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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Destiny is a very strange thing, isn’t it? 
 
    After the victory my companions and I achieved over Sirak and the Dyn’osi in Delmar, one would think that I would long to be accepted back into my home country, into the good graces of the people I worked so hard to serve.   
 
    “One” would be wrong. 
 
    To the surprise of even my friends, I had absolutely no desire to stay in that place any longer than I had to.  I left the city in short order, along with nearly all of my companions—only Derrick, my wise-cracking friend, stayed behind, serving once again for the White Army, the army I had once served for several years.  He was offered the position of General, the same position as my mentor, Sir Garridan, by King Baladir, but he declined—he had never wanted that kind of responsibility. 
 
    Once we all left the city, most of us went our separate ways.  Timor, the time-traveling apprentice wizard distraught over losing the Rod of Therl back to Sirak, disappeared shortly after our victory in Delmar.  Although he and I had never really seen eye-to-eye, I was concerned for him—he was stuck in this time since the time traveling jewel broke, and since he wouldn’t actually be born for several more decades, he really didn’t have anyone here except us.  But he left without a word, and therefore it was out of my control. 
 
    Kirra, the Queen of the Thieves (as she is called), returned to the criminal city of Knol, to do whatever it is she does down there.  Despite the fact that we had a natural dislike of each other—since she was a thief and I was a soldier—I couldn’t deny her skills.  She was exceptional in combat, and her infiltration skills had proven very useful in Delmar.   
 
    That being said, Kirra not being around was good for my stress level. 
 
    All that was left were those who really had nowhere to go—myself, Iskandor the dragon, and of course, Lady Mirabelle. 
 
    Mirabelle was a soldier without a home, just like myself.  But in dealing with her pain and loss, during the same time that I was dealing with my pain and loss, we found what we both needed to pull us through that difficult time:  each other. 
 
    The legend surrounding Lady Mirabelle was that any man who met her fell in love with her at first sight.  It was rumored to be magic or an enchantment of some kind, and after the battle in Delmar, that was proven to be the case—it was revealed that a ring she always wore, given to her by a resident of Longchester that she didn’t know, was enchanted.  But knowing that I was confused over my feelings for her (not knowing if they were real or part of the enchantment), Mirabelle threw the ring into Lake Apera, and if anything, my love for her only got stronger.  We helped each other a great deal in getting through those first couple of months. 
 
    Now we, along with Iskandor, were inseparable, and in keeping with my vision after the events in Delmar, we formed the Knights of Iskandor, a mercenary group gathered together to deal with dangerous situations, situations of evil.  We took only jobs of virtue, dealing justice to evil and bringing hope and peace to the good. 
 
    Kirra joined us periodically, but not that often—not only was fighting evil not her thing, but there was still a great deal of tension between her and Mirabelle, So the two co-existed, because both were very close to me, but it was a very tenuous relationship, at best. 
 
    As for Iskandor, the dragon who had inadvertently caused my exile from Delmar, who had since become the greatest friend I ever had, he seemed to be doing very well.  He enjoyed his role in our Knighthood immensely, and was never too far away, a silent, but comforting presence.  But whenever we looked at each other, I could see behind his eyes—something was haunting him.  When I saw his looks of trepidation and fear, I knew exactly what he was thinking. 
 
    The time is near.  We must find out what you have become. 
 
    I knew it as well as he did, but I constantly put it off.  After my exile from Delmar, about a year later, I was killed by brigands who, I suspect, were attempting to collect on a bounty put out by Sir Norvin, my greatest (and I use that term very loosely) rival in the White Army.  Iskandor, a young dragon at the time, was there, but was too young to help me.  He had the guise of a little boy as I was dying, but it took too long for him to shape shift back into a dragon.  He carried that grief with him for three thousand years.  In the meantime, he attempted to save my life by bringing me to an elder dragon, who powers could resurrect me.  Unfortunately, it appeared that the dragon had gone mad, and instead of simply restoring me back to life, he put me in a deep sleep and performed foul magic on me.  As a result, I woke up three thousand years in the future with long, black hair, white eyes (which only served to terrify most people), and magical powers that not only did I not want, but I could not control at times.  Timor helped me a great deal, after my reluctance to even try, to harness my powers, and now I was very skilled at them, although I was still learning to use them.  But I still despised my powers, and I vowed never to use them unless it was absolutely necessary.  (I cheated at times, however—I found telekinesis to be very useful … not to mention fun.) 
 
    The Knights began to earn a good reputation in a short period of time.  We traveled around the world, doing jobs in faraway places—and that is how we heard the first rumblings of trouble.  First and foremost, Sirak, who had escaped Delmar virtually unscathed (and regained the valuable Rod of Therl, used in the Sol-haleth ritual that was performed to change the citizens of Delmar into the dreaded Ther-lor), had created a new kingdom, taking over the city of Min Lenoras, in the far west.  There were reports from scattered, nearby settlements that talked of strange happenings in the area, that the city was strangely silent, and that the gates of the enormous, mountain-top city had been barred shut.     
 
    We also began to hear of trouble with the Mage’s Counsel.  After the truth about Sirak and the Ther-lor spread across the land like wildfire, the people—nobles, peasants, and kings alike—began to call for control, and sometimes eradication, of mages as a whole.  They claimed that the mages should have had better control and more knowledge of what Sirak was doing.  The truth, however, is a great deal more complicated—many of the spells that Sirak used in the Sol-haleth ritual was already forbidden by the Initiatve, and Sirak was already a part of the Dyn’osi, one of the most secret of secret cults.  So it follows that if they are doing their jobs properly, no one could have ever known what they were doing until they did it … and even then, you still might not know it.  Honestly, there was little the Initiative could have done about it.  Timor once told me that the mages employ their own forces in dealing with renegade mages, or magic out of control.  These forces were often taken from the ranks of graduating wizards, (though a few mages out of every graduating class often volunteered), and were used strictly to deal with problems within their craft.  One would think that, even if it were only for damage control, that they would be called in to deal with the Dyn’osi situation shortly, if they hadn’t been already.   
 
    Internally, I also had personal problems to deal with—my nightmares about Garridan still haunted me virtually every night.  Sir Garridan Winslow, my mentor who had taken me as a farm boy and trained me to become the knight that I was, was turned into a Ther-lor by Sirak and forced to fight me.  The Ther-lor are mindless, soulless beings, who have one purpose—to obey the will of their master, Sirak.  Sirak ordered the Ther-lor Garridan to kill me while I was in the future, but it was I who killed him—but at terrible personal cost to myself.  I began having horrible nightmares and flashbacks.  After I and my companions infiltrated Delmar to save the city, I was forced to fight him again … and I killed him again, albeit accidentally.  In my attempt to use my powers to destroy the magical barrier that housed the souls of all the people of Delmar, Sirak used his powers to throw Garridan in the way, and the blast did terrible damage to him.  After the barrier was destroyed, and Garridan’s soul had been returned to his body, we were able to have a few final words with each other, and I had hoped that that would be the end of my nightmares, but it wasn’t to be—I was still plagued with guilt over Garridan’s death. 
 
    And then there was Norvin himself.  One of my other purposes in coming back to Delmar was to confront him, perhaps even battle him, gain some retribution for the crimes he perpetrated against myself and the city of Delmar.  It was Norvin who had struck a deal with the Dyn’osi that allowed them entry into the city, where they were able to perform the Sol-haleth and convert the city.  It was also Norvin, I suspect, that put out the bounty on me that resulted in my death.  But when I finally found Norvin in Delmar in the cathedral, he had been stabbed, almost near death, and I hadn’t bothered to finish him off. 
 
    But weeks later, when the remains of the cathedral had been cleared, Norvin’s body was nowhere to be found …  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Lady Mirabelle … so beautiful, so deadly. 
 
    I watched her from high above.  She truly was awe-inspiring, from a standpoint of beauty, as well as skill.  But she cared not for her looks, not at all.  She did not rely on her long, flaming red hair, or her violet eyes to get somebody’s attention.  If you didn’t respect her, a solid fist to the jaw would do the trick.  She didn’t need me to protect her—she was quite capable of taking care of herself.  She had been the leader of the Longchester military, and for good reason—she was every bit as efficient on the battlefield as she was captivating in appearance.  All of this just made me love her more … and she loved me back—a ghostly creature with long, stringy black hair, pale skin, and white eyes.  Perched on the tree branch I was crouched on, I couldn’t help but ponder how truly lucky I was. 
 
    She caught me staring at her, and she put two fingers to her own eyes, then pointed to the building we were supposed to be watching—a direct reminder to pay attention to my job.  But even as she did that, she was smiling.   
 
    How?  How did such a shining light penetrate through my darkness?  I softly rubbed my “teardrop” scar just below my left eye as I pondered.   
 
    But, as Iskandor liked to say, “Questioning why is pointless.”  Things that have already happened couldn’t be changed, so there was no reason to wonder about it … and in this case, I certainly had no problem accepting my fate. 
 
    Just then, sounds from the building … they were coming out. 
 
    My mind finally snapped back into focus, I tensed, pulling my black hood a little lower down over my head.  With my vision that was enhanced by my powers, I could see everything in the dark night ahead of me.  The only sounds were the chirping of crickets nearby, and a light breeze blowing through the trees—along with the sounds of the targets, coming out through the window of the warehouse we’d been watching.   
 
    Three bandits had just hit the ground … time to move. 
 
    I gave Mirabelle the signal, and she jumped out from behind the tree she was hiding behind, just as the bandits were about to pass her. 
 
    “Ahh!” one of them screamed.  “It’s them!  Run!”  But before the nearest one to Mirabelle could get away, she swept his legs out from under him, and quickly held her dagger to his throat. 
 
    The remaining bandits—two of them—were now heading in my direction.  I leapt down from the tree branch, some twenty-five feet in the air, landing hard in a crouch position right in front of them.  Lifting my head slowly, I glared at them. 
 
    “It’s Aidan!”  The nearest bandit screamed.  At the glimpse of my white eyes, they reared back in terror.  One of them though, decided he was brave enough to try and take me down.  He charged at me, swinging his ax.   
 
    “Whoa, easy there!” I said, mocking him.  “You’re going to throw out your shoulder if you keep flailing like that!” 
 
    The bandit didn’t acknowledge my taunts and kept on swinging fruitlessly.  Having not drawn my twin black shortswords yet, I dove into a roll past him, nearly rolling into a tree, drawing my swords and twirling them as I rose.   
 
    The bandit charged again, had almost reached me before I could turn around.  He swung his ax again, a swing that he put all of his force into, as evidenced by the fact that the blade of the weapon sunk deeply into the bark of the tree, sending wood splinters flying everywhere and getting the ax stuck.  Cursing, the bandit tried desperately to free his weapon, but he was too late.  I stood quickly, kneed the bandit in the stomach, and hit him in the face with the hilt of my left-hand sword.  He sunk like a collapsing tent.   
 
    The remaining bandit was now utterly horrified.  In desperation, he ran the only remaining way he could … to his left.   
 
    “Stop him!”  Mirabelle yelled.  “He’s getting away!” 
 
    “It’s taken care of,” I said with a smirk, sheathing my shortswords.  A few seconds later, the still night was shattered by the roar of a dragon, followed by an ear-piercing, high-pitched scream that was almost as loud.  Mirabelle smiled in realization. 
 
    “Are you sure he won’t eat him?”  Mirabelle asked with a heart-stopping smile. 
 
    “That won’t happen,” I said confidently.  “Iskandor knows our orders … ‘subdue and apprehend.’  Besides, he doesn’t like to eat humans—he says they have a bit of a sour taste to him.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not nice,” Mirabelle replied, “but good for us, I suppose.”   
 
    With that, we all turned our attention to (likely) the one conscious bandit.  Mirabelle had tied up his arms and feet to keep him from escaping. 
 
    However, that didn’t keep him from being quiet … the bandit began to yell and scream for help.   
 
    With a short right hand to the jaw, he crumpled to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    “Ouch,” Mirabelle said, glancing down at the bandit.  “You need to watch it, Aidan—you know your powers make you stronger than most people.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “I was in full control.”   
 
    Then I heard sounds coming from my left, and I turned to find Iskandor, in human form, coming toward us with his right hand extended, guiding the unconscious form of a bandit, which was floating in front of him. 
 
    “What happened?”  Mirabelle asked. 
 
    Iskandor shrugged.  “Nothing at all.  He simply fainted when he saw a dragon in front of him.” 
 
    I smiled at him.  “How come you’re not still in dragon form?” 
 
