least until all the Azulūz stuff started and being hunted and running around the countryside. And then we had to fight dragons and go to . . .” Lily elbowed him in the side, and Gar stopped talking, embarrassed.

      Within a couple of hours, Zaan stepped onto dry ground and watched Gogenanth as he kissed the grass as soon as he reached it from the sandy beach before Barrier Cliff. Many days had passed since the battle with Armoz and as happy as he was to be back at the fortress, all he wanted was to make it back home and take care of his sick mother, if she was still alive.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Lily said. “But first let’s get a good night’s sleep and we’ll leave in the morning.” He agreed, and they all looked over at the four gods.

      “Do you know of my mother’s illness?” Zaan asked. “I’m not able to see that distance.”

      “No,” Ojiin said. “I am unaware.”

      “Are you coming with us towards Auracity and my hometown?” Zaan asked the gods.

      “No. We are off to Vallenhalen,” Ojiin said. “There are some things we need to care for there. After, meet us in Auracity and claim your rewards.” The turned and started off southeast. Their glimmering armor and cloaks moved majestically in the wind.

      “Good luck,” Ezmerelda said to the gods as they walked off together. Gogenanth gave her an embarrassed look. “Oh yeah . . . They’re gods.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of rotting flesh and death hung heavy in the air, and screams rang out through the clashing of swords hitting shields and armor. High up on the hill overlooking the plains and the vast, monumental sweeping bridges, King Hollon watched his troops battling with the infantry of Vallenhalen. He was content with their progress as they had nearly breached the castle’s high walls.

      On the other end of the battle watched Queen Brie from the high tower of the House of the Publica and Excise, beside her stood her advisors, as well as Presidix Evilen Rin. Both were determined to win the battle, but already were mourning the countless fallen on the battle field. The war had been going on for a full week and the army of Auracity was indeed almost within the walls of the city.

      “Once they are in the city we are going to begin to have civilian casualties,” one of the advisors told Queen Brie.

      “Well we need to keep them at bay then, don’t we?” she replied.

      “We don’t have the men, or the weapons, to hold them back forever,” Presidix Rin said. “They’ve been preparing for this for many months in secret. Their swords and spears are harder and sharper. The armor is new and unscathed. If something doesn’t give soon, I fear we may have to flee.”

      “I will not desert my city, flee if you wish, but I am no coward,” the queen said. “What options do we have?” she asked her advisors.

      “We have archers on the walls still, but with great risk of hitting our own,” one said.

      “And we have six dozen infantry on the inside of the gate, that’s our last line of defense,” another said.

      “Six dozen to hold back a thousand?” the queen said.

      “What do you wish us to do?” an advisor asked.

      “How has everything come to this? The world hasn’t seen bloodshed like this since the Battle of Dürmant. Was this meant to come now, at the same time as us aiding Zaan Talabard out onto the Rion? Have we awakened war again in these lands with the coming of the death dragons onto Barrier Cliff?” the queen said.

      “Regardless of what has happened, the greed for wealth and power of King Hollon is unmatched in one thousand years of peace. In a day, he will have enough of both to take all of the kingdoms,” Presidix Rin said.
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        * * *

      

      “The men are pushing forward, as you commanded,” Erolos said to the king. “The battering ram is being sent down to the front lines, we will be inside soon, my liege.”

      “Excellent,” King Hollon said with a grin.

      “What do you wish to do with the dead?” Erolos asked.

      “Leave them until the battle is won,” the king said. “They died noble deaths, let their souls enjoy their passing.”

      “Your will be done,” Erolos said. “What do you wish done once our forces are inside?”

      “I want our best men heading straight for the House of Publica and Excise,” he said.

      “And what do you want done with the queen and the Presidix?” Erolos asked.

      “If they live through the siege they will both be thrown into their own dungeons for treason.”

      Out of the corner of the king’s eye, he caught the glare of sunlight reflecting off of golden armor. He turned to look at the source of the light and saw four figures on horseback, each of them riding great Elotterel steeds. Behind them was a mythical Tangier, which caused Erolos to gasp. The king watched as the figures rode swiftly down into the battle and in the middle of the fighting not a soldier attempted to attack them.

