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Part I

	 

	A Home 

	in Fur-lol

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	 

	ZAAN awoke to the sound of splitting, crackling thunder. He felt the grass between his toes as he stretched his body out to shake off his short sleep beneath the pear tree. It took him a minute to get his bearings as to where he was. He scanned the landscape and the horizon line, recognizing the tall oak tree that stood about the size of a mountain. It had probably been planted alone, by an Old God or something.

	After, he collected his scattered items: a knit blanket, a four-inch blade, a graphite pencil, five sheets of papyrus, and a jar of honey. He left the bread crumbs for the ants.

	He started at a slow pace, heading north. As the scattered droplets turned to a fervent downpour, his steps turned to long strides. His long legs ran faster as he watched a thin streak of lightning illuminate the sky before him. Thunder burst through the air with a loud boom, and he felt a sudden fear that he had slept too long out in the fields. As he ran faster through the deluge, he could see the smoke from small fires to his right, on the other side of a deep creek as wide as a horse and carriage.

	He stopped suddenly in his tracks and looked toward the worn, wooden bridge swaying with the wind. It would be another ten minutes at full sprint to reach it, but rushing rapids separated him from the other side of the ravine. His body jolted as a loud crash of thunder exploded nearby.

	He looked down at the roaring rapids, and at the bridge down the way, and back up to where the safety of his home was. His midnight-black hair whipped his brow in the gusting winds. 

	“Never heard of anyone jumping this before,” he said as lightning struck in the distance behind him. “First time for everything, I guess. . .”

	Taking long strides backwards, he took a deep breath and began to run. His long legs took him faster than he had ever run before, and with a monumental leap he found himself floating above the rushing water far beneath him. With a faint gust of wind at his back, he felt the soft whisper of grass under his toes as he lunged forward with a quick, agile roll and continued running toward the warm lights in the distance.

	Zaan wasn’t surprised that no one was outside as he approached his small town of Fur-lol. Farmers celebrated the rain but feared a sudden lightning storm, and what could follow it.    

	His nerves calmed as he drew closer to his home, and the lightning storm recessed to a light drizzle of rain. Smoke rose from most of the chimneys in town. He had always appreciated the view of his town at twilight; it was peaceful and serene. The smoke made him think of fingers streaking toward the heavens.

	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.

	Using a rusty skeleton key from his pocket, Zaan opened the hickory door to his home. Once inside he noticed how drenched he really was. 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, and he had to duck his head slightly to walk under any one of them. His wet hair hung below his nose; and grazed his lips on a windy day. His eyes held a blue you might find in a deep ocean, with a bright shimmer of young enthusiasm. His hands were callused; he could use a knife for cooking, play a few stringed instruments, and had the finesse of fine calligraphy with a quill. 

	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. How long was I asleep at the old vineyard meadow?

	One thing he was sure of: His dog Oscar was probably starving to death. 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 laid 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. 

	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.

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	 

	THE sounds of horse neighs and the slow pounding of people’s feet on the dirt awoke Zaan. It was now Sunday, and as Zaan dropped his legs over the side of his bed, he was excited at the thought of seeing his parents.

	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. 

	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. A couple of biscuits later, it was time to get on his way. 

	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. He was maybe part Labrador, Zaan had guessed. 

	Oscar had the most innocent, vivid eyes a dog could possess. 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. But to walk him on this length of a trek would put Zaan behind schedule. After all, he had much to prepare for the week.

	He locked his door and started off. Looking back he noticed how nice his house appeared. 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. Oscar was assuredly sleeping off the majority of the day. This comforted Zaan, and he continued walking.

	He made his way on the soft dirt and pointed himself in the direction of the upcoming cobblestone road. 

	The trek to his parents’ house was about twenty minutes. Halfway there, he left the “town-side” part of Fur-lol, and the landscape opened back up into long pastures. The town was a small farming community of one hundred and twenty people, and it took only about half an hour to walk from one side to the other.

	Zaan Talabard came from a family lineage that had been in Fur-lol longer than most. His father Janos and mother Ingrette both grew up there, although they married years later than expected by their parents, mainly because of Janos’s wanderlust.

	Janos had taught Zaan the importance of hard work, but also the negative repercussions it brought with it. Janos worked his entire life, until recently, and his body showed signs of it: bad knees, a hip that gave him a hard limp, and a shoulder that couldn’t lift an arm over his head. 

	He took every job he could in town, whenever possible, to give his family a good life. Because of this, he helped put Zaan through more schooling than almost anyone else in town, so Zaan wouldn’t have to endure the aching and knocking joints that he himself lived with day to day.

	Ingrette Talabard was brought up by parents working the grape fields. They crushed soft, sun-warmed grapes with their tan feet to produce some of the sweetest wine in all of Essill. Zaan couldn’t ask for a more loving or supportive mother; she insisted on giving him all that she could, whenever she could. She was encouraging of his schooling, and of his enthusiasm to become a productive adult.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	 

	AFTER the calm remainder of his walk, he wiped the sweat away from his brow as he arrived at his parents’ home. He walked in; the door was unlocked.

	“Hi Mom, hi Dad,” he said. All of the windows were open. It felt fresh; a breeze rushed through the house. The yellow tints on the walls were complemented by the burgundy drapes framing the windows. 

	“Hullo,” came from the kitchen.

	Janos Talabard sat at the kitchen table. On the table Zaan saw hot black coffee and an ashtray with light wisps of smoke floating from it. Janos laid down his book, took the pipe from his lips, blew out a plume of smoke, and smiled. 

	“Hullo, Son. Your mother’s almost home. Come sit with me,” Janos said.

	Janos, while sitting, looked like a man who had carried the weight of the world on his shoulders for his whole life and still reminisced about how heavy it was. He was not even sixty, but standing up had become laborious; with a muddled grunt he stood up to hug Zaan. They shared a quick embrace, accompanied with a couple of pats on the back, then they both sat.

	“You are getting taller, or I am getting shorter?” Janos paused and ran his fingers through his coarse beard. “How are you, Zaan?” he asked.

	“I’m good, thanks, Dad. How are you?” 

	“Great, never better. Ended up being a nice storm yesterday. Put these old bones right to sleep. The horses put up quite a stir, but your mom calmed them down. You know how good she is with animals,” Janos said.

	Zaan looked out the window at the stabled horses drinking and splashing water around out of the troughs. “Yeah, lucky it was just a nice storm,” he said, giving a sigh of relief.

	Janos looked over at his son with a curious eye. 

	“I may have, I mean . . . been out in the storm,” he said.

	“Zaan, my boy, the Aterax is not forgiving. You need to be more careful.”

	“But it wasn’t the Aterax. It was just a normal storm.” 

	“Yes, but you never know when it’s going to appear, Son. It’s an anomaly, just because of that reason. I have traveled the world and seen what it can do. Lightning storms that turn the sky completely white, with sudden hurricane-force winds. It has destroyed entire villages, families,” he said.