    “I didn’t feel like taking down several trees just to walk over here,” Iskandor replied.  “So, I shifted.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding.  “Let’s round up these bandits get them back to the sheriff in Traiss for the reward.”   
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    The city of Traiss wasn’t that far away from the warehouse we were watching.  The sheriff of the city was concerned that there were robberies taking place there, and he proved to be right.  He was extremely pleased when we returned with the bodies; he paid a pretty good sum in gold for each bandit.  We divided it up evenly and left the city, back out on the road again. 
 
    If we didn’t have a certain destination in mind, we didn’t travel in a specific direction, and this was one of those nights.  Most times, we would end up in a city where someone there would need help—thieves apprehended, beasts slaughtered, missing people found, and even in some cases, pets found.  If the cause was merited, we took the job. 
 
    We were right on the Longchester city border, and we knew we needed to leave quickly, before King Marion learned of our presence.  We journeyed south for a couple of hours, before settling in the Odieri Mountains, not far from a path that ran through the mountain range.  In any other place, we wouldn’t want to risk a fire, but it was much too cold not to.  Thankfully, when you have a dragon around, you need not worry about how you are going to start said fire.   
 
    Mirabelle took first watch, and I came to relieve her after a few hours.  Instead of leaving to rest, however, she remained seated on a fallen log, and looked up at me with worried expression.  “This is going to be the best time of our lives, isn’t it?” 
 
    I just stared at her in shock.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Right here, right now,” she answered, staring unseeing into the fire.  “Going around the land, working for the good, dealing with as many thieves and highway men as we can.  But it’s coming, I can feel it … Sirak has been quiet for much too long, to say nothing of King Marion.” 
 
    I understood what she meant completely, and I put my arm around her as I sat down. 
 
    “I don’t mean to make what we’re doing sound bad,” Mirabelle reassured me.  “Quite the contrary, Aidan—I love it.  I love being in the Knights of Iskandor, and most of all, I love being with you.” 
 
    Her words sent a pleasant shiver through my body.  “As I do, my love,” I whispered, drawing her in closer.  She rested her head on my shoulder.  Her wavy red hair was in my face, but I didn’t care one bit.  For that brief moment, it felt like nothing else in the world mattered but us. 
 
    “The world is about to be plunged into war,” Mirabelle said, as if she had known this for quite some time, which she may well have.  “Though they are not working together, Sirak and King Marion are out to destroy the world, as well as each other—and they are going to endanger all of the free beings of world in doing so.” 
 
    I sensed that there was something else bothering her.  “You know that peace never lasts that long, Mirabelle.  There will always be war.” 
 
    “Of course, I know that,” Mirabelle said.  “It’s just that … you, Timor, and Iskandor have been to the future.  You have seen what it will become …” 
 
    “That future doesn’t exist anymore, my love,” I reassured her.  “We have changed the events, and the future will never end up that way.” 
 
    “We don’t know that, Aidan,” Mirabelle said in response.  “Yes, the exact future you witnessed will never take place, but something very similar could occur.” 
 
    I had to admit, I was somewhat shaken by her words.  I knew deep down that she was right—there was always the chance that the future I had witnessed would come to pass, as long as Sirak lived.  But that couldn’t happen—we would find a way to stop him.  We had to … 
 
    “I still think about Longchester sometimes,” Mirabelle said, her words cutting through my thoughts.  “My parents are there, suffering.  I want to help them so badly …”  She paused and then went on.  “When I was younger, my beauty was all that mattered.  I’d spend hours looking in a mirror, trying to make myself look the best I could possibly be.  That was my mother’s influence—‘You are nobility, my daughter, and so you must always look like nobility.’  It’s almost amusing to look back now and think about how superficial I was.  Becoming a soldier changed my life, and I’ve never regretted it.  I think about the greatest days I had in the knighthood, how the people admired me so, and I loved them in turn.  Then I think about the entire city of people turned into Ther-lor, people who I knew and cared about … I don’t know how you dealt with it.” 
 
    I sighed and paused before answering.  “Of course, my situation is a bit different.  I fought with it in my mind every day, whether I wanted to save them or not.  Right or wrong, that was how I felt.  It is also true that there was so much else going on that my mind was otherwise occupied all the time.  It certainly wasn’t the easiest time of my life.” 
 
    “I know,” Mirabelle replied.  “I hope I was able to help out with your emotional turmoil.” 
 
    I chuckled to myself, which alarmed Mirabelle at first, because she didn’t know what I meant by it.  But her apprehension changed into a beaming smile when I replied, “I never would have made it through that time without you.” 
 
    Her smile nearly lit up the darkness surrounding us caused by the night, like it had lit up my life.  Just the image of her smile was enough to get me through any difficult time.  But even as I rejoiced in our newfound love, the dark clouds of my thoughts still periodically blocked that shining light.  
 
    “As for your parents,” I went on, “we will save them.  I promise you that.” 
 
    Mirabelle looked up at me hopefully, then smiled.  Then she snuggled closer to me.  
 
    “Something’s on your mind,” Mirabelle said, matter-of-factly.  In a very short time, she was able to learn very quickly when something was bothering me.  I suspected that she had a great deal of practice, dealing with my moods. 
 
    Caught off-guard, I scrambled to recover.  “I—I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” she said, in a slightly sing-song voice.  She always had a way of completely disarming me, using a variety of tactics.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said with a sigh.  “I’m just … it’s difficult when you don’t know exactly what you are.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Mirabelle said simply. 
 
    I looked at her, confused.  “What do you mean, ‘it doesn’t matter’?” 
 
    “You are who you are,” she said, “and that’s quite enough for me.” 
 
    It was things like that that made my life of turmoil that much easier to deal with. 
 
    “I know we discussed the Ther-lor’s existence after the Battle of Delmar,” Mirabelle went on, returning to her earlier subject, “but I can’t help but wonder what would possess someone to do something like that to innocent people.” 
 
    “He’s crazy, my love,” I answered.  “That’s all there is to it.  He believes that he can save the world by turning it into something else entirely.” 
 
    “But does he even know the effect it has on the people?”  Mirabelle questioned.  “Everyone we talked to in Delmar told us how horrible it was—that they were fully conscious and aware of what was going on, but they could do nothing to stop it.  Can you imagine?  You’re in your own body, forced to kill another human being.  You know it’s wrong—you would never do it if you were your normal self.  You see yourself doing it, you’re afraid and desperate to stop yourself—yet you have no control.  You kill that person and all you’re left with is the pain and mental anguish of what you’ve just done.  And you can never be rid of that.” 
 
    It truly was a horrifying picture that Mirabelle had painted.  It was like you were in prison inside your own body.               
 
    That was what Garridan felt … 
 
    I shook off that thought immediately and moved on. 
 
    “And the children …” My voice was almost a whisper. 
 
    Mirabelle nodded.  We didn’t find out until later, but Sirak had kept the children in the dungeons of the White Castle.  All of them, packed in there like rats.  It turned out that the effects of the Sol-haleth ritual were too much for the developing minds of the young to handle.  They became wild and unpredictable, almost feral.  Left unchecked, they could have done significant damage to city, let alone the adult Ther-lor themselves.  So Sirak caged them in the dungeons, where they screamed and snarled like monsters.  It was terrifying to think about. 
 
    “He has to be stopped,” Mirabelle said in a low voice. 
 
    “He will be,” I replied.  “We just have to figure out how.  We don’t know where he’s keeping the souls, and it’s not like we can just walk right in to Min Lenoras.  We’re not going to have the element of surprise like we did in Delmar.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Mirabelle said, and it was clear that she was flustered. 
 
    And I knew why. 
 
    “We’ll save them, my love.  I will not stop until Longchester is saved.  I promise you that.” 
 
    She looked up into my eyes then, and I saw that they were dimmed with tears.  I held her tighter and stared into the fire.  It was difficult fighting an enemy—in this case, the Ther-lor themselves—that you really didn’t want to kill.  They were still people underneath, and could be saved.  But in this case, I knew that casualties could not be avoided—Sirak would be expecting us to come for him, and a silent infiltration would not be possible. 
 
    We will save them.  We will stop Sirak.  If it’s the last thing I do. 
 
       


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Ten days passed.  We continued to travel south, staying as far away from the Longchester border as we could manage—not that we would have traveled through the country anyway, with King Marion in power, and undoubtedly looking forward to the day that he would come face-to-face with all of us again.  The elven forest land of Vidasel was almost directly south of Traiss, and we had headed there.  We received a very warm reception from the elves, with whom I had had a great relationship with for years, something not normally found in humans.  Lady Mirabelle, a knight of great renown, was welcomed with open arms.  Elves revere dragons, so they considered it an honor to be in Iskandor’s presence.     
 
    As the elves honored us with their hospitality, I couldn’t help but feel, as I always did, very anxious and apprehensive while I was visiting—the reason being that my sleeping body, from my previous life (after I had been killed) was residing in one of the southern most caves of Vidasel, guarded by a young Iskandor.  That body would wake up three thousand years later, in the form that I currently possessed.  Timor, the wizard, had made it clear to me and to the elves that my body was not to be disturbed—if something happened to it, there was a great chance that I would cease to exist, since my timeline would be disrupted.  It was all very confusing; the part I understood the most was not to disturb my sleeping form, and that was all I needed to know. 
 
    As the elves and I greeted each other, I came across Nydel, the female elven warrior who served in the elven military, and who would be their leader in that future time, three thousand years from now.  She didn’t look any different now than she would then, with the life span of the elves that stretched thousands of years.  I didn’t speak to her much in this time, but every time I saw her, I couldn’t help but be appreciative of her help in the future, notably when she distracted Sirak long enough for Timor, Iskandor, and I to escape through the time portal and come back to this time.  She had put her life on the line for us, and I would never forget that—but it was difficult to not be able to express that appreciation, for fear of disturbing the future. 
 
    After we had eaten a delicious elven meal, we were walking through the forest, just enjoying the peace and serenity of the elven realm, when we spotted an elf runner heading straight for us, sprinting all the way.  He was holding a scroll case in his hand.  Though he had probably been running for quite some time, he didn’t seem the least bit winded—elves had amazing endurance. 
 
    “Sir Aidan,” the elf said with a bow, “we just received a message for you.” 
 
    Confused, I looked around at the others.  “How does anyone know we’re even here?” 
 
    “It was delivered by a falcon, my lord,” the elf answered.  I nodded in understanding—it was said that animal messengers could communicate with any other animal life they encounter, and therefore, find you anywhere.  But I was immediately apprehensive—a message delivered by a falcon could only come from one place … 
 
    Delmar. 
 
    I took the scroll case from the elf, who immediately departed.  I pulled the top off and pulled out the piece of fine parchment, sealed with red wax, embedded with the image of a falcon.  Using my dagger, I carefully removed the wax and unrolled the parchment, noticing immediately that it was from King Baladir.  I immediately began to get a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I read the message to myself first—it was short and to the point: 
 
      
 
    Lord Aidan, 
 
      
 
    Your presence is requested immediately at the White Castle, in response to a situation of dire importance. 
 
      
 
    King Baladir IV 
 
      
 
    “What does it say?”  Mirabelle asked.  I handed her the note to read. 
 
    “‘Lord’ Aidan … you’re never going to be used to that, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head.  In another gesture of extreme placation or sincere gratitude, King Baladir had awarded me a piece of land in Delmar.  I never did anything with it, but it still technically made me a lord.  It was all very odd. 
 
    Mirabelle’s expression became grave.  “I don’t like the sound of this note.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Iskandor said quietly.  “I suppose the question is, is it King Marion … or Lord Sirak?” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Leaving the elven kingdom of Vidasel was about as difficult as I imagined—despite telling the elves that I had an urgent matter and needed to depart immediately, there were too many formalities, as well as offers of assistance.  After I assured the elves that I appreciated their offer, and would ask for help if it were needed, and saying farewell to the proper dignitaries, we were finally cleared to leave.  Once outside the forest, Iskandor shape-shifted into a dragon, and we all climbed on his back, myself in front, then Lady Mirabelle.                 
 
    Flying on dragon-back was always exhilarating, the thrill of flying amongst the birds and soaring amongst the clouds enough to feel like my soul was flying just as high.  Unfortunately, we couldn’t travel like this all the time—many lands in our world are anti-dragon territories, and also it is difficult to travel in secret on the back of a dragon.  
 
    After the initial thrill had settled, I found that it was also a good time to think about anything that might be on my mind, since the thrill of flying has a way of clearing the mind almost instantly.  In this instance, there was only one thing on my mind:  Sirak. 
 