      The four figures were in the center of the fighting and with a voice that shook the ground beneath King Hollon’s feet, and Queen Brie’s, the figure on the largest horse spoke, “Your fighting stops now.”

      All eyes were on the figure with the long flowing hair, golden armor, and bright blue eyes. “Who is that?” King Hollon asked Erolos.

      “I’m not sure we want to know the answer to that,” Erolos replied.

      “Lay down your arms,” Ojiin said, his words echoing through the lands. “Your saviors have returned.”

      King Hollon rode forward slightly on his horse. “Don’t listen to him, attack! Move Forward! I am your king!”

      Ojiin lifted himself from his horse and every soldier was stunned in awe as they watched him float high over them. “There are no more kings and queens in this land, for your gods have returned to bring these lands back to the peace they deserve.” He looked into the eyes of King Hollon. “This war is over, return to your homes, return to your homes knowing that your families are safe once again. Tomorrow will shine with the light of the sun again and a new age will begin. The Age of the Gods Reborn has begun.”

      “Do not do as he says,” King Hollon yelled down, spit flying from his lips. “Attack them!” Not one soldier answered and slowly they dropped their weapons and began to leave the battle, back towards Auracity. King Hollon had a look of shock and anger on his face.

      “Let the king, queen, and Presidix ride out to me,” Ojiin said, “and we will speak.” He glided back down elegantly to his horse’s back.

      The king reluctantly rode out with Erolos, leaving his sons behind. The gates to the city opened and Queen Brie and Presidix Evilen Rin rode out to meet the gods. King Hollon met them with a glare that was full of hate and frustration.

      “Welcome,” Ojiin said.

      “Thank you for ending the death and mayhem of the army of Auracity,” the queen said. “Who do we have the honor of speaking with?”

      “I am Ojiin and I have returned to rule over these lands.”

      “You will not rule in my lands,” King Hollon said. “I don’t care who you are. These lands are rightfully mine.”

      “You own nothing,” Ojiin said. “The kingdom of Auracity is once again mine.” With a motion of his hand he pushed the king off his horse’s back, and the king fell to the ground. Ojiin whistled loudly and the horse ran off. King Hollon watched as his crown lifted from his head and with a closed fist, Ojiin crumpled it like a piece of parchment, and tossed it to the ground with a thud.

      Queen Brie and Presidix Rin looked at each other, looking for a response from the other, and they both dismounted their horses and kneeled at the four gods. “Hail Ojiin,” Queen Brie said and the Presidix did the same.

      Ojiin nodded to both. “You will both remain here in service to Eva-Daliin.” One of the women to his side rode forward and Queen Brie knelt to her. “Riodin will ride to Garmos for rule, Xin will ride to Dillengrad, and once ready, Zaan will ride for Barrier Cliff until the city of Celendrial is rebuilt.”

      “The armies of those cities won’t let you do this,” King Hollon said, still on the ground.

      “And any that oppose us will simply be stricken of everything they possess, such as what is done to you,” Ojiin said. “I hereby strip you of land, title, and family. You are not to be allowed entry into any of the kingdoms, you are henceforth banished from Auracity.”

      “You can’t do this, you don’t have the authority!” the king yelled in fury, but the four gods only separated ways, each in the direction of their new castles. Queen Brie and Presidix Rin followed the god Eva-Daliin back into the gates of Vallenhalen and Hollon Livingston the Eighth was left in the field among the rotting dead, screaming in furious anger
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      Zaan watched at the high towers of Fordenreign Castle appeared over the horizon. They’d passed through the White Passage and rode through Tarluus and were on the Hillspring Trail heading due south. His stomach ached at the sight of the high towers of Auracity and the never-ending smokestack that took him back to his childhood in Fur-lol. The last time he’d been there he’d been running for his life, trying to escape capture with Gogenanth.

      “There it is,” Zaan said. “We’re going back to our old home.”