	“I’m sorry, Dad. I’ll be more careful. I accidentally fell asleep out under the pear tree. I’ll try to be more aware. But . . . it has been over a year since the Aterax acted up, and it usually doesn’t come this far inland.”

	“Hmph.” Janos lit his pipe and took a long drag. “Are you coming over next Sunday, Son? We were gonna roast a chicken. It’s your sister’s birthday.” 

	“Sure, I’d almost forgotten it was her birthday . . . How long has it been?” Zaan asked somberly.

	“Four years,” Janos said.

	“Hullo! Is my baby boy here?” a voice rang as the front door opened and closed. “Come help me with some things, would ya?” Zaan walked over; Janos stayed at the table.

	“Hi, Mom,” Zaan said as he went over and put both arms around her. It was a strong embrace, and his mother held it longer than a normal hug. She ran her fingernails along his back and gave him a kiss on the forehead.

	She held him out in front of her. “Look at you, so handsome,” she said, and kissed him on the cheek. “Now grab the remaining lot from the cart, would you?”

	Ingrette Talabard was much more youthful and limber than her husband. 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. 

	Zaan went outside to the cart, patted Bruno on the face, and held a bucket of water up to him. Bruno was an ass in more ways than one. Ingrette was the only one who hadn’t almost gotten a hoof in the hip from startling him. In the cart were some fruits and vegetables, day-old bread, sausage, coffee, and milk. Hmm, no chocolate, Zaan thought to himself. She almost always brought home chocolate from the village. 

	He brought the things in and put them on the counter. Ingrette went to work right away at putting things in their proper places.

	“Sit down, Zaan. Are you hungry? I’m going to make you some eggs,” she said hurriedly. “Oh! Look, you tracked mud into the house! Go put your shoes by the door. I’ll clean them off.”

	“I’m sorry, Mom, I didn’t notice,” Zaan said apologetically.

	Janos gently puffed from his pipe. The smell of roasted vanilla wafted through the air as the smoke danced in the light of the window above the sink. Ingrette went to wipe up the little mud tracked in from Zaan’s boots, then began cracking eggs.

	Janos blew a great plume of smoke in the direction of the open window. “How is life treating you, Son?”

	“Good. Trying to stay busy, but honestly I’m getting kinda bored. What I really want to do is . . . go on adventures like you did,” he said. 

	 Janos had been around these parts since well before Fur-lol was even considered a town. There were shopkeepers, a single tavern, and one smithy, but there were mainly farmers, vineyards, and people raising livestock. His father and his father before him brought up swine. They raised them, bred them, culled them, sold them, loved them, and ate them. At the age of seventeen Janos left home—the first of his family to do so in generations. 

	He hitched rides all the way to the Elden Sea—over two hundred miles away—and worked as a ship hand for over five years outside the castle of Dillengrad. He sailed all the way up to the north of Essill and made quite a name for himself. He bragged that he singlehandedly fished a twenty-foot eelshark from the arctic Rion Sea. Zaan loved hearing these stories from his father and always dreamed of being in them.

	Ingrette looked back over at the table where Zaan and his father sat. With a concerned look she placed the scrambled eggs on a plate and put them in front of Zaan as she sat down to join them. She folded her arms in front of her. “Do you really mean that? You really want to leave home? You know that when your father tells his stories, he doesn’t tell all the bad stuff he went through. He makes it sound like a fairy tale.”

	Janos smiled as he took another puff off his pipe. 

	“I know, Mom, but I’ve graduated, and I have these . . . dreams, of being out there. I don’t know what I’d do, necessarily. It’s . . .”

	“It’s dangerous is what it is,” she said. 

	“The boy’s just curious, and like his dad.” Janos smirked as he winked at Zaan.

	“Well, let’s not talk about this at the table right now,” she said. “Are you coming over next week? It’s Emilisa’s birthday.” 

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	WALKING down the road back home to Oscar, thoughts ran through his mind of vast mountain ranges, high-reaching castles, and damsels in distress. 

	He decided to stop by Milter’s Sundries on the way, it would be a good place to have a drink, and let thoughts run through his mind. Approaching the storefront; he saw the eight tables outside, letting shadows dance along their wooden tops. A few people who lived in town sat at the tables—Zaan knew them of course. He gave a few casual smiles and waves as he approached the Milter’s service window.

	A young red-haired girl answered at the window, and after handing over a solid and a half, he had a pint of ale in one hand and an aspir stick in the other. He turned around . . . but before he could react he ran into a figure behind him, knocking half of the cool liquid from the glass.

	“Oh shit, you okay, didn’t hurt ya, did I?” said a man in a hearty baritone voice. 

	Zaan was too shocked by the sheer size of the man to brush off the lost ale. Before him stood a man a little less than six feet tall, and seemed about that wide at the shoulders. 

	“I’m sorry, here, let me get you another.” The bulky man looked to the young girl behind the window stand. “Let’s have another for the young man, well, make it two.”

	Zaan nodded at the girl, and looked at the man. “Thanks.”

	“What’s that in your hand there?” the man asked.

	“Oh this, it’s an aspir stick; you chew on it. Helps with headaches.” 

	“You get headaches?” 

	“Not really,” Zaan replied, “but it helps take any edge off.”

	“I’ll take one of them aspir sticks too, please,” the man asked the girl at the counter. She smiled and gave him one. He put it in the corner of his mouth and gave an approving nod.

	“My name is Wollen, pleasure to meet you,” he said, holding out a large, leathery hand.

	“Zaan Talabard, nice to meet you.” He reached out and shook the man’s hand.

	“Please come join us, if you’re not in too big of a rush.”

	Zaan looked over at the table, and there was a woman there, cross-legged and her back straight. She was actually quite pretty, and tall. Why not? Zaan figured.

	 Wollen smiled and nodded, then grabbed the drinks and they sat at the table with the woman.

	“May I introduce you to my partner, Xersha? Xersha this is Zaan Tala—”

	“Talabard. Nice to meet you, Xersha. Have you been to Fur-lol before?”

	“Nice to meet you, young man.” Her voice was much lower than he expected. “I have been here, yes, actually many times. It is a nice town.” Xersha sat with perfect posture, arms at her sides. 

	“So you two travel together, Wollen tells me, as partners?” Zaan took a big gulp of ale. “Partners in what business? If you don’t mind my asking?” 

	“No, not at all, Zaan. We are treasure hunters,” Wollen said with a sparkle in his eyes.

	Now that Zaan was relaxed with an aspir stick in between his teeth, he got to really see the two treasure hunters he was sitting with. Wollen was big, but not as big as he remembered upon his first impression. He had broad, strong shoulders and auburn eyes. He had a short unkempt brown beard, bushy red eyebrows, and a strong nose with big nostrils. His hair was lively and shot in all directions. His presence was intimidating, yes, but he was quite friendly, like a gentle giant.