    The fact that Lord Sirak and his Dyn’osi had claimed an area of the world in which to start his new kingdom so quickly was unsettling enough.  Word of what had happened in Delmar and what he had done in Min Lenoras spread quickly, inspiring fear in the hearts of the people.  After all, nobody wants to lose their soul—and that was exactly one of the main parts of the Sol-haleth ritual that was required to transform people into the Ther-lor.  Word from the people of Delmar was that the process of performing the ritual was so draining to the Dyn’osi cult members that their recovery afterward took months.   
 
    The choice of Min Lenoras as the city overtaken by Sirak was intriguing to me, though not surprising.  Min Lenoras was the oldest city in Athania, as well as the most modern and civilized, and as such, the people of that city believed themselves to be above the rest of the world, not only in geography (Min Lenoras was built on a mountain), but also in terms of the social and political food chain.  Any visitors from other lands were treated with apathy, and sometimes outright rudeness, no matter what their race.  As Lord Sirak himself had said, his mission was to “purify” the world of its greed and selfishness.  With that knowledge in mind, it wasn’t difficult for one to assume that Min Lenoras was a main target in Sirak’s crusade. 
 
    We arrived in Delmar around midday.  Iskandor landed in the large, round, grassy field surrounding the White Castle.  The sun was peeking out through the cloudy sky, and there was a light, comfortable breeze in the air.  After I dismounted, I began to walk toward the castle, but after a while, I realized that no one was following me.  I turned around, seeing Iskandor and Mirabelle watching me leave. 
 
    I gave them a quizzical look.  “You two waiting for something?” 
 
    “The message only summoned you to the castle,” Mirabelle responded.  “We were not invited.”  There was no sour note in her voice; she was merely speaking the truth. 
 
    I shrugged.  “We keep no secrets from one another.  If the king can’t accept that, then his message must not be that important.” 
 
    Mirabelle nodded, and Iskandor shape-shifted into his human form, then we began to walk toward the castle.  The bright, peaceful atmosphere of the day was mingling with the mild pain of anxiety that I was feeling in my chest—what could King Baladir possibly want me for?  He knew, better than most, how I felt about being in this city—a city that was my home for years, a city that I had felt betrayed me (whether it was actually true or not) after listening to a pile of lies, without even bothering to hear my side.  Whatever King Baladir had summoned me for, it had better be important. 
 
    He had better not even thinking of trying to convince me to rejoin the White Army again. 
 
    I wouldn’t even consider it—I had been betrayed once, and I wouldn’t let it happen again.  Not by them, in any case. 
 
    As we approached the gates of the White Castle, the guards maneuvered to stop us.  But once they saw it was me, they bowed in apology and allowed us to pass.  As a form of apology for the events prior to my death, King Baladir had made it clear that I was to be allowed access to the castle, at any time of the day or night.  I wasn’t entirely sure what that gesture was supposed to prove or accomplish, but I was a bit grateful in this instance—it avoided a great deal of hassle. 
 
    As was expected, the Royal Hall was bustling with activity, with people running this way and that.  Members of the Royal Guard were present in the courtroom.  One of them, his back to me, was lounging around the throne—he actually appeared to be about to sit in it. 
 
    Apparently he didn’t hear us approach, because when I put my hand on his shoulder, he nearly jumped out of his armor, unleashing the strangled yelp of a dog who had just been scared out of his mind.  He spun around, hand on the hilt of his sword, and his eyeballs seemed to be about to pop out their sockets when he saw who it was. 
 
    “Sir—Sir Aidan!  I—I wasn’t expecting you … I mean … I didn’t know you were going to—” 
 
    “Never mind that,” I muttered, not caring about such mundane matters.  “Pull yourself together.  I need you to summon the king right now.” 
 
    The soldier was wide-eyed and was ready to comply. 
 
    “There’s no need, Lord Aidan,” came a voice from the balcony.  I looked up, seeing King Baladir standing there..  He then glanced down at the guard, casting him a knowing look.  “There’s no danger, Samuel … return to your post.” 
 
    Confused, the guard glanced at me, then at the king, then back at me.  “Of—of course, Your Majesty.”  With a bow, he scurried off. 
 
    “How did you know I was here?”  I asked the king. 
 
    Baladir smiled.  “A dragon with enormous wings just landed outside my castle … I noticed.” 
 
    “My apologies for that, Your Highness,” Iskandor said respectfully with a bow.   
 
    Baladir put his hand up dismissively, beginning to descend down the balcony steps.  “No need to apologize, Iskandor.  I have been expecting you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have,” I muttered under my breath, with a note of derision. 
 
    “How are the Knights of Iskandor?”  the king asked. 
 
    “We are doing very well, thank you for asking,” I responded.  “We are building a good reputation throughout the land.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” King Baladir said with approval.  “The deeds of you and your knights are on the lips of people all throughout the land.  I am sure that you do not seek my approval, but … I am proud of you.” 
 
    I knew that he meant it, but to me, his statement sounded flat, hollow.  But I kept my irritation to myself.  “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said with a slight bow. 
 
    “I believe what you’re doing is a great thing, Aidan—” he began, but by now, I had had enough. 
 
    “Look, Baladir,” I said, dropping the king’s formal title, and not caring about the consequences, “you didn’t summon us here for this.  If there is nothing else, we will take our leave—” 
 
    The king was suddenly in front of me.  In his outstretched hand was a leather scroll case with what appeared to be magical runes imprinted on it.  “This arrived here a few days ago.  No one knows where it came from.  A guard reported that it wasn’t there one moment, and the next, it just appeared.”  In his other hand, he handed me a small, thin piece of paper.  “This was attached to it.” 
 
    I unfolded the piece of paper, reading the small writing that was scrawled on it: 
 
      
 
    Aidan of Delmar 
 
      
 
    Everything Baladir had just told me only made me more weary of what was inside that scroll case.                 
 
    I pulled the top off of the scroll case, and pulled out a piece of very fine, expensive-looking paper.  The scroll was sealed with black wax, emblazoned with the insignia of a hand holding a fireball. 
 
    Using my dagger to carefully detach the wax, I unrolled the scroll, and read the very elegant handwriting: 
 
      
 
    Aidan, 
 
     
 
    A matter of utmost importance has come to our attention.  A man came to the Tower of Magi claiming to be a mage apprentice.  When we inquired as to why we had never seen him before, he replied that he was not from this time.  He told us his story of how he came to be here, and even for the world of magic, we found his story to be quite fantastic.  He left the city before we could verify his story.  This man, named Timor, mentioned your name and we request your presence as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Also, I know that you are quite aware of the controversy surrounding the mages during this delicate time.  Your presence in Longhaven would also be appreciated to help us deal with the threat of Sirak. 
 
      
 
                                Kindest regards, 
 
                                                                          Narissara 
 
                                                                          Head of the Mage’s 
 
    Counsel  
 
                                 
 
      
 
    After reading it once, I skimmed it through one more time, then sighed very deeply, feeling quite irritated.  I didn’t know exactly what Timor expected when he attempted to make his status known during this time.  As the letter said, times were delicate, especially for the mages, who had (justly or unjustly) come under fire for Sirak’s actions in Delmar.  No one could be trusted. 
 
    I handed the letter to Lady Mirabelle, then turned to King Baladir, who was watching me with mystified intent.  “You didn’t read that?”  I asked him. 
 
    The king shook his head.   
 
    After Iskandor was finished, he handed it back to me, and, after a few moments of reluctance, I handed the letter over to my former king.  Baladir accepted it with a look of gratitude, then read it over carefully—I watched as his eyes moved to the bottom of the paper, then back to the top, through to the bottom again.  When he finally finished, his eyes were wide with astonishment and confusion.  “This is the mage that saved my life?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Baladir paused thoughtfully before continuing.  “If it will help, I will send a letter over with you, referencing his valor.” 
 
    Just the thought of Baladir even attempting to help me made my skin crawl.  But I tried to remain as polite as possible.  “That is very nice of you, Your Majesty, but it is not needed.” 
 
    “It is no trouble, Aidan.” 
 
    I knew he was trying to be nice and help Timor, but there was also a part of me that believed that he was just doing this to curry favor with me.  His insistence was starting to make me angry. 
 
    “Your help is not needed, Majesty.” 
 
    Baladir sighed.  “I know how you feel toward me, Aidan, and I don’t blame you.  But I feel a responsibility to help this man that saved my life.” 
 
    My anger level kicked up a couple notches.  Didn’t he understand the word, “no”? 
 
    “My love,” Mirabelle said, suddenly beside me.  “The king just wants to help—” 
 
    I nearly snapped on Mirabelle but held myself in check.  “I don’t need or want anything from him.” 
 
    “Aidan,” Baladir said, his voice nearly pleading, “Timor—” 
 
    “That is none of your concern, nor anyone else’s but mine,” I said abruptly.  “I thank you for alerting me to this, and if there is no more, Your Highness, I will retire.”  Venom spewed from my voice, an invisible, poisonous, emotional mist formed the mental and emotional anguish I’d had to endure—all things I would have never had to deal with but for a decision made by this man standing in front of me.  A man I once revered, would have followed blindly to the ends of the world and beyond.  I gave a brisk bow, turned and walked away before even waiting for a reply.   
 
    Iskandor, apparently trying to play peacemaker, spoke with anger, the first time he had ever truly used that tone with me.  “Aidan!  He is your king!  Show him the proper respect!” 
 
    I didn’t even turn around.  “He is not my king!  What is he going to do … exile me?” 
 
    Silence followed me out of the royal hall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I marched right out of the White Castle and straight into the city.  I was infuriated at Baladir, at my friends, at everybody and everything.  How could anybody expect me to even be cordial to him after what he had put me through?  Because of him … 
 
    I don’t even know what I am.  Am I human?  Some kind of demon? 
 
    I’m an unknown …  
 
    By force of habit, I walked with my hood up, keeping my ghostly white eyes covered.  The majority of the people in Delmar were enamored with me now, but I could still hear the occasional whispers of “freak” or “devil creature.”  It made me very subconscious, but I had no choice but to deal with it for the rest of my life. 
 
    I was walking past the residential district when I heard the faint sounds of a little girl crying not too far away.  I hadn’t exactly made it a point to spend a lot of time around children in my life, but this didn’t sound to me to be the cry of a child who had been denied a cookie—this child sounded distraught.   
 
    I entered the residential district and headed down the street, my right hand reaching over my shoulder for one of my swords (I’m not sure why—it’s not like I heard any other screaming, fighting, or any other type of commotion).  As I walked by, several people who could hear the girl crying—and saw me moving to investigate—followed to see what all of the fuss was about. 
 
    This particular district was one of the nicer living areas of the city—all of them were beautiful, built mostly for the upper class, but this one housed many of the middle class people of the city.  The buildings were connected in a large three-quarter square, and the surrounding area was pleasantly decorated with trees, bushes, and rows of flowers everywhere.  I remember thinking that it was quite something to walk into a living area and be a bit awestruck even by how the middle class lived. 
 
    Once I entered the square, spotting the problem wasn’t difficult—a crowd of people had congregated around a tree on the right side.  I headed over in that direction, and as I approached, the crowd—mostly women and children, their husbands and fathers at work in one of the business districts—turned toward me, pointing and chattering.  I couldn’t make out words, but I could see a few scattered looks of fear.  I ignored them and made my way to … whatever was going on. 
 
    When I reached the middle of the crowd, I found the little girl, sitting on the ground with her knees folded up to her chest, her arms wrapped around them.  Her mother was crouched over her, consoling her.  I knelt down beside them, and upon catching her attention, the mother gasped when she saw me before catching herself. 
 
    “Lord Aidan,” she panted.  “I’m so sorry …” 
 
      “What seems to be the problem here?”  I asked, ignoring her reaction. 
 
    The little girl looked at me slowly with tear-stained eyes, still sobbing harshly.  She reached out with one tiny arm, pointing up into the tree.  “Kitty.” 
 
    I followed the direction of her finger, and there, through the leaves of the enormous oak tree, I could see a small, gray cat, stuck about halfway up.  It had been crying too, but the cat’s crying had been completely drowned out by the girl’s. 
 
    I smiled inwardly to myself, glad in a small way that the girl’s wracking sobs were the result of something that could be easily fixed.  Of course, to this little girl, her cat being stuck in the tree was the end of the world for her. 
 
    But I could take care of that. 
 
    I stood and unsheathed my swords, and for some reason, some of the people in the crowd jumped, gasping—like I was suddenly about to start hacking people to bits for no reason.  I couldn’t help but feel offended. 
 