      “Bittersweet, isn’t it?” Gar said. “I mean, without Gildur.”

      Zaan’s head sunk, “So many lost, I hope it wasn’t for nothing.”

      “The gods have returned to their thrones,” Gogenanth said.

      “Yes, all is as it was meant to be now,” Zelestiana said.

      Hours later, they were at the gates of Auracity and it was opened wide with no soldiers. They dismounted their horses and walked towards the high towers. Walking through the city, almost every citizen was out on the streets and they watched Zaan as he walked. Some bowed their heads to them, but most of them were stunned to find him still alive, as rumors had circulated of a man crossing the sea to the north and back.

      They entered the castle and walked to the throne room, with only a handful of soldiers seen in the castle. As they walked down the red-carpeted path towards the throne, they saw him again for the first time since they’d separated from each other back in Barrier Cliff.

      Zaan knelt, and the others behind him followed. “Halen Ojiin,” Zaan said, and the others repeated.

      “Rise, my children,” Ojiin said with a wave of his hand. “I expect you have come for your reward.”

      “Yes, we have, and also to offer thanks for vanquishing the one who hunted us and imprisoned you for all the Age of Peace,” Zaan said. Ojiin asked them each which weapon they would like and they all told him. To every one of them he handed a weapon fit for the gods, made with intricate inlaid stones and gold, with a sharp white steel they didn’t recognize.

      Gogenanth received a long, curving scimitar, Astor received a long bow, Ezmerelda a long, thin short sword, Gar a shield (which Zaan was surprised by), Lily received a crossbow that fit nicely in one hand, Wollen a long broadsword, and Zelestiana received single-edged kitana blade, all the finest weapons any of them ever laid eyes upon.

      “And for you Zaan?” Ojiin said. “Now one of the gods among us, what weapon would you wish for yourself? With all of your powers now?”

      “I’d like a sword, a sword that symbolizes the ones lost fighting for you over the years, a sword worthy of their courage and sacrifice.”

      “Very well,” Ojiin said. “To you Zaan Talabard, I bequeath the sword of the Azulūz.” Ojiin waved his hand in Zaan’s direction and Zaan looked down to see a blue flame rise out of his palm and the hilt of a sword emerged. It was gilt in gold and sturdy in his hand, then a long blue blade emerged out of it. On both sides of the sword was a decorative pattern of blue fire. Zaan looked down to see a faint engraving on both sides, covering it from hilt to tip.

      “Thank you Ojiin,” Zaan said and bowed. “The engravings are the names of those lost, thank you.”

      “There are so many,” Lily said.

      “I shoulda asked for that—” Gar whispered to Astor.

      “Thank you for these gifts, we will cherish them,” Zaan said.

      “You have my thanks,” Ojiin said. “All will be well, travel in peace.”

      They all left the castle and stood in the grasslands outside the gate of the city. They were met by Major Gylem Hearthstone and Elindrill Delasius. They all enjoyed handshakes and warm embraces. Elindrill’s smile made Zaan feel closer to home.

      “You’ve done it,” Elindrill said. “I can’t believe you beat Armoz and awakened the slumbering gods.” She choked up at the sight of their troupe and the absence of Tilda. “If only the headmaster could have been here to see this day.”

      “He would’ve been beside himself,” the Major said. “You’ve gotten taller.”

      “Yes, I have,” Zaan said. “Unless you've gotten shorter?”

      The Major let out a burst of laughter. “My boy! Glad you’re back home. You’ve got a story to tell us this night. Let us be merry and celebrate the victory of the ages!”

      “I’d like nothing better,” Zaan said.

      Elindrill went and stood before Emilisa, the timid girl standing next to Zaan. “There’s something familiar about you, what’s your name, young one?”

      “My name’s Emilisa.”

      “That’s Zaan’s sister,” Lily said. “She was born with the Azulūz and Armoz kept her in the Isle of Fyre with him.”

      “My poor girl,” Elindrill said as she brushed Emilisa’s black hair back behind her ear. “You’re safe now.”