	Xersha was indeed beautiful, yet held a stern aura. She had an angled jaw line, stern lips, and narrow eyes that seemed to stare, as if constantly examining. She must have been from another part of the world, as Zaan had never seen anyone like her before. Her hair was slicked back and shining black in the sunlight. She seemed to have too many teeth as she talked; they were smaller than normal teeth and had a reddish tint. She had a few piercings here and there, and he caught a glimpse of a red tattoo creeping up the right side of her neck. 

	“Treasure hunters? That’s amazing. I can honestly say I’ve never heard anyone declare themselves to be treasure hunters. Have you ever found any?” Zaan asked. He felt Xersha’s eyes burn into him.

	“What? Treasure?” Wollen let out a loud laugh. “Of course we’ve found some! We’re the best on this side of the Himlas! I’m surprised you haven’t heard of us,” Wollen said.

	“He seems to be just a boy who hasn’t been anywhere,” Xersha said, taking her eyes away from Zaan and looking at Wollen. Her lip curled up in a smirk. 

	“You’ve assumed right. I haven’t been anywhere.” He took a sip of cool ale. “But I’m ready to travel out into the world . . . I just need to figure out a few things.”

	“Ay, the road can be nice,” Wollen said. “But it is also nice to be home. This is a nice town.”

	“Where are you heading, then?” Zaan asked.

	Wollen looked at Xersha. “West,” she said.

	“What’s out west?”

	“Treasure, of course. We are going to the farthest west,” she said, her face expressionless. 

	Zaan didn’t understand, and his face didn’t hide it. “You mean on the other side of the Great Sea? At the End of the World? You can’t cross that, the Aterax happens all the time on those waters.”

	“We may cross, we may not, but we’re not afraid to try,” Wollen said, a smile lining his face. 

	There was an awesome silence there. Zaan felt it, and he was excited, even if they were just playing with him.

	“There are places your parents and teachers won’t tell you about. Dark places, dangerous places full of monsters,” Xersha said, trying to scare Zaan, but it only intrigued him further.

	“Are you going to a place like that, then?” Zaan asked. He was suddenly aware that some of the nearby tables were listening to their conversion.

	“We always do,” Wollen said. “I guess you could say we are kinda addicted to it.” He let out a hefty laugh. All the people around them went quiet, staring at the huge man in full, thick leather clothing, a large broadsword lying against the chair next to him. Zaan now noticed that Xersha had an enormous long bow and short sword at her side.

	Wollen finished the second half of his ale in one gulp. “I’m going to have another. You two want anything?”

	“Yes, a brandy,” Xersha said. She was staring at Zaan again, observing and studying him.

	“I’m okay, thanks. I must be on my way, and it was nice to meet you two. Maybe we will cross paths again one day.” he said.

	“Yes, of course,” Xersha said.

	“That we may, young Zaan. What roads do you plan to travel in Essill?” Wollen asked.

	“If I head for Auracity, probably the New Omne Road. Who knows after that?” 

	“Well, good travels. That’s a good road for walking, if you’re without a steed. Not much traffic, not that many folks coming to Fur-lol, as it’s such a tiny town,” Wollen said.

	“Yes, well, again, nice to meet you. Safe travels,” Zaan said.

	As he walked away he heard the woman with the thin lips whisper something into the gentle giant’s ear.

	“Hmmm,” was all Zaan heard from Wollen.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	AFTER returning home, Zaan was exhausted. It was still not even supper time, but he felt drained from the thoughts of wanderlust running through his mind. 

	He opened his front door, picked Oscar up, carried him up the stairs, and laid him at the foot of his bed, Oscar lay calmly and was quickly asleep. This put Zaan’s heart at ease. He reached down and petted his dog along the shoulder blade, and Oscar slowly lifted his head, smiled, and panted. 

	As Zaan scratched under the dog’s muzzle he muttered to himself, “Treasure hunters.” He let out a single burst of laughter. Yet he couldn’t stop thinking. 

	Were they serious about such places? And what about the monsters Xersha spoke of? Could things like monsters really be out there?

	What if they were serious, though? They seemed like serious people. All of a sudden he felt a fire build in his chest. He stood with a new energy about the world. A thirst swelled up inside him to experience the vast country. 

	***

	The following morning, sunlight slipped through the curtains illuminating the dust particles floating in the air. Zaan’s right eye was squished into his pillow, and with his left eye open he watched this dance of light in the room. It was peaceful, so he lay there a few moments more.

	Walking outside into fresh air, he let Oscar relieve himself. Looking up he saw the overcast sky. It was Monday, and Zaan needed to decide if he was going to work the fields or make a solid plan for his move.

	On a whim, he walked with Oscar over to Drake’s Inn, which was next to Milter’s Sundries, just to see if they would run into the adventurers from yesterday. Maybe he could get more information from the travelers, or even a full story. 

	Oscar stopped by a couple of his favorite spots: the same horse troughs he visited every time, to sniff endlessly and squeeze something out. They arrived at Drake’s Inn, the tallest building in town at a full three stories. It was made of stone, having been rebuilt after a fire that ran rampant years ago, often blamed on the clogged flue of the giant, man-sized fireplace in the main lobby. He would have tied Oscar up to the horse trough if he thought the dog would move, but he just stood in place as Zaan stepped inside. 

	He approached Thil, the owner of the inn, who sat behind the front desk.

	“Hey there, young man, what can I do for you?” Thil asked. “You looking for work?” 

	“Not today. I was actually going to check in on some guests that were staying here.”

	“Oh?” Thil asked.

	“Yes, a man built like a house, Wollen, and an exotic-looking woman with him,” Zaan said.

	“Oh yes, they were here. Hard to miss, but they left this morning,” Thil responded.

	Zaan’s expression dampened. “Okay, thanks.” He turned to walk away, and Thil spoke.

	“But they said if anyone came looking for them to give them something. A strange request surely, but I keep my word as proprietor of Drake’s Inn. Here, it’s right . . . Ah! Here it is.” He held out a rolled-up parchment. “I wouldn’t have imagined I would be giving this to you. I figured they meant some knight or assassin would come and collect it.” He chuckled loudly. “I dub you part of the Fur-lol assassin’s guild, Zaan!” He handed it to Zaan. They both laughed. 

	Oscar was right where Zaan had left him, no surprise. They walked over to the courtyard and, despite dingy pools of water and wild vines crawling all over the place, found a good spot to sit down. He pulled out the scroll and broke the seal, unconsciously licking his lips while unrolling the parchment.

	His eyes went from wide to glazed over. The parchment read “Good luck on the road, Zaan, but tread carefully. It’s not always easy. The world can be forgiving, but it can and does take its share. Maybe our paths will cross.” He smiled, then rolled it up and put it in his bag.

	 

	
CHAPTER SIX

	 

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

	“Who is it?” he asked.

	“It’s Zaan.” 