    I turned the swords underhand, handing them to the mother.  “Would you hold these, please, ma’am?” 
 
    The mother looked surprised, but she obeyed. 
 
    I knelt down again beside the little girl.  “Is it a boy or a girl?” 
 
    She answered between sobs.  “A girl.  Her name … is Mittens.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I’ll get her down.” 
 
    I could easily have leapt up to the branch where the cat was, but there were two issues with that:  one, I didn’t want to scare the daylights out of the cat, and two, I didn’t need to freak out the people any more than I usually do just walking down the street. 
 
    Seeking out the lowest branch that could support my weight, I grabbed hold of it, pulling myself up to the next one, then another.  The bottoms of my boots were planted on the trunk of the tree, pushing me up higher and higher.  My armor, though it was light, dug into my flesh with each move, making my task quite uncomfortable.  The crowd below me murmured.   
 
    When I was about a quarter of the way up the tree, I reached for the next branch with my left hand, but apparently, I misjudged … 
 
    Snap! 
 
    The branch broke, and I lost my balance a bit.  Not as big a deal as it seems, since I had a firm grip on another branch with my right hand, and my feet were perched firmly on branches below me.  Being up in a tree, I couldn’t have been on more solid ground, but the people underneath gasped as I flailed backward for a moment. 
 
    Well, I’m certainly making their morning … I smiled, shaking my head slightly. 
 
    Finally, after some more climbing, I reached the point where I had seen the cat, only to find that the cat had moved.   
 
    To the other side of the tree. 
 
    “So … you’re too scared to climb down, but not scared enough to stay where you are,” I muttered quietly.  “Well, you’re certainly making work for my gold today—which I wasn’t getting for this job in the first place …” 
 
    Sighing in exasperation, I patiently began to maneuver my way across to the other side of the oak tree.  Thankfully, the branches on the tree were widely spaced, and my agility made things a great deal easier.  The trick was not scaring the cat away. 
 
    I finally reached the branch where the cat was, still moaning in fear, the hair on her back standing up.  Mittens was a very pretty gray cat, with faint, black stripes—and white paws, hence the name.   
 
    I inched my way toward Mittens, taking my time so as not to frighten her.  I called to her in a quiet, friendly manner, hoping that she would come to me, but the cat didn’t agree with that idea.   
 
    Mittens had cornered herself on the branch.  Still, she tried to creep away from me— 
 
    Then I lost my breath, as the cat slipped, clinging to the branch with her front claws— 
 
    And lost her grip, tumbling toward the ground. 
 
    Some of the people below gasped and squealed in terror— 
 
    Instinctively, I thrust my hand out toward the falling cat— 
 
    And she stopped falling, a few feet from the ground. 
 
    The people below cheered. 
 
    Not needing to worry about appearance or the cat’s fear any longer, I leapt from the high tree branch to the ground, managing to keep the cat hovering where it was until I got there.  I had to admit, I was proud of myself that I was able to concentrate well enough to do that. 
 
    I walked over to the cat and cradled it, releasing it from its magical hold.  Mittens still fought to free herself—apparently she still preferred a long free-fall to the ground than being cradled in the arms of a stranger—but I had a good grip on the flailing feline.  I attempted to console the cat, before she clawed my neck off. 
 
    “Shhh … it’s okay, Mittens.  You’re alright.”  She wasn’t really buying it, but at least she wasn’t trying to tear my face apart. 
 
    When I had her calmed down a little bit more, I handed the cat to the little girl, whose face was bright with glee.  She cradled the cat tightly to her chest.  “Oh, Mittens, I thought you were gone forever!”   
 
    I smiled as I took in the scene for a moment longer, then I retrieved my swords from the mother.  Her heart was in her teary eyes as she thanked me, then watched her daughter, overcome with joy at being reunited with her friend.   
 
    I sheathed my swords, and started to walk away, when suddenly something was clinging to my leg.  Startled, I looked down, and saw the little girl hugging the armor around my thigh.  “Thank you—thank you so much!”  Her body shook with a sob. 
 
    Smiling, I put my hand—red and raw from all of the tree climbing—on her head in a gesture of embrace, then lightly unattached her from my leg and knelt down to her.  “You’re very welcome.  Now go back to Mittens … she’s had a very scary day too.  It’s up to you to calm her down.”  My tone was light, reassuring. 
 
    The little girl nodded, and ran off to be with her cat.  I turned off and headed through the crowd, which seemed to be much larger than when I had first arrived.  Even those who had witnessed what I had just done stared at me with apprehension—no matter what good I did, there would always be people who would look at me differently based on my appearance 
 
    After that, a wave of emotional and physical exhaustion swept over me.  It had been a long day, and it had taken its toll.  I decided it was time to retire for the night, to rest and think about things. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I awoke from a night of broken sleep to find a hulking beast standing over me.   
 
    Startled, I scrambled to stand on top of the bed, crouched, ready to use my powers.  Lightning crackled at my fingertips. 
 
    But the beast, clad in heavy armor, didn’t move a muscle, only stared.  The dim light that flowed through the curtains of the window only slightly revealed the bright red falcon that adorned the armor of the White Army.   
 
    The beast chuckled … a familiar chuckle. 
 
    “Lightning usually strikes outside,” the beast said with slight sarcasm. 
 
    Recognizing him immediately, I lowered my guard.  “If you were anybody else, Derrick, it would have struck in this room, and you would be dead.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Derrick said brightly, “good thing I’m not somebody else then, huh?”  He then chuckled in his usual jovial nature.  “I must say that it would have been quite a feat to kill somebody while standing on a bed—I wouldn’t think that happens too often.” 
 
    “We’ll have to go to the Great Library and check out the statistics,” I muttered crossly.  “What do you want?” 
 
    Derrick’s fun-loving demeanor changed instantly.  “I was … informed about what occurred yesterday—” 
 
    “Derrick,” I said, cutting him off, “you are truly one of my closest friends—but if you came here asking me to apologize to him, you know where the door is—” 
 
    Derrick angrily took a step forward.  I had faced down hordes of Ther-lor, as well as some monsterous beasts, and never batted an eye; but an angry Derrick was usually enough for me to second guess myself—he really was an imposing sight.   
 
    “I am not here to deal with your attitude, Lord Aidan,” Derrick said in a calm, but forceful voice.  “I know all about your problems with King Baladir, and frankly, I understand them.  I know that you’re not in a particularly forgiving mood toward him, and I don’t care.  But he is still royalty, royalty that I serve, and you should treat all royalty with respect, even if you don’t agree with them.” 
 
    “You are right on all counts,” I replied evenly, intimidated (I admit), but not backing down.  “I refuse to reconcile with him, despite his attempts to patronize me.  He can try anything he wants, but I will not yield to him.” 
 
    Derrick’s shoulders seemed to heave as got angrier, and he also seemed to somehow get bigger.  “I would have thought Garridan taught you better—” 
 
    “Do NOT speak to me of him!”  I screamed, lashing out in anger, not realizing that I had knocked over a dresser with a flower pot resting on top of it.  I immediately became lightheaded, and I staggered back to the corner of the room, sinking down into the corner.  I rested my face in my hands, fighting back sobs.  “Do not speak to me of him …” 
 
    Derrick was quiet for a few moments, then he spoke very lightly.  “You still have those dreams, don’t you?” 
 
    My only response was a slight nod.  Derrick was silent for few more moments, but I knew he was thinking of a way to ask for an explanation.  I took a few deep breaths, trying to regain control of myself; it worked somewhat.  “After the city was saved, I had thought that I had found peace with what happened to Garridan.  I had that “vision,” or whatever it was, when I was unconscious, and I had felt that it helped a great deal, to know that Garridan didn’t blame me for his death.  But the dreams … they didn’t stop.  If anything, they got worse …” 
 
    Once again, Derrick was uneasily silent for a while.  “I’m sorry, Aidan.  If I had known that, I wouldn’t have spoken about Garridan.” 
 
    I took a few more even breaths, still trying to calm myself.  “For the record,” I said in a low voice, “Garridan taught me to respect only those to respect me in return … and the way I was treated by Baladir hardly conveyed any respect, Derrick.” 
 
    Derrick was silent and thoughtful for a few moments, and then he sighed.  “I can’t disagree with that, Aidan.  He made a horrible mistake, one that he truly regrets.  I’m not asking you to shake his hand and forget it ever happened—I’m merely asking that you are respectful in his presence, at least in a formal preceding.  Behind closed doors, I don’t care how you act around him.” 
 
    Still sitting against the wall, elbows resting on my knees, I hung my head and put my hands around the back of my neck.  Resting there for a moment, I closed my eyes and tried to imagine being in Baladir’s presence, and trying to put the events of my exile in the back of my mind, and be respectful … even just imagining it, I found it very difficult to do.  But Derrick, one of the closest friends I’d ever had, who was like a brother to me, was asking.  I had to try, at least for him, if nothing else. 
 
    I looked up slowly at Derrick, hands resting on the top of my head.  When I spoke, I had every intention of speaking calmly and complying with Derrick’s request; but the more I spoke, the more the anger built up inside of me, and I could not control myself.  “Alright, Derrick … as long as we are in a formal setting, I will do everything in my power to be respectful to the man who had me dragged out of my country like a dog, beaten and humiliated, and left to die in a river.”   
 
    Derrick smiled cheerfully.  “Good … that’s all I asked.”  Instantly, much to my annoyance, he was back to his happy-go-lucky demeanor.  Then he settled back into a serious state.  “So what about Timor?” 
 
    I sighed.  “We leave in the morning.  What about you?” 
 
    Derrick looked bewildered.  “Me what?” 
 
    I sighed heavily, knowing full well that he understood.  “Will you be coming with us?” 
 
    A look of mock realization spread across Derrick’s face.  “Oh, the king already gave me leave—I’m to accompany you as soon as you depart.” 
 
    The look of shock on my face—oddly enough—brought Derrick back to full attention.  “I knew there was something else I was forgetting to tell you …” 
 
    I grinned, sighed, and shook my head, which is pretty much all you can do when you’re dealing with Derrick sometimes.  “I don’t know what I’d do without you sometimes, brother.” 
 
    Derrick shrugged.  “Well, I don’t know, but there’s one thing I do know …” a wide grin spread across his face, “your life would be quite dull, that’s for sure.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    The next morning came quickly.  I didn’t get much rest after Derrick’s unexpected visit, and soon thereafter, I was out in the city, walking around and concentrating on the task at hand.  
 
    Of course, with everyone going, it meant that flying there on dragon back was out of the question, and that the length of our journey had been indefinitely extended.  I could have gone out there myself to deal with the situation, but we tended to operate as a group as often as possible, and besides, with the threat of the Ther-lor, traveling alone was not recommended.  Even though Longhaven was to the southwest of Delmar and Sirak had taken Min Lenoras in the west, we weren’t prepared to assume anything when it came to the Dyn’osi. 
 
    Later in the day, I found out that Derrick had gone to King Baladir (much to my annoyance) to report that we were, indeed, leaving within the next few days, and he came back with great news—Baladir had offered to supply us with several horses, including pack mules.  I was slightly taken aback by this magnanimous gesture, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been—in one way, you could see it as high-class posterior kissing, and on another, you could see it as simply a grand gesture.  I was still extremely loathe to accept anything from the man, but there wasn’t just me to think about, and the overjoyed expression on the faces of the others at the news of the horses was enough to convince me to keep my mouth closed.   
 
    With the addition of pack mules, the discussion of provisions took another turn as we could add even more supplies, and even—gasp!—tents!  Those we ended up not having to purchase, either—Derrick, with permission from the king, got a hold of some old ones from the barracks.  Baladir tried to insist that Derrick take some of the newer ones, but Derrick was adamant that the older ones would do just fine.   
 
    With our horses and supplies set to go, and our route decided, the others retired early, wanting to get a good night of rest to be refreshed for the journey ahead.  I, on the other hand, couldn’t bring myself to relax; I left my room at the inn and sought out my spot on the castle wall, the one I always used to seek if I needed some peace and quiet.  It was also the same spot where Mirabelle and myself had proclaimed our love for each other months earlier, when Mirabelle had dropped her enchanted ring into Lake Apera below, proving once and for all that my love for her was real.  I wished that I could have her by my side for just a little while, but she needed her rest, just as the others did, and I would not disturb it, not for my own insecurity. 
 