      They all camped there the night and they told their long story to her and the Major in the firelight. There was merry songs and laughter that night and much drink and food were shared.

      Zaan felt that he’d found his family again, safe and sound, and even Emilisa found herself comfortable around their friends. Yet he knew the next day they would split up, and that they did. As they found themselves standing in a circle the next morning there was a somberness in the air. With the war over, they all had homes to make.

      “Farewell,” Astor said to Zaan, Lily, Gar, and Emilisa. “Travel well to Fur-lol and we will meet again soon I’m sure.”

      “Astor, thank you for everything you’ve done,” Zaan said. “We all couldn’t have done it without you.” A thought crossed his mind then, “What are you going to do with Angela Dragus back at Barrier Cliff once you return?”

      “We will treat her as an equal, as best we can. We’ll give her the chance to earn our trust. She seems sincere in her efforts to make right, thus far,” Astor said.

      “Worry not for her,” Elindrill said. “Care for yourself on your road ahead, Zaan.”

      Zaan and the others took turns embracing Wollen, Ezmerelda, Elindrill, Major Gylem, Zelestiana, Astor, and Gogenanth. “Where are you off to?” he asked Gogenanth.

      “Ezmerelda and I are going back off into the mountains, then perhaps into the Bolgivish Desert to start a life.” He smiled, “In time, we will see where we drift to.”

      The others said they were going back to Barrier Cliff to finish rebuilding the city. “There is one more thing before we go, Zaan,” Elindrill said. “We want you to have this,” and she knelt and bowed to him. One by one they all bowed to him as he stood at the center of their group, and Zelestiana produced the last shield Gildur had ever made, unfinished when he died. They'd had Bombi and Alli finish it with dragon scales they’d collected from the dead dragons.

      “We present you with the last shield of Gildur, unbreakable and priceless. May it serve you well,” Zelestiana said.

      Zaan walked over and took the magnificent shield. “Thank you, thank you all. You need not kneel to me though, we are all friends and equals here.”

      Lily spoke, “Because of you, Zaan we are all safe. Because of you, we are all here alive and the war is over.”

      “Halen, Zaan Talabard,” Gogenanth said. “Savior of the Order of the Azulūz and Slayer of the Devil King.”

      In unison, they all repeated, “Halen, Zaan Talabard.”

      Zaan stood there speechless. For the first time in his life he felt as though he’d accomplished something worthy. His true purpose had been completed, an entire war had been won. He knew he hadn’t done it alone, these were his friends, his comrades, his family. And as he looked down at them kneeling to him, he thanked them and they rose.

      “The true heroes in this war were the fallen,” the Major said. “We will remember Xersha, Gildur, Yule, Mäezer Palanzal, and Tilda. Poor Tilda, she’ll be missed indeed.”

      He embraced them all again and after exchanging difficult goodbyes, he turned and began south again on horseback along the road where’d he’d been endowed with the Azulūz so long ago, back home, back to Fur-lol.
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      The smell of leaves brought Zaan back to his childhood and looking down at his sister’s face took him back even more so. He wasn’t the same man he was when he left home originally, when he only sought a job in the city. He used to think of Auracity with its smoke reaching into the sky as the most important place in Essill. Now he realized it wasn’t, none of the kingdoms were, but now that he was entering back into his hometown he knew Fur-lol was.

      The sun was just beginning to rise and its golden hue gleamed off the dancing rolling fields of wheat. The smell of fresh-baked bread wafted through the air and the laughter of small children brought a smile to his face.

      The townspeople didn’t seem to recognize the boy they’d raised for so many years, Zaan had a black beard similar to his father’s and his hair hung just above his brow, and he was much taller than before. His posture was straighter, and his arms stronger. He had his new golden-hilted sword at one side, and the shield of Gildur with dragonscale at the other.

      One person they did recognize was Emilisa, who’d hardly aged a day since she’d passed all those years ago. A woman even fainted at the sight of her, as word quickly shot through town as they rode slowly towards their parent’s home.