	“Oh yes, come in, come in,” the old man beckoned.

	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?” Cartwright asked.

	“This may sound weird, but there are a couple of parts to the question. I met a couple of travelers yesterday, and I can’t stop thinking about the conversation we had. They told me there are things out west, past the territory we know, and that . . . you may think this is unscholarly of me but . . . there are monsters out there. Is this even possible? I mean, other than in stories?” After Zaan asked this, the room went silent.

	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. “Not thinking of going over there, no?”

	“No, I just feel this sense of”—he began to rub his knuckles—“urgency, for lack of a better term, to get out there. Somewhere, like I’m being called into the world. It’s hard to explain. I’m not charting course for open waters . . . yet.”

	“So, shall we head to your next 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,” said Cartwright.

	“Really, I never heard that.” 

	“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. 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 Names of the 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.”

	The rest of the evening, they chatted about old school matters, happenings of past students and faculty, but there was no more talk of monsters. Zaan added three hard-earned solids to his wallet.

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	 

	EARLY the next morning, the Sunday sun came up from the east and lit the sky a bright orange and red against the thin clouds. Zaan woke up with a reluctant enthusiasm. Excitement was flowing through his veins at the thought of speaking with his father more about moving to another place. Yet when the thought of it being his sister’s birthday returned, it hurt him deeply.

	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 it made him anxious to think about leaving the home he grew up in, on the rolling hills behind it. 

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

	“Hi, Dad. How are ya?” 

	“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. “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, 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?”

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

	“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.”

	“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.

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

	“I think I want to leave Fur-lol.” He waited to gauge any reaction from his parents. “I want to see what is out there past these farms.” 

	“Just like your damned father you are,” Ingrette said, irritated.

	“He wants to explore! Go to the Great Sea, will ya?” Janos’s eyes lit up as his mind raced into memories of his own. “Or travel over to the Elden?”

	“I’m not sure where I’ll end up. I was thinking about going to Auracity and getting a job at the university. I want to see the world. I want to discover, explore, invent, and make you two proud,” he said enthusiastically.

	“How about just getting married here, and maybe having some little ’uns?” his mother asked.

	“There’s plenty of time for that later.”

	“You say that . . .” She went over and grabbed her son’s hands. “But the world can be dangerous out there, and you’re my only boy.” 

	“Don’t worry about the boy—he’s got my blood! He will be a great adventurer.” 

	Ingrette seemed to shrug off this statement. “I guess I’ve just tried to hope this day wasn’t ever going to come. But I suppose a part of me always knew you were going to go out there.”

	“I guess you are leaving Oscar with us?” Janos asked.

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	 

	AS the day went on, Janos, Ingrette, and Zaan talked more about the idea of him moving to Auracity—the potential jobs he could hold, and how long he would have to hold them. A few sounded appealing. He did like the idea of working at the university, as he could put his knowledge to use and continue learning. Working in a bookstore, or any job that had an allure of intellectuality, felt right. He had studied the sciences more than the other lessons in school.

	Dinner was about ready, and Zaan had lit the torches in the backyard. The sun did eventually peek out of the clouds, and a slightly cool breeze came out as well. 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. May the Forgotten Names of the Gods watch over you. Herel.”

	“Herel,” Janos and Zaan said.

	Janos began to plate food on 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. 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 that horse. It was an unspoken bond they had. I remember her golden hair flying behind her as she sped along the trail that first time. Do you remember that, Zaan?” asked Janos.

	“Yeah. I do,” he said.

	Janos hadn’t touched his food; his gaze wandered toward the fields and 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 four 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 the time. 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. There was excitement about the idea of Zaan moving to the city. 

	“I’m proud of you, Son. This will be really good for you,” Janos said, placing his hand on Zaan’s shoulder. Ingrette was in the kitchen cleaning up.

	“Yeah, to be honest I don’t know what I’ll find out in the city. It’s overwhelming to think about,” Zaan said.

	“If you do go on the road and on the seas, it can be real lonely and scary. But most of the kids here in town won’t even leave this town their whole lives. You will impress and be able to keep up with any ol’ traveler that comes around here if you make it to the Sea. You may even be the one who crosses it, who knows? That’s the thing about traveling; you don’t know what’s going to happen. Here, you wake up in your bed, eat, shit, eat, shit, go to sleep again. The days run together, patterns form, and before you know it your whole damn life is predictable in a town like this. Out there, every day can bring something different, something special, something people may write songs about.” 

	“Remember, 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, and 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 couldn’t speak for a moment. 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 the 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.

	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. The thought did cross his mind that he might never see his best friend again. As he petted Oscar’s scruff, his eyes welled, though he was sure Oscar didn’t know he was leaving. He knew his parents would take care of him, but he would miss him greatly. 

	“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. His mother Ingrette wept into her husband’s chest as he walked out of view.
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	The Road and

	 the City



	
CHAPTER NINE

	 

	THE key turned, and Zaan removed it from the lock to his front door. He then handed the key over to his landlord. His supplies for the journey ahead were fairly minimal—he carried maybe forty pounds’ worth of goods. Most of the furnishings in his home had come with the place, which was convenient for such an occasion. He looked up at the two-story dwelling and felt a bit of a pit in his stomach, as he didn’t think he would miss it, but he would probably think of this as home for quite some time. He felt anxious about his upcoming walk on the long road to Auracity.

	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 began to smile, then grin. 

	His head was a little foggy. The night prior had been a bit of fun—an impromptu party at Drake’s Inn. He had gone in to have a few drinks as a sort of farewell to the town, which quickly turned into a celebration by some of the locals of one of their own going out on a grand adventure. Word crept through the streets, and more people arrived at Drake’s. Most of them wanted to buy him a drink and pat him on the back, as if they wanted a piece of him, or to play a part in a journey that was not their own. Some of the girls danced with him, and the band played louder as the drinks flowed. Zaan got drunk and stayed up later than he should have.

	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 held the tears back successfully and 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. Thick gray clouds were scattered throughout the sky. The leaves had just starting 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.

	***

	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, his belly half full on salt 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.

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	 

	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. 

	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 had 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 no contact in the city and didn’t have enough money for more than 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. 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 greasy. He chuckled at the thought of him heading into Auracity as a traveler, nobody knowing him, but wanting to hear his stories from his adventures.

	He pictured himself sitting at a tavern and some patron asking him where he was from. He would say something like “As far north as north gets.” The man’s expression would be that of bewilderment and curiosity, and he would ask what it was like that far north. 

	“It’s colder than you could imagine. It’s cold enough to make your piss stiff and crack. You could lose it if you’re not careful, if you get my drift.” 

	“What are you doing here then?” he would ask Zaan.

	“I heard a rumor there’s a giant down south I’m going to slay for a lady. She’s a princess from an ice castle surrounded by a frozen moat filled with large snakes that swim through the ice like it was water,” he said.