    My spot on the wall overlooked the kingdom of Delmar to the south, just over Lake Apera and into the plains beyond.  You could see for miles and miles, and the sight never ceased to give me a sense of peace for just a moment, no matter what turmoil I was currently experiencing.  On this night, a light rain had just begun to fall, and while others might view this as a disturbance of the peace, I have always loved the rain, and it only added to the much-needed peaceful ambiance.   
 
    I took a deep breath, took in the welcome atmosphere, and began to think … 
 
    “I thought I might find you here.” 
 
    My momentary astonishment quickly gave way to further peace, at the sound of a musical and very welcome voice. 
 
    “You should be resting,” speaking to the voice behind me, smiling. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I could hear the voice shrug, “but I knew that you wouldn’t be, and I’m concerned for you … so here I am.” 
 
    “My love,” I said, turning around. 
 
    Lady Mirabelle’s violet gaze and bright smile were there to greet me as I turned, and I embraced her eagerly.  I really felt like I needed her at that moment—I was emotionally overwhelmed.  Taken by surprise for a moment, she hesitated before embracing me back.  “Did you miss me, dear?” 
 
    “Always,” I said, smiling lightly, “but … I just … have a great deal on my mind, I suppose.” 
 
    “And that—” she said, looking up at me, “is precisely why I’m concerned.  You should have come for me.” 
 
    “I wanted you to rest,” I reiterated. 
 
    “And yet, I’m not,” she smiled.   
 
    I released her from what I’m sure seemed like a death grasp and turned toward the wall.  “You’re not going to lecture me about Baladir too, are you?”  I asked. 
 
    “’Too’?”  Mirabelle asked quizzically. 
 
    “Yeah … Derrick paid me a visit last night.” 
 
    Mirabelle chuckled.  “I shudder to think how that conversation went.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “In typical Derrick style, he let me know how he felt.” 
 
    We were quiet for a moment, and then Mirabelle spoke.  “I’m not going to lecture you, Aidan—you know how I feel, I’m sure.  All I’m going to say to you is that you can’t hold on to that hate forever.  It will eat you alive.” 
 
    I sighed.  She was right.  “I know, my love.  But it’s far too early for that.  It’ll be quite a while before I’m ready to forgive.” 
 
    Mirabelle put her hand on my shoulder.  “I’ll be by your side, no matter what.” 
 
    I smiled at her, my heart warm with her love.  “I know you will, my love.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mirabelle stayed with me that night, and her presence gave me a sense of peace and calm that I desperately needed.  The next morning was bright and cheery, and we decided to take a walk in the city.  People always stopped and stared at us as we passed by, and sometimes I found that to be irritating.  I always had the feeling that they weren’t gawking because we were well-known soldiers—they were staring because they couldn’t figure out why Mirabelle loved a decrepit freak like me. 
 
    “There’s no one else around,” Mirabelle said softly in my ear, aware of my discomfort.  “Just you and me.” 
 
    She always said that when we walked through crowds, and it always seemed to help a little.   
 
    Suddenly, Derrick crossed the path right in front of us. 
 
    “Hey, watch it, you big lug,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Derrick turned, and seeing us, a smile spread across his face.  “Look at the happy couple.  It’s just so adorable.” 
 
    Mirabelle smiled and shook her head.  “Where are you off to?” 
 
    “Off to see my mother and sister before I leave.  Want to tag along?  They haven’t seen you two in quite a while.” 
 
    “We’d love to,” Mirabelle replied, and I nodded. 
 
    Back before what happened in Delmar with the Ther-lor—in my previous life, one might say—I had saved Derrick’s mother, Mildred, and sister, Lydia, from an altercation with Derrick’s drunken father.  Derrick and I were able to force him out and get him to leave, and after that, Derrick considered me to be a brother.  Lydia was really sick at the time, and Derrick was trying to save money to get her to a healer.  After we had saved Delmar from the threat of Sirak, King Baladir had learned of Lydia’s sickness and sent one of his own personal healers to tend to her.  Derrick was somewhat ashamed, because he had never wanted to ask for help.  Baladir had chastised him for not making him aware of his sister’s condition earlier.  It was determined that Lydia suffered from some type of rare disease that I didn’t recognize, but with the right healing herbs and periodic visits from Baladir’s healer, Lydia recovered to a comfortable state.  Derrick always told me that Lydia had a bit of a crush on me, despite being in her mid-teen years.  When Mirabelle first started coming around, Lydia was clearly not fond of her.  But over time, Mirabelle won her over with her sweet demeanor and natural charm.  Now Lydia loved seeing Mirabelle as much as she loved seeing me. 
 
    “How has Lydia been?”  I asked Derrick. 
 
    “Good,” Derrick replied with a smile.  “She keeps asking when you’re coming back—every time I’m home.” 
 
    “I’ll have to apologize to her,” I said, feeling pretty bad about not coming around more often.  “Just tough for me to be here, that’s all.” 
 
    “I know, Aidan,” Derrick said softly.  “You don’t need to explain to me.” 
 
    Finally, we had arrived at the small stone structure.  Derrick opened the door and called in, “Hey, we have visitors!” 
 
    We all entered the small, yet pleasant home.  There was a very tantalizing aroma in the air—smelled like Mildred was making soup.  It was always nice to see Derrick’s house clean and tidy, unlike the first time I had met them—Derrick’s father had torn the house apart in a rampage. 
 
    A dog ran up to greet us first.  She observed us for a split second, then barked with delight and ran up to us.  Derrick had purchased a dog in the city after our last encounter with his father.  He had the dog trained to defend the house, to keep his mother and sister safe when he wasn’t home.  Mandie was a golden retriever with medium length hair, and the sweetest dog you could ever encounter—unless you didn’t belong in her home. 
 
    Mandie ran up to Derrick first, wagging her tail happily and jumping to put her front paws on Derrick’s stomach.  Derrick bent low, hugging her and petting her happily. 
 
    “How’s my Mandie girl?”  He said, almost speaking as if he would to a baby.  “Does she misses her daddy?  Awww … does she misses her daddy?”  Mandie licked his face almost frantically with joy. 
 
    Mirabelle and I exchanged glances and smiled.  Seeing Derrick like that—it was downright adorable.  Familiar with us from past visits, Mandie greeted Mirabelle and I next before running around the house and jumping on the furniture in sheer excitement. 
 
    Lydia peeked around the corner, and her eyes beamed with delight when she saw Mirabelle and I.  She looked very much like Derrick, only her hair was much longer.  But her eyes definitely danced with life, just like Derrick’s did.  She rushed from around the corner and leapt into my arms. 
 
    “Oh, Aidan, I’ve missed you!” 
 
    What warmed my heart more than anything was that I was still loved and welcomed by Mildred and Lydia—even after my horrible change in appearance.   
 
    “How are you doing, kid?” I asked, calling her by the pet name I had given to her. 
 
    “Good!”  She said, finally releasing me and leaping into Mirabelle’s arms. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie!”  Mirabelle said, smiling almost as much as Lydia. 
 
    Lydia released Mirabelle from her death grasp of love and looked at me.  “Why don’t you guys come around anymore?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lydia,” I said, keeping my promise to apologize.  “After everything that’s happened … it’s very difficult for me to be in this city.” 
 
    “Baladir is a jerk,” Lydia said with a frown. 
 
    “Don’t speak that way of your king,” Derrick said in a stern voice. 
 
    “Besides,” Mildred’s voice came from around the corner, “Baladir is not a ‘jerk’, as you say, dear … he simply made a mistake.  We all do.” 
 
    Mildred was a short woman with gray curly hair.  Age had taken its toll on the woman, but she was still strong and pleasant to be around.  She walked up to me and gave me a tight hug and a kiss on the cheek.  She did the same to Mirabelle. 
 
    “And we all know who was responsible for that atrocity,” she continued. 
 
    “That weasel Norvin,” Derrick answered.   
 
    “Hey, no talk of him here,” I said, mock-chastising him.  “This is a happy environment—no need to let him soil that when he’s not even here.” 
 
    “Apologies,” Derrick replied with a mock bow.  “Besides, he’d never come here—l”  He started speaking in a baby voice again—“Mandie would bite his stupid face off.  Wouldn’t you, girl?  Huh?”  As the mention of her name, Mandie ran back over and put her paws once again on Derrick’s stomach, receiving to her due affection.  
 
    “Are you staying long?”  Mildred asked. 
 
    “No,” Derrick answered.  “We’re leaving for Longhaven shortly.” 
 
    “Ah,” Mildred said.  “Off to deal with the mages, eh?  Good luck with that.”  She then turned her attention to me.  “I’m glad you’re here, Aidan—come over here, please?  I have something to give you.” 
 
    “Oh, Mildred,” I said, “you don’t have to give me anything.” 
 
    “Aidan,” she said, her voice rising a little, “just because you’re a lord now doesn’t mean you don’t have to listen to me.  Come over here this instant.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied sheepishly.  Derrick giggled as I went by, and I shot him a short kick to the shins.  I followed Mildred into the living area, where a small pile of miscellaneous items sat in a corner.  Mandie ran over to us and sat, curiously observing.  She rummaged through the pile a little and then turned around, holding a ring.  It was a plain silver ring, but it had the face of a tiger emblazoned on it. 
 
    “There were plans for a third child,” she said softly, “but it wasn’t to be.  We had rings made for each of the kids to give to them when they got older—back when Derrick’s father was a more responsible human being.  Anyway, Lydia wears hers all the time—it has the symbol of a butterfly on it.  Derrick wore his until his fingers grew too big for it.” 
 
    “What symbol did Derrick have on his ring?” 
 
    “A lion.” 
 
    “Should have been a hyena,” I said with a chuckle.  “He laughs like one sometimes.” 
 
    “I heard that!”  Derrick yelled from the kitchen, his voice somewhat muffled—clearly, he had gotten into his mother’s soup. 
 
    Mildred laughed, and then she extended the ring to me.  “I want you to have this.” 
 
    I was taken completely by surprise—I didn’t know what to say.  “Oh, Mildred … you don’t—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell me I don’t have to give this to you,” she cut me off.  “You have been a brother to Derrick, and I consider you a son.” 
 
    I was choked up and speechless.  My body froze completely and I had no idea how to react. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Mirabelle said from behind me, her chin suddenly resting on my shoulder. 
 
    Lydia was suddenly next to me, head on my other shoulder and arm wrapped around my back.  Mildred continued, “You are family, Aidan.  Both of you.”  She nodded toward Mirabelle as well. 
 
    “Bit too sentimental for me,” Derrick mumbled, and he turned to walk away. 
 
    “Don’t you dare, young man,” Mildred said, and Derrick stopped in his tracks.  It was funny to me that this tiny woman’s voice could stop a giant like Derrick. 
 
    Derrick sighed heavily.  “Fine.”  He walked over to the group.  “The two of you already know I consider you family.  Let’s not get all choked up about it.” 
 
    I smiled at him and turned to Mildred.  “Thank you.  This means so much to me.” 
 
    Mildred smiled in return.  “Just remember—no matter who may treat you badly in life, you always have a home and a family here.” 
 
    I bowed—something I didn’t do very often unless I absolutely had to.  “I am truly honored to be a part of your family—even to a giant sourpuss like Derrick here.” 
 
    “Keep it up, and I’m going to show you what a sourpuss I am,” Derrick responded with a smirk.  “Well, now that everyone’s all teary and emotional, we should probably be leaving.  The king will be waiting for us at the gates.” 
 
    I sighed heavily—not because we were about to embark on our journey, but because I knew King Baladir would be waiting to see us off.   
 
    Oh, well—the sooner I got there, the sooner it would be over with.  We bid Mildred, Lydia, and Mandie farewell and left the house.  I followed Derrick and Mirabelle to the main gate, hood pulled low over my face, trying not to feel all the stares that were certainly burning a hole through me. 
 
    Iskandor, in human form, was waiting alongside Baladir at the gates.  It still made me smile just a little to see Iskandor (even though he wasn’t in his true form) standing next to the king of Delmar, a symbol that Delmar was now a dragon-friendly country.  Whenever the two were together, they could be found engaged in conversation quite often, and it was clear the two had grown close.  One might think this would annoy me, but really, I couldn’t have cared less.  Mostly, I was just happy for my dragon friend. 
 
    Baladir smiled as we approached, which made me grit my teeth in irritation.  Thankfully, it was mostly obscured by my hood.  
 
    “Are you all ready to depart?”  Baladir asked. 
 
    “I believe so, Your Majesty,” Derrick answered.   
 
    “And you, Aidan?”  Baladir turned to me. 
 