      As they approached the house the familiar burgundy drapes still hung around the windows and they were met by a smiling Janos Talabard, Ingrette, and Stave. All of them were overcome with glee to see them approaching on horseback. Stave was helping Ingrette stand as she had a cane in one hand.

      Zaan, Lily, Gar, and Emilisa all dismounted. Ingrette fell to the ground sobbing uncontrollably at the sight of Emilisa who went over and wrapped her arms around her mother. “My girl, my baby girl!”

      Janos knelt down and wrapped his arms around the two, tears flowing down his face. “How is this possible? Hail to the gods for this miracle!”

      Lily wrapped her hand under Zaan’s arm. “You’re home.”

      Ingrette cried and laughed. “My sweet baby girl, you’ve come home. You haven’t aged a day. You’re so beautiful.”

      “I missed you, Mother,” Emilisa cried. “I’ve been alone a long time. But Zaan saved me.”

      “Is that you—” Janos said. “My son Zaan, can that be you? You’re so much taller. You look like a soldier—”

      “It’s me, Father,” he replied. “It’s been a long road and I have many stories to tell.”

      “Thank you for bringing your sister home,” Ingrette said, still holding onto Emilisa.

      Gar ran over to Stave and embraced him and they kissed. “You did it,” Stave said, and they held each other tightly.

      “It’s over,” Gar said. “It’s all over.”

      Zaan and his family pulled back from each other and they wiped their eyes. “How is this possible?” Ingrette asked in disbelief. “Is this real? Or am I in a dream? If it is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.”

      “I hope it’s real too, Mom,” Emilisa said.

      “Where did you go, son? How did you find her?” Janos asked.

      “It’s a long story, Father, but I gather we have lots of time to catch up now,” he said. “There’s someone I want you to meet.” He held out a hand of Lily, who grabbed his. “This is Lily, she’s very special to us.”

      She walked over and held out a hand to shake Janos’, but he put his arms around her and gave her a great hug, “Thank you for bringing them back home to us.”

      Ingrette stood and hugged her too and kissed her on the cheek. “Yes, thank you.”

      Lily blushed and replied, “It’s nice to meet you folks. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      A puppy ran out from the house and ran circles around them and Emilisa reached down to pet the panting dog. “His name is Gil,” Janos said. The dog ran over and rubbed its muzzle on Zaan’s leg.

      “I’d like to see Oscar,” Zaan said, and they all walked over to where they’d buried him, underneath the cottonwood tree in the field. “Hi boy,” he said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you when you needed me, but I’m here now. I miss you.” Lily sniffled and wiped the corner of her eyes.

      “What now?” she asked Zaan.

      “What now?” he said. “Now, we begin the rest of our lives, in peace.”

      There in the flowing fields of Fur-lol, beneath the golden rays of the sun, the Talabards, a family generations old, stood together for the first time in many, many years.
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        * * *

      

      Six months later, after Zaan, Lily, Gar, and Stave had lived a peaceful time in Fur-lol, Zaan began to ready himself for the next chapter in his life. It was a peaceful clear-skied morning as Zaan packed his things into a leather bag. Lily sat at the other side of the bed as she wiped the sleep from her eyes. She went over and began to comb her golden curls in front of the mirror.

      “Are you ready for this?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’m ready,” Zaan said.

      After all of this time and after all I’ve been through, I’m finally back home and even with all the excitement of Emilisa returning and my mother recovering, I find myself being called back out onto the road. With all of this power coursing through me and all of the wisdom in my mind, there’s so much more to learn and experience. In addition to that, I can tell, that although the gods have returned and the lands are at peace once again, I know there are those who need help. Here in Fur-lol things are as they should be, but after talking to Lily about it, she agrees that we have a responsibility to help those in need. So, we will travel wherever the winds take us. First, we will travel to Barrier Cliff to unite with our friends, and have a long-needed reunion, and a mourning for Tilda. Then we will go to speak with Ojiin and seek his wishes. Then, we will be at the mercy of Essill and beyond.