	“The giant is the size of three houses, he eats goats whole, his name is Oaref, he is the king of all giants, and he breathes fire! The hair on his head got scorched off when he got into a fight with a dragon, and he won. Oaref tied the dragon’s neck around itself to strangle it, and now, I’m going to slay Oaref!” Zaan yelled.

	Zaan looked around embarrassed and stood up—he was yelling into the woods by the stream. “Here I am going to find my way in a huge city, by myself, and I’m yelling into the trees about some important thing I’m going to do. How childish,” he laughed as he walked on.

	Over the next hill he saw a speck of black on the horizon, on the road—a single person on horseback heading toward him. Zaan looked at the beautiful 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.

	“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 is all right. Are you coming from Auracity by chance?” Zaan asked.

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

	“Is there anything you can tell me about the city? I have never been there, and I’m looking to find work,” he said.

	“Young man, Auracity is a big, industrial city. All there is is jobs. Everybody—well, almost everybody—works in the manufacturing center. 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’ll work hard. I’ve no problem with that,” Zaan replied. “I guess I’m more referring to, do you have any friends who are looking for a good worker? I’m skilled in literacy and scholarly aspects.”

	 “Good luck with that. Auracity’s name sounds elegant, but if you’re looking to work in a bookstore, you may be hard-pressed. It’s like every other place: It’s about who you know. May take a bit to move into a bookstore. A boy like you, you may start working the fires, and if you’re really unlucky, they send you to the mines. Don’t go to the mines.

	“Auracity’s old, very old. It’s one of the first kingdoms, built even before the city of Barrier Cliff was destroyed before the Great Essillean War. King Hollon Livingston the Eighth is the ruling king now. He seems like a good king—he’s always pushing their manufacturing, mainly 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. I hope that helps.”

	“Thanks for the advice. You seem to know the city quite well,” he said to the man. “Don’t go into the mines, then. I won’t. Do you know of good, affordable lodgings in the city? Somewhere that has at the least fresh bread and a private bed?”

	“Go uptown to Harrow. For the most part I’ve had good experiences there—anywhere there should be good. That part of town is safe and can be fun. Any other matters I can help you with?” the rider asked, itching to continue his ride. 

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

	“Good travels,” the rider said as he pulled the reins to his right and clicked his heels on the steed. He disappeared into the distance quickly. Zaan was slow to start again; the thought of walking on his swollen feet in his thin leather shoes was not very attractive.

	Instead of moving on he decided to sit on the side of the road, and he found a large, fallen elm to take a rest on. The road looked the same as it had the entire walk so far—dry and scattered with pebbles and large rocks. He looked toward the city. The huge plume of smoke was still there, and it cheered him up to look at it. He’d even started noticing smaller plumes around that one, so he was getting closer. 

	He was walking again shortly, slower now, but he was heading in the right direction, wishing he had a horse. Being able to make the journey in less than two days sounded quite appealing, and he began to daydream about hitching onto a cart being pulled to the city by a strong Elotterel steed, twice the size and strength of your common horse. He could sit there and relax, take his shoes off, and let them dangle in the cool air as it rushed under his feet. This would not be the case; he was at the mercy of his feet, tired and weathered now. The clouds began to gather.

	***

	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. Fur-lol was in a part of the country where thunderstorms were regular, and he loved them, but there he’d always been able to shelter indoors, unlike now, where he was completely at the mercy of the storm. 

	He was shivering and couldn’t make a fire. All he could do was sit and take it. The large droplets bounced off him like they were hitting a lake. He felt extremely vulnerable, and he was wet, cold, and alone.

	He tried to distract himself with thoughts of girls or bars or anything. He dreamt of a warm bed and a fire, cider to heat him from the inside, but there was no escaping this constant rain. 

	Hours later the rain slowed and then stopped. He wrung out his socks, removed his shirt, and got a fire going. He was exhausted. Not only did his body shiver and shake for hours, 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 and he felt the warmth on his face, and his toes began to regain their color.

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	 

	HE awoke slowly and saw his fire had gone low; only gasping coals that glowed bright and then died down again remained. Zaan lay and watched this for what felt like twenty minutes. The coals seemed to be breathing with him, and he was tired, half asleep. He couldn’t tell if this was a dream, but it was a perfect feeling. He would fill his lungs with warm air, and the fire would dwindle and darken, making his eyes water; then he would exhale and the fire would glow bright and hot.

	The forest quieted down. All Zaan noticed was the fire in front of his eyes as he lay back. The noise of the insects and animals faded; the sound of the wind in the trees crept in louder. The leaves in the trees overhead began to circle, but the air around him remained calm.

	He didn’t notice it at first, but there was a light on the road, distant and faint. 

	Zaan sat up slowly, then removed his knife from his pocket and clutched it in his hand. Looking at the size of it in his palm, he wished it were bigger. The light began to grow in the distance. It began to get bigger quickly; it was approaching fast. He had a strong urge to get up, and as he stirred to stand, the wind picked up. 

	His fire roared with giant plumes of fire and smoke, blinding in the deep twilight of night. Then it was gone. His fire had been extinguished; he thought the wind had killed it. He had never seen anything like that happen, but it was the only rational explanation he could think of.

	The light on the horizon was blurry and still and had a hue of gold. With how fast it was approaching, he assumed it was a rider on horseback. With his fire now gone, Zaan took the opportunity presented to hide in the dark, standing behind a tree the width of his shoulders. His knuckles whitened, his grip tightening around the knife.

	Pudup, pudup, pudup. The rider came closer, the horse in full sprint. This was a fast horse, moving at great speed. Pudup, pudup, pudup. Zaan’s heart was racing. He turned his back to the tree and looked up at the starlit sky with the wind whipping the leaves above him. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves. He turned to look again at the rider, and his eyes grew. The rider was still. The horse had stopped on the road a mere four yards from him, and the rider was staring into Zaan’s eyes despite the dark. 

	She had bright blue piercing eyes. This must be the color of the ice in the north, he thought. She was beautiful, with silky auburn skin, long golden hair that lay upon the back of the horse. She wore dark, elegant robes that blended into the night. 

	Her eyes. They were magnificent; he could stare into them forever. They excited him, reminded him of things he’d never done, made him think of things he’d never thought possible, of gods and demons.

	Then came the rumble of horses’ hooves hitting dirt. Pudup, pudup, pudup. This time messy and many. There was no light this time. They were coming toward him and the woman. 

	She stayed, staring into Zaan’s eyes. 

	Pudup, pudup, pudup. Louder and louder. The horses were coming in closer. The terror returned to Zaan. He took in deep breaths as he looked into the golden-haired woman’s eyes. 

	Her lips stirred, and she closed her eyes, muttering something to herself. She then opened her iceberg-blue eyes. “The true power lies within us, and it lies above,” she whispered to Zaan. Her voice rang perfectly in his ears. “The name must ring again, ring aloud. The ages are growing darker. The name must sound from the mountains and caverns aloud.