    “All too ready,” I blurted out, then immediately realized my mistake.  Meeting Baladir’s gaze, I tried again.  “I am ready, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Be cautious on your journey,” Baladir warned. 
 
    Now I just felt like he was patronizing me, but Iskandor spoke up before I could put my foot in my mouth again.  “I will protect them, Your Highness.” 
 
    Baladir smiled back at Iskandor, then turned back toward me.  “May the Gods guide you on this journey, Aidan.” 
 
    A scathing retort was on my lips, but I could feel Derrick’s eyes on me.  Keeping myself in check, I managed a slight bow and to utter, “Thank you, Your Majesty” in a very low voice.   
 
    After that, I just couldn’t stand it anymore—I had to get away from this city.  The more time I spent around Baladir, the more I remembered what could have and should have been.  I walked out of the gates without looking to see if anyone else was ready.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Severance … there probably wasn’t a more appropriate name for a city anywhere in Athania, in more ways than one.  The city got its name because it was divided by a river, right down the middle, from east to west.  The city name became even more suitable a few years ago, when King Keegan passed away.  Keegan was a fierce and ruthless king, much like his father before him.  He ruled his kingdom through swift and harsh justice, and paid little attention to anything else.  Keegan’s passion was war, and it always seemed that Lorehaven was involved in a battle somewhere; the king was a brilliant military strategist, and soon after his reign began, he quickly conquered the territories around him, expanding Lorehaven greatly.  But King Keegan’s inattentiveness to other matters in his country (besides those that came with punishment) did not harm Lorehaven, because Keegan was smart enough to appoint good and competent lords to rule each territory in his absence.  His queen, Lareina, was a very capable ruler in her own right, and she ruled very well while Keegan was out to war, which was constantly. 
 
    Keegan’s death, however, nearly sent Lorehaven on a downward spiral to its ruin.  The queen had already passed on a decade earlier, leaving either Prince Devlin or Prince Brogan to assume the throne.  The problem was … the princes were twins, and there seemed to be a dispute between the two as to which one was born minutes before the other.  No one was alive or around who knew for sure, and the twins refused to rule jointly.  What promised to become a war between the twins instead became endless, incessant bickering—one would claim the king said he was born first, the other, the queen.  Instead of plunging Severance into civil war, as expected, the twins took residence in the buildings that framed the river, one on each side, and literally resorted to throwing things at each other from the windows. 
 
    That’s how childish it got. 
 
    After a year of that (literally—two princes, in their mid-forties, no less—throwing whatever they could pick up at each other and shouting insults from across a river), the people finally realized that the twin princes weren’t going to settle things (either amicably or by killing each other).  However, the people, though they were sick to death of the princes’ childlike behavior, were too afraid to do anything about it, because the military (split in half by their choice of prince) would have squashed any chance of the people taking matters into their own hands.  Then an odd and funny thing happened—the military (who, some may be shocked to learn, were people too) had also grown tired and disgusted with the princes’ pathetic squabbling.  The divided military became one again, and the commander approached the nobles who began the movement in support of change, telling them that they had his support.  The princes (who were still guarded by a group of soldiers, who stayed loyal thanks to some extra gold in their purses) were enraged, but there was little they could do about it.  The nobles got together and elected a Senate, who now ran the country.  Meanwhile, Princes Devlin and Brogan continued their infantile battle to decide which one was the least mature (at least in the eyes of the people), and from the moment the Senate was elected, the people completely ignored the princes. 
 
    I don’t know how far we traveled that day, but it didn’t feel very long.  So many thoughts were warring inside my head that I barely noticed anything.  It’s a strange feeling—while I’m in Delmar, all I can think of is leaving, getting away.  But when I actually am leaving, the feelings of anxiety are replaced by a sense of loss.  And then reality sets in … 
 
    I don’t have a home. 
 
    Then, on the tail of that thought, comes another bit of suspected truth—you’re not human anymore, Aidan.  You don’t belong anywhere. 
 
    I tried to recall Mirabelle’s words, that this is where I belong, with my people, but it didn’t bring the same feelings of comfort.   
 
    Maybe you will find some answers someday … 
 
    Maybe a gnome will pop out of my butt and just give me the whole story already. 
 
    Derrick called for a halt and told us set up camp.  The sun was just dipping down over the hills in the distance, and the air was a bit cooler than it had been earlier.  The road we were on was winding and led further south, and was surrounded by grassy fields on both sides—little cover from potential threats, but there weren’t many to speak of out here anyway.   
 
    We set up camp near a large oak tree just off the road.  Derrick, Mirabelle and I put up a couple of tents.  Iskandor went off in the distance a ways and, since we were still in dragon-friendly territory, morphed into his dragon form so he could relax a little.  Even though we were still in Delmar, walking around with a full-grown dragon anywhere could attract a lot of attention, and so Iskandor tended to keep the appearances of his true self to a minimum.   
 
    After we were done setting up, I walked over to join my dragon friend.  We hadn’t really spoken since we landed at the White Castle, and although Iskandor could be quiet at times, he was never this quiet.   
 
    “Something troubles you, my friend,” I said upon approaching. 
 
    Iskandor didn’t say anything for a few moments while he continued to stare off into the distance.  I moved around to the front of his massive frame and sat on the ground, leaning against his scaly torso which was lying parallel to the ground.  Sounds uncomfortable, but it never bothered me. 
 
    “I just have a bad feeling,” Iskandor asked finally. 
 
    “About what?”  I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Iskandor replied.   
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said encouragingly.  “Everything will be fine.  This business with Timor shouldn’t take that long to deal with.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Iskandor said.  “I don’t know—just a bad feeling.”  When I didn’t respond, he changed the subject to one even more sour for him.  “Do you often think about what you are?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I responded with a sigh.  “There’s been so much going on, I don’t get much time to think about it.”  
 
    “Aidan …” Iskandor began, but I cut him off. 
 
    “Don’t say it, my friend.  You have nothing to apologize for.  You didn’t know this was going to happen, that I would become … this,” I gestured to my own body, “and you saved my life.  Because of that, I was able to save my country and fall in love with the woman of my dreams.  And I have a dragon for a friend—I don’t think it gets much better than that.” 
 
    My attempts to bolster Iskandor’s spirits weren’t working—his demeanor didn’t change and he continued to have that faraway look in his eye.  He didn’t even look at me. 
 
    “You want me to do the fishhook thing with Derrick again?”  I asked him.  Once when we were traveling together, a prank I initiated had ended with Derrick getting poked in the rear end with a fishhook.  He had yelped and danced around, holding his bottom.  Surprisingly, Iskandor had laughed hysterically (he usually didn’t pay attention to our crazy antics).   
 
    But even that didn’t get a reaction. 
 
    “Look, of course something bad’s going to happen,” I said with a shrug.  “Once we get to the city, we’re going to have to do a lot of walking, and Derrick’s going to complain about his feet hurting.  I know it’s irritating, but if it bothers you that much, overcook his venison.  Then you’ll be even.” 
 
    Iskandor’s giant face was suddenly in mine.  He didn’t raise his voice.  “I’m serious, Aidan.” 
 
    This reaction shocked me—Iskandor had never been this intense with me before.  “Ok, ok … I see that …” 
 
    “Something bad is going to happen, Aidan,” Iskandor said, an ominous note in his voice that made me very wary.  “I can feel it.” 
 
    I was concerned about the tone in his voice, but another part of me said, “When is something bad not happening to us?”  I kept that part to myself, though. 
 
    “Look,” I said, trying to sound reassuring, “if something happens, we’ll deal with it.  That’s what we always do.  There’s nothing we can’t handle.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Aidan,” Iskandor warned.  “Things can always be worse than what they are.” 
 
    I was silent for a moment and was about to reply when I heard a commotion back at camp.  I turned to see what was going on, then chuckled to myself. 
 
    “Well, there’s the reason right there,” I muttered.  “Kirra just showed up.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You should know better than to sneak up on someone like that!” 
 
    “Oh, relax, Fussy Britches.  It was just a joke.” 
 
    “The point of a joke is that it’s supposed to be funny!” 
 
    “Did you not see me laughing?” 
 
    At this point, I finally reached Mirabelle and Kirra and stepped in between them.  Derrick had been trying, but even with his big frame, he wasn’t having much success separating the two fiery women.  “Calm down, ladies.  What happened?” 
 
    Mirabelle glared at Kirra.  “Old ‘Queen of the Misfits’ over here thought it would be funny to sneak up on me!  I almost cut her head off!” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Kirra replied, in her customary snooty demeanor.  The weathered features of the retired thief were amused and confident, almost arrogant.  “My dagger would have been buried in your ample chest before you even had the chance.” 
 
    Mirabelle had already had her dagger drawn, but now she drew her longsword as well.  “Shall we see who would emerge victorious in a fight?” 
 
    Kirra smirked, twirling her dagger in her hands.  “I would love that.” 
 
    Suddenly, the ground started shaking as heavy thuds came closer and closer.  “Enough of this.” 
 
    Iskandor’s presence changed the mood completely.  His behavior was completely bewildering me—he was never this moody with us.   
 
    The bickering over, I turned my attention to Kirra.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Derrick summoned me,” Kirra replied with a shrug.  “Told me what was going on and I thought you might need my help.” 
 
    “When did you summon her?”  I asked Derrick. 
 
    “I sent out a falcon the day we decided we were going,” Derrick answered.  “Though it occurs to me now that we probably should have arranged to meet her somewhere, instead of the other way around.  Would have avoided problems such as this one.” 
 
    “There’s no problem for me,” Kirra replied with a smile.  “I live for things like this.” 
 
    “Not for much longer, you won’t,” Mirabelle said under her breath. 
 
    Honestly, I didn’t see how her skills as a master thief would help in this particular situation, but another capable fighter was always welcome.  Kirra was not only formidable with her daggers, but also her bow.   
 
    “I appreciate it, Kirra,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “Of course, Lord Aidan.”  She accompanied her sarcastic comment with a mock bow.  
 
    I rolled my eyes inwardly.  Once again, Kirra’s presence had just made things more interesting. 
 
    Mirabelle heaved a sigh of exasperation, then turned and stormed off. 
 
    “Looks like I upset your girlfriend,” Kirra remarked, smirking. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t really help that that was your intention in the first place,” Derrick replied. 
 
    Kirra held her hands up.  “Hey, I can’t help it if she can’t take a joke.  What do you want me to do—not play pranks on her?” 
 
    “That would actually help a great deal …” I said. 
 
    “Well, forget it,” Kirra said.  “Seeing the look on her face when she finds a dead rat in her boot is just way too good to pass up.” 
 
    I sighed heavily.  I wanted to go after Mirabelle, but she needed time to calm down first. 
 
    “So … what’s going on?”  Kirra asked cheerfully. 
 
    I just shook my head, so Derrick answered for me.  “Timor tried to reinstate his status with the mages and it didn’t go well.  Now he’s missing again.” 
 
    “Old four-eyed stick in the mud?”  Kirra asked, eyebrows lifted.  “You called me out here for him?” 
 
    “He’s one of us, Kirra,” I replied.  “We have to help him.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to find him?” 
 
    “That’s not our concern yet,” I said.  “Right now, we just have to verify his story with the mages before they decide to hunt him down.  Also, they want to discuss the Sirak matter.” 
 
    “Of course they do,” Kirra responded with a smirk.  “The people are so up in arms that if they could burn their little tower to the ground, they would.  I say let them.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” Derrick said, “but right now, we kinda need their help to deal with old half-skull face.  We need all the firepower we can get.” 
 
    Kirra thought this over for a moment.  “I suppose you’re right.  After all, what better way to fight fire than with fire, eh?” 
 
    With that, Kirra seated herself on a log and began to clean her daggers, whistling to herself—like nothing ever happened.  I shook my head inwardly and left to find Mirabelle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    The country of Longhaven had lost a great deal of respect from the neighboring countries following the twin princes’ fight for the throne in Severance, which ultimately led nowhere.  When the Senate was formed, Longhaven earned back a modicum of that respect, but only that much, since they were no longer a monarchy, and the other countries continued to look down on them because of that.  In an effort to regain some of credibility, the Senate decreed that the gates to the city would always be open, and that the gate guards would be little more than inn greeters (though the actual law was worded a little differently), smiling and happily greeting any and all visitors to Severance.   
 
    This practice worked both ways for Severance and for Longhaven—on one hand, the other countries gained a little more respect for them because the city had become very visitor-friendly, welcome to anyone who wanted to come and see their beautiful city.  On the other hand, some countries respected them even less because they were allowing anyone and everyone in the city, with little or no regard to who they actually were.   
 