      “Gar and Stave should be waiting for us downstairs by now,” Lily said, buttoning up her fresh, purple coat.

      Zaan tied up his boot laces. “Yes, they are.”

      “Aren’t you going to miss this place? It's quaint and peaceful,” she said.

      “Yes, but a place is only as special as the people in it. My family will be okay without me for a time. As long as we stay together, that’s where home will be.”

      They walked down the stair together and entered back into Zaan’s old living area with the fireplace and the arching wooden rafters. Light from the early morning sun filled the room, and the dust floated delicately in the air. Through the window Zaan saw Gar motioning for them to come outside. He had a wide grin across his face.

      Zaan looked down at Lily, who smiled up at him. “Ready when you are,” she said.

      “Life is just one winding adventure, isn’t it? Every time you open a door another path reveals itself, even if it’s a road you’ve been on before. Every time you look at your feet as they stride along the ground, you can notice something new, something special; a beetle, a shard of glass, a small red stone. You never know what the road will bring.” He reached down and held her hand.

      “You all right?” Lily asked, her green eyes glowing in the sunlight like a bright moss on a strong oak.

      “I miss Tilda, I think of her every day. What she did for us and for me, I’ll never forget. That said— I care for you, all that you are, and the woman you’re becoming. I feel a connection between us that’s strong. I look forward to our adventure together, even though I won’t age or die, I’m happy to be with you on this journey.”

      “I feel the same,” she said. “I miss her too, I miss all of the ones we’ve lost. But I believe together we can change the world for the better. I care for you too, Zaan.”

      He bent down and pressed his lips to hers. Her lips were soft and delicate as she kissed him back. Her curls tickled his cheek and they both smiled and pulled back slightly to look into each other’s eyes.

      “I have something for you,” he said.

      “A present?” she asked. “What?”

      “My powers are only in their infancy state, but I’m beginning to feel them more and more every day . . . Can you feel it yet?”

      “Feel what?” she asked.

      “I gave you your gift just now, can you tell what it is?”

      Lily’s eyes began to dart around the room and she jumped up and down. “I can hear them. I can hear them again! You gave me back my Azulūz!”

      “Yes, my powers are slightly diminished as I gave part of my own powers to you, but I thought you’d like to have Magnolia back in your life.”

      She jumped up and wrapped her arms around him, “Thank you, Zaan. It’s the best present I’ve ever been given.” She pressed her lips to his again. “Thank you.”

      “You two girls ready to get on with it or what?” Gar said, as he poked his head in through the cracked door. “There’ll be plenty of time for that on the road!”

      Lily and Zaan both laughed. “Yeah, we’re ready,” Lily said, and walked out to follow Gar out the door. Lily’s frame glowed as she walked out of his former home. Zaan looked around, he saw the spot on the floor where Oscar used to lay while he fed his dog scraps from the table.

      “Oscar, if I told you where I’d be now when you were still alive, you wouldn’t have believed me. Hell, I wouldn’t have believed me either. I wish you could come with me now, I’d show you a world you never knew could exist. So much wonder, so much love, yet so much agony and pain. You’d love galloping through the fields outside of Dillengrad, you’d love being upon the deck of the Aiges at sea, and you’d love the high walls of Barrier Cliff that look out onto the endless sea. But all things end, may the road you’re on be one full of light and love. For every ending, there is a new beginning.”

      Zaan turned and left the room out into the sunlight to meet his friends, ready for their next adventure. Here we go Zaan, may the road be fraught with peril and darkness, may we also be blessed enough to find the love and light. For man was never meant to tread water, man was made to swim. To wherever we end up, may we be together. Zaan looked at the faces of his friends. As long as the night is followed by the light of the sun, and pain and suffering are muffled by laughter and joy, then this is the life that’s worth living. May our path be forgiving and kind, wherever we go, always head towards the light.
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        Zaan Talabard and Armoz the Devil King
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        In the lands of the Arr to the east in the same world, a young girl is kidnapped and trained to become the greatest assassin in all the lands.
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