	“Halen, Ojiin, the One, our Father.” She brought her hand up slowly, holding it straight out at him. 

	A bright blue flash grew all around Zaan. His eyes winced in pain, and he felt the blues and golds inside him, burning. It was in his head. He could taste it, and it filled his mouth and coated his tongue. It was in his nose, and his eyes watered with iceberg blue and hot king’s gold. His head flew back in unrelenting agony—a whiplash that sent him to the ground. With all his strength, he opened his eyes to slits and saw the woman rider with her hand still raised—though it now glowed a dull blue hue. She stared at him a moment, then lowered her hand, turned her head back to the road, kicked the great midnight steed, and took off faster than seemed possible. 

	Almost immediately behind her large, brutish horses followed. They went by in a flash, but they were mostly dirty and covered in black leather armor. Spit was foaming at their mouths and flying in streams as they rushed by. The riders were savage as well—they wore dirty clothes and unkempt beards, had short hair or wore dirty wool caps. They breathed heavily and did not speak. They only rode, using no torches to light their path. With Zaan’s pain diminishing, the thunderclap of the irregular hooves was startling to his half-aware consciousness. They did not seem to notice him lying in the mud, right off the side of the road, in plain sight, if it had been lit. He whispered to himself, “Please, don’t let them see me. Don’t let them see me.”

	He could make out the sounds of their hooves for another five minutes or so. An overwhelming fatigue came over him once he was satisfied the dark riders were at least out of hearing range. He couldn’t concern himself with the woman rider and her iceberg eyes, or the dark marauders. All he could think of was closing his eyes and giving in to whatever his body was telling him. Rest, sleep, and relax. He slept there, in the mud by the side of the road, halfway to Auracity. No fire, no light, no warmth, only the cold mud.



	
CHAPTER TWELVE

	 

	IT took more strength than usual to open his eyes. One eye was covered in drying mud, which he scraped off. It was early morning, and the sun had been up probably a little over an hour. The first thing Zaan thought about was . . . coffee. 

	He took his time getting a fire going, collecting kindling, setting the spark and collecting fresh water from the stream. He hadn’t brought much coffee, as he knew he would get some more in Auracity. He simmered and filtered out the remaining coarse coffee beans and drank. His head was foggy, and all he could think about was the hot liquid warming him all over. 

	Pulling the mug down from his lips, he gave a laugh, thinking of the night prior. “I’m losing it.” He paused, shuffling through the vague images he had in his head. “Why did the fire go out? Hmm . . .” He took another sip, then poured fresh coffee into his mug. He thought about what he thought he saw and remembered. Iceberg eyes. He looked at his arms and hands, splattered with mud. They didn’t have any marks on them, but he wondered why they were as sore as they felt. His body and fingers ached. Probably from shaking all night, he thought.

	“Was that a dream?” he whispered to himself. 

	After taking his time to regain his strength and consume some wet jerky and toasted bread, he was ready to get along on the road. He felt a pit in his stomach as he took his first step. It felt as if his instincts were telling him not to. 

	He swallowed hard when he noticed the massive hoofprints of large horses. They were deep prints, angled back, and they were far apart. Some of what he had seen last night may have been real. That pain from the blue and gold lights couldn’t have been imagined, could it?

	The day seemed to drag on, and Zaan didn’t make much progress. He was slow, taking breaks often, and scratching his head thinking about the night before. He felt dehydrated and hungrier than usual. He stopped and made a fire early. He was close enough to Auracity now that the night fires and burning industry ushered a warm glow over the city and illuminated the smokestacks. Lying back against a large tree, he stared at the smoke stream in the distance. He would probably be there in two days, if he picked up the pace. 

	Living alone in his home back in Fur-lol, he at least had Oscar to keep him company. Now, for the first time in his life, he found himself lonely. He wanted someone to talk to. If Oscar had been years younger, he would have brought him along, and what good times they would have had together. Oscar would have slept next to him, them keeping each other warm. What would be better, though, was a woman next to him now. He stared at the smoke and fire in the distance and thought of a woman lying there, both of them covered in a blanket and nothing else. 

	He was tired, but it wasn’t easy to get to sleep this night. Too many things were running through his mind, and he couldn’t quiet them. He was nervous, scared even, but also excited. What was the city going to be like? 

	The next day he awoke early, at sunup, and then made his way, determined to make good time. It wasn’t long before he met someone. The postman approached cheerfully with his horse and wagon. He wore a shiny black cap that was tilted down, and he had a large curled 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.” 

	“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 try.” The postman reached in his pouch and pulled out some taffy and threw it down to Zaan. “Good luck in the city. Try not to work in the mines if you don’t have to,” he said as he started again on his way.

	Zaan popped the taffy into his mouth. It was good and tasted like sweet apples. His pace picked up, and he started running. 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. He was anxious about his first day in Auracity; it reminded him of his first day in school. Would he make friends? How would the people treat him? It would feel good to be closer to people, and that comforted him, as did his dip in the stream that cleaned some of the mud off his skin.

	The next morning, he came to a grand crossing in the road. Auracity was straight ahead. He quickly thought about where the other two roads led. Where would he end up if he took either of them? He knew he was too tired, with too little food to take either one. He started forward again, the city entrance in front of him, the rushing of wagons, horses, and people soon all around him. 

	The walls surrounding the city were composed of enormous round stones, with many smaller round stones around them. He couldn’t even imagine how old the walls were. On either side of the front gate were two guard towers, both manned by a couple of armed guards with crossbows looking down at the people bustling in and out of the gates. 

	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 commotion was loud and disorienting. He looked down as he walked by, seeing all kinds of food, clothing, and collectables. 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 walked down the marketplace he learned was called Grumblane and was an unremarkable area. Aside from the deafening noise of the merchants, Grumblane was devoid of color, aside from what was for sale. In fact, as Zaan looked around at the city he soon realized how depressing it felt. Stone and mortar composed the city; there was very little wood structuring anywhere. It was indeed a very old city. 

	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 Hardway Lane for ten or so streets and reached the cross street of Harrow Way. The street itself was smoothly paved of gray mortar and slick shiny stones. 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. He decided to find lodging and clean up before eating here this evening.

	He took a left and came to a tavern called the Raven’s Roost. He entered, and the thick odor of sweat and malt beer filled the air. He sat and contributed to the smell. He drank a couple beers, let out a loud belch, and asked the barkeep, “Any rooms available?”

	“Not at the moment. We are cleaning one up, though. It’s a two-bed—a bit much if you’re alone,” the barkeep said, his face red and swollen from too many late nights after hours, Zaan guessed.

	“Yeah, a two-bed may be overkill for me. Do you have any recommendations where else I could stay?” Zaan asked.

	“Hold your horses, young man. There are some options. The Raven’s Roost isn’t known for turning away customers. Give me a moment and let me check into another room. You do have money, don’t you?” He glared at Zaan.