    Case in point:  when we arrived at the city southern gates, the gate guard smiled at us and said, “Hello, travelers!  Welcome to Severance!  Enjoy your stay!”  Then we walked right past him into the city. 
 
    So, without blinking, the guard had just let in someone who may be only partially human, a dragon, and the most well-known thief in the entire land.   
 
    Not the best way to run a city. 
 
    The city itself had also been reformed into a much more lively atmosphere—on nearly every corner, there were street illusionists, musicians, and street performers.  The inns and taverns were open at all hours of the night, and the people hollered and screamed joyfully, basking in the party atmosphere.   
 
    It was only early evening when we had arrived, and the city was already in full swing.  People crowded the streets, drinks in hand, already enjoying the happy mood of the pleasant evening and the raucous night that was sure to follow.   
 
    “You would never have believed that anything had ever happened to this city,” Mirabelle commented. 
 
    “They do this to forget,” Derrick said.  “Also, the rowdy mood of the city folk covers up the adolescent behavior of the two princes.  It blends right in.” 
 
     “It’s all very strange,” I observed.  “Allowing this to continue will not help this country in the long run—it only serves to damage their credibility further.” 
 
    “This is the best city ever!”  Kirra exclaimed, obviously not listening to our conversation.  “Why don’t I visit here more often?” 
 
    “Where is our destination?” Iskandor asked, clearly ignoring her.   
 
    “The Senate building, which is in the northern half of the city,” Derrick answered.  
 
    We continued through the city, facing no resistance except having to weave our way through the swelling crowds.  The city itself was very beautiful, with amazing, intricate architecture and wondrously tall buildings.  Tapestries hung from windows, rooftops, and poles, and they seemed to greet us as we passed them.   
 
    We slowly maneuvered our way to the western part of the city, where the bridge that connected the northern half and the southern half was.  As we approached, the sounds of the screaming people began to fade, as most of the people were congregating in the lower portion of the city, where a majority of the taverns were.  As those sounds began to fade, other sounds began to rise, sounds more singular and pronounced—sounds of bickering and the clanging of objects being thrown and colliding with the stone walls.   
 
    “Hmm … I wonder what that could be,” Derrick said sarcastically. 
 
    Sure enough, as we walked through the enormous arched opening onto the bridge, Princes Devlin and Brogan could be heard very clearly, bickering at each other from across the river in their top floor dwellings.  Every once in a while, we could see an object flash in the fading sun, soaring across the river until it crashed against the stone wall and fell into the river below.   
 
    “If King Keegan could see this, he would be enraged,” Derrick said. 
 
    “He might have thrown them into the dungeons himself,” I added. 
 
    “If not had them whipped,” Mirabelle said.  “Keegan was a no-nonsense kind of man, especially when it came to childish behavior like this.” 
 
    In the northern half, things weren’t nearly as out-of-control, due to the fact that the taverns were more spread out.  There were crowds in front of the sparse taverns, but they weren’t crowding the streets as they were on the southern half of the city.   
 
    I was just beginning to wonder where the Senate’s building was when Derrick stopped us suddenly.  “Well, here we are.” 
 
    My eyebrows raised in surprise.  “This is the building?  Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m positive,” Derrick answered. 
 
    I’m not sure what I expected to find when we arrived at the place of business for the Senate, but this square, squat, shabbily decorated building certainly wasn’t it.  The outside of the building was slightly rundown, pieces of stone having fallen off at various places.  The only possible signs that marked this building as the Senate’s dwelling was the flag of Lorehaven, a green stem with evenly-spaced lavender flowers on a white background, bordered by green and gold trim, and the flag of Severance that hung next to it, a simple white flag with a stripe of blue that ran down the middle of it. 
 
    Two guards greeted us at the entrance.  “Good evening, travelers,” one of them said. 
 
    “Greetings,” Derrick said.  “We have business with the Senate.” 
 
    “You’re just in time,” the guard said.  “The Senate’s business hours are almost through.” 
 
    “You may pass,” the other guard said. 
 
    “No inquiries as to our business or even who we are?”  I questioned as soon as the doors closed behind us. 
 
    “Their security is a bit lax,” Derrick understated with a shrug.   
 
    We didn’t have to walk very far; the building wasn’t very large, and after we passed through the first room (which seemed to serve as a lobby), a much larger room followed, where thirteen men and women were seated in thirteen elegant, wooden chairs, the chair in the middle larger and more stylish than the rest.  A man sat there, with dark brown skin and black hair.  He was dressed in red robes of state, while the others wore white.   
 
    “Greetings, travelers,” he said warmly, smiling as he saw us approaching.  “We were about to adjourn for the evening—what can we help you with?” 
 
    “Greetings, High Senator Lokesh,” Derrick said, bowing.  The rest of us followed suit. 
 
    “Ah, Sir Derrick of Delmar,” Lokesh said, recognizing the brawny warrior.  “It is pleasant to see you again.  How are things in Delmar after the Ther-lor crisis?”  I could have sworn he seemed amused at this notion.  Then he turned his head slightly, and his face brightened even more.  “Lady Mirabelle!  What an honor it is to have two great knights in our very presence!” 
 
    Lady Mirabelle bowed respectively, and Derrick nodded.  “They are improving, day by day.  Thank you for asking, Senator.  As to the Ther-lor crisis, the day will come when we must face Sirak head-on, and we may be calling for help from other countries, including yours.” 
 
    “And why would we rush to the aid of any other country?”  a woman sitting all the way on the end of the row of chairs smirked, with a look of arrogant distain on her face.  She was a large woman, and she had hair that was so blond that it almost seemed to blend in with her white robes.  “Because of the behavior of our two infantile princes, all of the other countries in this land look down on us, like we are crushed grass beneath their boots.  I see no need to stick our necks out to help anyone with their little problems.”   
 
    “Now, now, Tawnya,” Senator Lokesh said, his head slightly cocked.  “Let us hear their plight, that we might see how it affects us.” 
 
    “It does affect you,” I said, stepping forward.  “It affects you, us, every city, every race.” 
 
    Senator Lokesh frowned.  “Who—” Then he stopped dead in the middle of his question, his eyes widening in surprise, and maybe a little fear.  “It’s the scar—you are Lord Aidan, aren’t you?  We had heard rumors that you had returned … from the dead …”  His voice faded as he seemed to lose the ability to speak.   
 
    “Where I have come from doesn’t matter,” I answered evenly.  I was somewhat irritated that Senators Lokesh and Tawnya didn’t seem to be even trying to take us seriously.  “What does matter is that there is a cancer in this land, once born in Delmar, now growing in Dalanthia.  Before long, it will spread out to the rest of the land, and this world will never recover from this sickness.  The world has never seen a threat like this, not even in the Mage Wars of the Second Age or the Minotaur Wars of the Third Age.” 
 
    Senator Tawnya snorted.  “And how could you possibly know this?” 
 
    I glared at her, eyes narrowed.  “Because I have seen it.” 
 
    Senator Tawnya broke out in hysterical, high-pitched laughter.  My face burned slightly, but my determination burned brighter, and stronger.  “Laugh if you will, Senator Tawnya—but in the future I saw, mankind was almost completely eradicated.  Only the elves remained, and even they had been forced from their homeland into the mountains.” 
 
    Tawnya was still snickering, but Derrick took up the charge, ignoring her.  “It is true, Senator Lokesh—he has seen it.  So has Iskandor the dragon—” Derrick gestured toward him— “and Timor the wizard, who is not here presently.”   
 
    “Iskandor … the dragon?”  Lokesh whispered.  He seemed even more at a loss for words, if that was possible. 
 
    And so we launched into our tale, all the way through to the saving of Delmar … and that was where Senator Tawnya cut us off.   
 
    “So if you can reverse this ‘Sol-haleth’ ritual, why have we not already done this in Min Lenoras?  Why do we have to get involved in this?” 
 
    “Reversing the ritual is no simple endeavor, Senator Tawnya,” I responded, trying with all my might to keep my rising anger under control.  “We need to know first where he is keeping the souls of the people of Min Lenoras.  I’m positive Sirak has no plans on revealing this information.” 
 
    “So we should have our soldiers stick their necks out until you find whatever it is you’re looking for?”  Senator Tawnya smirked incredulously.   
 
    “This is a very serious situation, Senator Tawnya,” Lokesh said in a low voice. 
 
    “Oh, please, Lokesh!”  Tawnya exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air.  “Look at them!  They are a ragtag outfit—a bunch of dishonored knights, a dragon, and if my eyes are seeing correctly, a thief.”  Tawnya looked down on Kirra with disgust.  “What need to we have to assist this bunch of … outcasts?” 
 
    The room was silent for a moment, and behind me, I could hear Kirra’s fast-paced breathing … the breathing of someone seething with anger. 
 
    Tawnya pointed at Iskandor.  “He’s a dragon, right?  Why can’t he call his dragon friends to help us?” 
 
    None of us knew how to react to that question.  We all looked over at Iskandor, who looked … distraught.  It was a reaction I wasn’t expecting—I took a mental note. 
 
    “We will consider this matter very seriously,” Lokesh said, with a sideways glance at Tawnya.  “Thank you for visiting with us.  I know you have important business to attend to, and the mages don’t like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    Derrick and I nodded, and Derrick said, “Thank you, Senators.”  We then turned and left the room.  As we left, I said to Derrick, “This is it … our future depends on this.” 
 
    Derrick nodded.  “As you could see at the beginning, Senator Lokesh is a man who is a bit full of himself, after reaching the position that he has.  But as you also saw, he is not above reason.” 
 
    “I hope not,” I responded, “because our task will be difficult enough to achieve, even with their help.” 
 
    We had just left the Senate building, walking down the street as the moon began to rise in the distance, when Kirra said, “I just remembered—I have something I need to take care of.”  Then she broke off from our group, jogging in the opposite direction.  “I’ll catch up with you guys later!”  she called over her shoulder. 
 
    “Where—ah, forget it,” Derrick mumbled.   
 
    “What was that all about?”  I asked quietly.  
 
    “Who knows with her?”  Derrick answered with a shake of his head. 
 
    The group (minus Kirra) then made our way west to the Mage’s Tower.  The name implies one tower, but in actuality, the building was made up of three connected cylindrical towers—the center was the tallest, then the left hand one, then the right.  The tower was outside the walls of the city, a separate entity, and we had to pass through the western gates in order to reach it.   
 
    As the guard let us through the heavy wooden doors (adding a chipper ‘enjoy your day!’ as we passed), the atmosphere quickly changed from cheerful and raucous to angry and defiant.  Protesters from all lands had gathered outside the walls of the tower, chanting and yelling for the mages to do something about the Ther-lor threat.  The whole world was in a state of fear, and it wasn’t hard to see why. 
 
    As we approached, everyone stopped to stare.  I saw looks of wonder, shock, fear, and disgust.  Each look was understandable—I couldn’t blame anyone for feeling they way they felt.  Sirak’s scheme had succeeded at one thing—the world was divided, and even if we were able to defeat Sirak and stop his evil intentions, it would take the world many, many years to heal. 
 
    Thanks so much for that, Sirak. 
 
    The mass of people parted as we walked through.  There were some curious whispers, and also the usual things I would hear from time to time—“freak”, “demon”, and the like.  But also, there were a lot of people yelling— 
 
    “Save us, Aidan!” 
 
    “Hero!” 
 
    “Bring down Sirak!” 
 
    I was encouraged by that kind of support.  As long as there were people who could look past my appearance and judge me by my actions, I could deal with the naysayers. 
 
    Finally we passed the crowd and entered the tower.  No one met us at the door—not much need for security when the entire building is full of people who can burn you to a crisp at the blink of an eye. 
 
    A young female apprentice walked up to us.  “Follow me, please.” 
 
    “Well, that was easy,” Derrick said in a low voice. 
 
    So we followed the apprentice through the tower.  The interior was beautiful, with tapestries of what I could only assume were magical symbols lining the walls, along with statues of famous mages.  Gorgeous, obviously expensive rugs lay in places over the stone floors.  People of all races and colors were scattered about, all dressed in various colors and styles of mage’s robes.   
 
    The apprentice led us to a large circular platform.  “Stand here, please.” 
 
    Derrick looked at her like she had three lizard heads.  “Why?” 
 
    Iskandor walked past him to the platform.  “It is a place of magic, Derrick.  Do as she says.” 
 