	“Yes, I do,” Zaan said bluntly.

	The barkeep’s face lit back up. “Well then, have another drink and let me get something set up for you. He passed another cool, foamy ale to Zaan. 

	Zaan was feeling buzzed, as he had not eaten much and had run a great bit the day before, and weariness came over him. He looked around at the other patrons as the barkeep went off to find a bed. To his right was a man covered in soot; beer dripped from his long black beard, and his knees bumbled up and down. To his left was a calm woman, her head high, her gaze aimed above the bar. She wore a sweat-stained white skirt that fell along her ankles, she had bone jewelry hanging from her ears, and her hair was wild. She was drinking what looked like mead. 

	“Hi,” Zaan said to the woman.

	She looked at him, then looked back at the wall. 

	The barkeep thudded back over. “Well, sir . . . What was your name?” 

	“Zaan.” 

	“Master Zaan, I’ve talked to a young man similar to you, and in the same predicament. He is renting a two-bedroom, and he has agreed to split it with you.” He paused, shut his eyes for what seemed like a hard blink. “I’m sure you’d like to meet him first, and he you. He’ll be down in a minute; his name is Gar.” 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	 

	GAR came down the turning steps from his upstairs two-bedroom, which he had been renting the last few weeks. His eyes scanned the room to look for the individual he’d agreed to share a room with. Zaan didn’t make much of an impression on Gar, slumped as he was over the bar, looking like a shot of whiskey would knock him right over. Zaan’s greasy black hair almost touched his glass, his clothes were dirty, and his eyes were glazed over.

	“Hey,” Gar said.

	Zaan turned to meet his glance. “Hey.”

	“My name is Gar, Gar Tilten. The innkeeper talked to you about sharing my room?” 

	Zaan looked up at Gar. Gar looked short, even elevated up on the stairs—probably a full head shorter than Zaan. He had dirty blond hair, was fairly stocky, and seemed quite strong. He wore short sleeves that showed veins running down his arms. 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. He had a good energy about him, Zaan thought.

	“Yeah, said we might be sharing the room. He said he only had a two-bedroom available,” Zaan said.

	“Well, I’m willing to split my room . . . You a weirdo?” He squinted his eyes at Zaan.

	“Uhh. I don’t think so. I’m pretty normal, I think. Are you?” Zaan replied.

	“Probably no more than you . . . Well, you seem okay and I’m very interested in splitting up the rent. It’s two solids a week total, so one each. Let me show you the room.” He paused. “Are you carrying any weapons?” he asked.

	“Just a small knife.” 

	“That it?” Gar asked again to be sure.

	“Yeah, why?” 

	“I just like to know, you know, what I could expect to get in the back from some weirdo in my sleep. Anyways, come on up,” Gar said.

	Zaan took a big gulp of the remaining ale, and the barkeep gave him a motion to follow Gar up the stairs. “I’ll add it to your tab,” said the barkeep.

	Gar opened the door and showed Zaan what he expected to see: a 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 hypnotic 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.

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	 

	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 sleeping in the mud 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 also settled up for the beers, coffee, and the half loaf of bread and small ration of butter he was about to consume. Altogether it was five shims and three slits, and he tipped a slit on top. He figured he could make it another two weeks on the money in his bag, but he would need more soon.

	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.

	“Oh, man, 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 meaning to lead into more about the golden-haired woman he may or may not have imagined.

	“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. “Speaking of money, what are you going to do while you’re here?” 

	“I don’t know exactly. I was hoping to work at the university or something along those lines.” 

	“Well, I don’t know much about that stuff, but I do know almost everything that happens in this city is about who you know, and who they know. So if you’re going to get a job like that, you better get some rich friends. Around here, it’s pretty much factory work or changing chamber pots.” 

	“Hmmm, well then, 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.

	“Well, I’ll think about it. Do you know where the university is?” Zaan asked.

	“I’ll take you there now if you want,” Gar replied. Zaan nodded in approval.

	As they walked uptown, Zaan realized that Gar did seem like a nice guy, and maybe someone he could be friends with. Auracity was much different than Fur-lol. There was no debating that fact, as most of his friends back home were married by seventeen. In the city, he saw few people his age with kids, even. 

	As they walked, they talked about Auracity: what parts of town were nice, and those to be avoided, which seemed to be many. The worst of those was Garangden District, full of thieves, murderers, and rapists. Garangden used to have a prison in it around a hundred years ago, and then the inmates tore down the walls and made their homes there. The royalty built big walls around Garangden, but the people could still come and go as they please. Zaan felt better about where was safe to travel in the city, which was good information to have.

	As they approached the university, Zaan’s eyes lit up. The walls were massively high, again made of stone, but with light blue tinted stones scattered throughout the high walls.

	“This is Auracity’s Grand University. Pretty amazing, huh?” Gar said as he looked up.

	The Grand University was as wide as it was tall, which was impressive. It could hold around twenty-five hundred students. They studied all varieties of subjects here, including medicine, alchemy, and physics. Stained glass teardrop-shaped windows adorned the building.

	They approached the front entrance and knocked with the heavy iron knocker. It thudded, and the echoes of it could be heard through the thick black wooden door. The door creaked open, and a small hooded woman peeked her head through the opening. 

	“Yes?” she uttered strictly.

	“Hello, ma’am. I was looking for work in the university. Are there any openings? I am a student from Fur-lol. My name is Zaan, Zaan Talabard.” 

	“Are you a student here?” she responded.

	“Well, not currently. I was looking to just work somewhere,” Zaan said.

	“Do you have a letter of recommendation from anyone in the university or the palace?” she asked.

	“No, but I really would like to work here. I think I have some valuable skills to offer,” he said.

	“Look, you can either become a student and pay tuition, if you are smart enough to be accepted; or bring us a signed recommendation from someone who supports the university. Those are your best options, young man.” She wouldn’t even open the doors enough for Zaan to get a look inside the main lobby of Auracity’s Grand University. “I bid you farewell,” she said as she removed her head from the crevasse of the heavy door and slowly closed it.

	Zaan looked at the ground, defeated. Then he looked up at Gar, who was expressionless.

	“Wanna swing a big hammer and play with fire?” Gar asked with a smile on his face.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	 

	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.

	“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.

	“No, no sir,” Zaan replied.

	“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, and he had 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 scattered along 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.

	***

	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. 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 couldn’t even lift, it was so heavy.

	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 was 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.

	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 weeks at the shop, Zaan said little more to her than “Hi,” always regretting that he didn’t say more.

	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 intense, 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. Zaan saw her and felt his heart sink; he caught himself staring at her and faced his head toward the wall.

	“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.

	“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’s heart beat wildly. He was nervous and didn’t respond.

	“Okay, ready?” Alli threw the ball up above her and hit it against the wall. Gar caught it. “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 on him, landing directly on top of him. Her face was inches from his, her leg was between his legs, and she was more beautiful in this moment than he had ever imagined. She showed the ball in her hand in front of his face and winked.

	“Sorry, not fast enough,” she said to him. Her breath tickled his face. He wanted this moment to last forever. He tried to speak. 

	“Yeah, I guess not. Well, next time maybe I’ll be on top.” He 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, and 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. She was the most wonderful thing in this world to him.   

	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 or make it to the university and get a good job there. He also dreamt of Tilda: her touching his arm, looking into his eyes, and her lips eventually touching his.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	 

	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 the Righteous 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,” she said as she made her way out of the throne room, letting the large doors close loudly behind her.

	
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	 

	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!”

	***

	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 the cigarette to him again. 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.”

	“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 cigarette 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, I was married. For a long time actually, fifteen years.”

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

	“He died.”

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

	“It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

	“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.”

	“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, Brand Hildenbred. We would have been married twenty-five 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 cigarette 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 EIGHTEEN

	 

	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.

	    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. Again, time is short, and hopefully there will be more time to fully explain these things to you soon.”

	“Who are they? Why do they want the Azulūz? How do I have it? What do I do?” Zaan asked. He was scared, all of this coming so suddenly.

	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 very powerful and dangerous. He is greedy and hungry for power. He only wants to extinguish the lights of the other gods. 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. 

	“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 woman on a horse shot a blue light at me and knocked me out on the road. I thought it couldn’t be real, but they are saying it was, and now I’m in danger,” Zaan replied.

	“Yes, Zaan, you need to leave Auracity. If they find you, it will be the end of you, 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 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.

	 

	 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	 

	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.

	
Part III

	 

	The Rescuers

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY

	 

	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 in 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 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.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	 

	“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.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	 

	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 TWENTY-THREE

	 

	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.

	***

	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 TWENTY-FOUR

	 

	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 the Righteous 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 TWENTY-FIVE

	 

	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.

	***

	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.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	 

	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.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	 

	“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 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.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	 

	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 figured 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.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	 

	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 THIRTY-THREE

	 

	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. 

	***

	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.

	***

	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.

	 


PART IV

	 

	The Road

	 to Asylum

	 

	
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	 

	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 one with an open 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.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	 

	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 despise those lands. I am from the lands called 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, and it is almost all one big desert. It is a beautiful place. It is filled with golden lights that hang in the great cities, silver chariots that line clean streets, and the most beautiful women imaginable. Enormous monuments still stand to the great old gods there. Religion is still practiced in that part of the world, at least from last I heard. Although the gods’ names have been erased and forgotten here; over there mighty gods still stand, magnificent and ancient.”

	“I have heard it is quite beautiful over there, although I also hear the desert itself is quite unbearable, if you don’t mind my saying so,” Astor said, trying not to insult his friend. “Not to mention you seem quite pale to be from the desert.”

	“It is a desert. In my experience they are all quite dangerous, if you don’t know how to survive them,” Gogenanth replied, “and yes, I had more color when I was more youthful back then. I would surely not have an enjoyable second day under the hot sun in the Arr.”

	“Will you ever go back?” Zaan asked Gogenanth, 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.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	 

	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 a shadow 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.

	***

	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 talons 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?”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	 

	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!”

	“Your 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.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY

	 

	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.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

	 

	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 completion 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.”

	 

	
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

	 

	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. 

	“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, but his cravings for her were increasing. 

	They walked for a while like this, not talking, 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 will cook something.” 

	“Okay, your place then,” he said, trying not to reveal too much of his excitement.

	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, intentionally not bringing up his walk with Tilda. 

	“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.

	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, trying to read Zaan’s demeanor.

	“Oh! I understand.” Gar 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.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

	 

	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.

	“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. Finally, a clue that she maybe wanted to have the night alone with him, he thought. 

	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. 

	“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. It really was a great time, and his cheeks hurt from smiling and laughing. Yet at this point, he found himself growing impatient with his desire to be alone with Tilda. It had nothing to do with Gar, except for the fact that he was still there. “Yeah . . . more ale,” he said softly.

	“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, feeling guilty of his feelings.

	“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. Before he could recover or say anything, Tilda walked casually up to him and pressed her soft lips delicately against his. And he felt her, finally. He felt the warmth of her lips, and he could taste her. It was like tasting taffy for the first time: sweet, and left you wanting more. 

	She had her hands on his face. He was still sitting but put his hand on her hip. He felt the smooth cloth under his fingers as he ran his hand up to her stomach. And they kissed each other wildly as she ran her hands down to the strong sides of his neck.

	His passion was unquenchable. He could not get close enough to her. He finally stood up and she pulled his body toward hers and kissed him. She was like an animal. She grabbed his face and put it into her neck. He could taste what he used to try to catch a whiff of back in the armory. Now it was all his. He wanted this moment to last forever.

	Holding his hands on her lower back, she held him in close. Then his hands began to drift lower, clasping his hands on parts of her he’d dreamed of months ago. He was thinking of nothing but the rush of excitement coursing through his body, and the urge to keep this moment going forever. And then the strangest thing that could happen . . . happened. She pushed him away and wiped off 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, 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, 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.

	***

	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.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

	 

	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.

	“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-SIX

	 

	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. 

	***

	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-SEVEN

	 

	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.

	***

	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.”

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

	 

	“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.

	“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-NINE

	 

	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 here 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.

	***

	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 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 now. 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.

	 


PART V

	 

	Winter and

	 Revenge

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY

	 

	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.

	 

	
CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

	 

	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.”

	 

	
CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

	 

	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 guns.” 

	“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 Gogenanth’s disdain for them back to attention at 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.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

	 

	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. 

	***

	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.”

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

	 

	 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, but they did not feel them. 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, fifty yards away, 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.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

	 

	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.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

	 

	“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.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

	 

	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. Is this the woman who tried to kill me? Then he saw the girl on the horse behind her. “That must be Lily,” he said to Tilda. “I bet she is freezing.” Tilda gave no response.

	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 the Righteous. 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 the Righteous. 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 trying 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.

	 


CHAPTER SIXTY

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

	 

	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.

	 


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

	 

	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.

	***

	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.

	 


 CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

	 

	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.

	 

	
CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

	 

	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 the 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 for Lily 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 SIXTY-FIVE

	 

	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 creacked 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.

	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.

	 

	      Love always.

	        Your son,

	            Zaan



	
CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

	 

	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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	Zaan and Oscar in Fur-lol
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	Gogenanth of the Arr
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	Tilda Hildenbred the Tangier


If you enjoyed this book and would like to keep in touch with free sample chapters, as well as more illustrations such as those of Gildur, Angela Dragus the Righteous, and of the battle with Reizenthrōgz, please sign up for the Path of Zaan newsletter at:

	ThePathOfZaan.com

	 

	 

	 

	Coming soon

	 

	The Path of Zaan 

	Book II

	The Crooked Knight

	By C.K. Rieke
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