    The rest of us followed suit, Derrick following last, still clearly confused.  Once we were all up there, the apprentice closed her eyes and move her hands about, chanting words of magic.  Next thing I knew, there was a flash, and we were in a completely different room in the tower. 
 
    “Whoa!  What the—” Derrick looked as if his heart might stop. 
 
    “You are in the hall of the Mage’s Council,” came a voice at the back of the circular room. 
 
    In the back of the giant hall, there were seven mages of varying races and genders seated in large chairs, the center one larger than the others.  As we approached, the mage in the center chair stood.  Even from this distance, she was clearly taller than average, her black hair with gray streaks tied in a tight bun.  Her eyes were a bit slanted, indicating an Easterner heritage.  There was a presence about her—a foundation of strength, courage, and leadership. 
 
    “Welcome to the Tower of Magic,” she said in a soft voice.  “I am Narissara, head of the council.”  Her gaze slowly swept over us as she smiled lightly.  “It has been a long time since we’ve been graced with such honored company.”  She turned to Iskandor.  “And it is an extra special privilege to have a dragon in our midst.  I am honored by your presence.” 
 
    Iskandor bowed to her in response, as we all did, showing the proper respect.  “It is an honor, Narissara,” I said.  “I am Aidan of Delmar.” 
 
    She smiled again.  “I know who all of you are—your names sweep across this land like a refreshing ocean breeze.  Through your deeds, you have given people hope.  The Knights of Iskandor should be proud of what they have accomplished in such a short period of time.” 
 
    I bowed again, honored by her words.  No matter what my feelings on magic, I would help this woman any way I possibly could. 
 
    “However,” she continued, “we each have dilemmas in front of us.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Indeed.  I believe you have had an encounter with a friend of mine.” 
 
    Narissara nodded in agreement, and we launched into our tale—unlike at the Senate, I didn’t dread retelling the tale to Narissara.  She was clearly open-minded and respectful, and it was likely she would have a better understanding of what had happened without judging.  
 
    Iskandor and I began, starting with when I woke up three thousand years in the future following my death.  Derrick and Mirabelle chimed in when the story moved back to the present time.  In telling the story, we also included what we knew about the Sol-haleth ritual, and what we did to stop Sirak in Delmar.  Narissara listened intently, her expression neutral. 
 
    Finally, we finished.  After a short silence, Narissara spoke.  “Well, you all have been put through quite the trial.  You all have survived, and come out stronger on the other side.  That is commendable.” 
 
    The sorceress then turned to me.  “You must understand that under the circumstances, and given the fantastic nature of Timor’s tale, we weren’t sure what to believe.  Notwithstanding the fact that time travel is illegal in the laws of magic.  We would have to persecute you, your friend, and even the dragon.” 
 
    That blow hit me stiffly in the chest.  We had come here to clear Timor’s name—the last thing I expected was to face a trial for breaking the laws of magic.  The bit about time travel being illegal came as a mild shock, but the more I thought about it, the more it made sense.   
 
    “But given the extraordinary circumstances,” Narissara went on, “the Council is more than willing to overlook this transgression.  If we were to convict you, we would be robbing the world of its would-be saviors.  And not only that, any sentence we would give you would likely pale in comparison to the trials you will face in saving our world.” 
 
    I sighed deeply and inwardly—Narissara certainly spoke the truth there. 
 
    “I am sorry that your friend didn’t stay long enough for us to resolve this matter.  If and when you see him again, please inform him that he is welcome to return to the tower.  We will reinstate him and continue his training.  At that time, he can choose what type of magic he’d like to study and we’ll set him up with a mage he can learn from.” 
 
    I bowed gratefully.  “Thank you, Narissara.” 
 
    “In the meantime,” Narissara went on, “the threat of Sirak has put this world on the edge of a razor.  Fear, doubt, and contempt are spewing from the pores of this land.  As you have seen, the people are at our doorstep, asking for help—or demanding our heads.  But we know so little of Sirak and the Dyn’osi, and so I ask you—what can we do to help the people of this land?” 
 
    “As we said in the story,” I responded, “Sirak kept the souls of the people of Delmar in a magical container in the cathedral.  If we break the container, the souls will return to the people and bring them back to life.” 
 
    One of the mages spoke up from the darkness.  “So we find the cathedral in Min Lenoras and destroy the container.” 
 
    “I doubt it will be that easy,” Iskandor said.  “Sirak will most likely keep the souls in a different place, knowing that we know where the souls were kept last time.” 
 
    “Why can’t the White Army fight their way into Min Lenoras and find where the souls are being kept?”  Another mage asked. 
 
    That statement really made me angry, but Mirabelle unknowingly saved me from telling the mage off.  “The Ther-lor are ruthless, unfeeling, and many times more difficult to kill than a normal person.  Even with the might of the White Army, sending them in by themselves is suicide.” 
 
    “I am quite sure the White Army—” the mage continued, but Narissara stopped him with a lift of her hand. 
 
    “Enough, Nargo,” she said quietly, but her voice carried enough authority that the entire room was silent for several moments.  “Lady Mirabelle is right.  If you had been listening to their story, you would know that this force is more formidable than anything that has been seen in this world in centuries.” 
 
    The mage fell silent.  Narissara’s strength and authority were pretty clear at that point. 
 
    Narissara fell silent and began pacing for several moments.  Finally, she stopped and looked at us thoughtfully. 
 
    “You say that when Sirak and the Dyn’osi perform this Sol-haleth ritual, it steals the souls of everyone in the area?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So, essentially, the Ther-lor are undead—only more intelligent.  This is a form of necromancy.” 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    The sorceress was silent for another moment, and then she said, “I think I know someone who can help you.  It is very unorthodox, but I think you’ll find her useful.”  She once again turned to the mages behind her.  “Find Aurora for me, please.” 
 
    Another silence while she sorted out her thoughts, then she continued.  “In a perfect world, I would send a team of necromancers with you that could help you against the Ther-lor.  Of course, necromancy is illegal, and most of the mages who practice the art are in hiding.  Besides which, necromancers are evil and not to be trusted, thus they are not very good teammates.” 
 
    At that moment, the two mages returned, and a girl who may have been no more than twelve years of age followed them.  I waited to hear word on when this “Aurora” would be joining us. 
 
    “Honored guests,” Narissara said, “meet Aurora.” 
 
    I looked around, trying to see if I missed someone’s arrival.  “Where?” 
 
    Narissara gestured toward the young girl. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it!  Was Narissara serious?  I was at a loss for words.  My companions around me were just as silent, probably thinking the same things I was. 
 
    I took a couple steps toward the young girl.  “Aurora, is it?” 
 
    The girl nodded.   
 
    “She doesn’t speak,” Narissara added behind us.   
 
    She looked so innocent and fragile—I could imagine Derrick jumping out at her as a joke, trying to scare her, and Aurora screaming and crying and hiding under a bed or something.  Her eyes were amber and wide with wonder, and her light brown hair was tied in a neat ponytail behind her head.  She was dressed in lavender robes that may as well have been adorned with little flowers. 
 
    And we were going to take her into battle? 
 
    I tried to manage a smile.  “It’s nice to meet you, Aurora.”  Then I turned to Narissara, speaking before my mind had a chance to stop me.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    Realizing the girl was still there, I turned back to her.  “No offense.” 
 
    “I understand your confusion,” Narissara said calmly.  “As I said before, I understand this is a bit unorthodox—” 
 
    “Unorthodox?”  Derrick piped up.  “This is crazier than attending a goblin tea party!  Almost crazier than trying to get Aidan to have a normal conversation with his king.” 
 
    I ignored his comment.  “You do realize that we’re heading into battle, right?” 
 
    “Of course I do, Lord Aidan,” Narissara replied, once again calm.  “I admit that in a normal battle, she would normally be a bit of a hindrance, which is why I will supply her with some magical items to defend herself—an amulet that will help to protect her from physical harm, a wand that will cast magical bolts of energy against her enemies, and a ring of invisibility.  I admit—against the living, she will not be your strongest weapon.  Against the undead, however—she may be the strongest weapon you possess.” 
 
    Narissara pulled me off to the side and spoke at a low register.  “Her parents died during a bandit raid on her village.  She discovered her powers by accident.  In her grief, magical energy from her heart brought her parents back to life—but as undead.  Astonished, she began to believe that she could bring them fully back to life, which is only possible with the strongest of magic, and even then is against the laws of nature.  She kept them ‘alive’ for a day, but it didn’t take long for her to realize that it wasn’t the same.  Finally, she let them go.  Needless to say, the experience traumatized her, and she hasn’t spoken a word since.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” I asked her. 
 
    “In our circles, we have people who possess the power to read minds.” 
 
    “How did she end up in your ‘circles’, as you say?” 
 
    “A group of young mages came across her hiding in the woods.  They brought her here to me.” 
 
    I still couldn’t believe it.  This was very dangerous business, certainly no place for a little girl, no matter what her powers.   
 
    Mirabelle was suddenly behind me.  “If and when we have to fight,” she whispered in my ear, “we can’t be watching over her and defending ourselves too.” 
 
    Iskandor was there as well.  “This is a bit strange, I must admit, but she could give us an enormous advantage.” 
 
    I turned back to the others and took a deep breath, trying to sort out my thoughts.  It was a major risk, but … 
 
    “We do need all the help we can get against the Ther-lor,” I said finally.  “If she is our only option, perhaps we have no choice.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Mirabelle responded.  “She’s just a little girl.” 
 
    “Aidan, this is crazy,” Derrick said.  “I have boots taller than her.” 
 
    “Narissara did say that she was going to give her magical items to defend herself,” I responded.  “We can find out if it’s worth the risk.” 
 
    “It’s a little girl, Aidan,” Mirabelle repeated sternly.  “It isn’t.” 
 
    “She is not an ordinary little girl,” Iskandor said—just his voice changed the complexion of any conversation we were having.  “I sense something in this child—I believe it’s worth the chance.” 
 
    All of us fell silent, as we had a tendency to do when Iskandor gave his opinion.  His word held a lot of weight among us. 
 
    “So?”  Narissara piped up.  “Do we have a decision from the Knights?” 
 
    Our huddle broke apart slowly.  Clearly all of us had our own opinion about taking Aurora with us.  In the end, it was my choice. 
 
    I turned slowly toward Narissara.  I was still conflicted, and I didn’t want to cause tension within the group, but I did what I felt was right—though it wasn’t by much. 
 
    “She can come with us.” 
 
    Narissara smiled.  “A wise choice, Lord Aidan.  You of all people should know that a book is not to be judged by its cover, and I believe that you will find that this book holds a lot of power.” 
 
    I respected what she was saying, but looking at Aurora, I couldn’t help but think that this book was a children’s tale on a shelf full of horrific war stories. 
 
    “Also,” Narissara added, “she can lead you to more help.  Once you leave this city, follow her—it will not be far.” 
 
    “Who is this help, and where?”  I asked. 
 
    “Let her guide you,” the sorceress replied.  “Otherwise, you will never find them.” 
 
    I found that hard to believe, but all of the events transpiring were starting to give me a headache.  So I nodded to Narissara and turned back to the group.  They all looked apprehensive and clearly not happy. 
 
    Neither was I, but nonetheless, I had to make the best of things for now.  I approached Aurora, who for her part, didn’t looked like some scared little girl.  Her wide eyes studied me intently, clearly analyzing me and everything around her.  She certainly didn’t appear to be the type of child who hid under the bed, afraid of monsters that only existed in her head. 
 
    I knelt in front of her.  “Welcome to the group, Aurora.” 
 
    The amber-eyed child simply stared back, unflinching.  Her silence and wide-eyed expression did nothing but make me more apprehensive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    After the reluctant addition of Aurora to the group, there wasn’t much more to discuss with the mages.  It was very late in the day, and we decided to stay in Severance for the night. 
 
    We found an inn not too far down the road, a decent establishment with the usual crowd of people drinking and mingling in front of it.  Seeing as though it wasn’t very likely that we were going to find an inn that didn’t have people drinking and mingling in front of it, we decided that this inn would do. 
 
    It was called the Streetside Inn, a name that made little sense since all inns (and buildings, for that matter) in a city would be on the side of the street, but I avoided thinking about it too much before I got an even bigger headache.  We sat in the tavern part of the inn and had a meal, consisting of grilled chicken (slightly burnt), with some soup and a hunk of bread.  Our appetite sated, we paid the innkeeper and then went up to our rooms.  I shared one with Iskandor.  Aurora stayed with Derrick and Mirabelle who, despite their earlier protests, put on a show of trying to make the young girl feel welcome.  Aurora clearly warmed to Derrick’s silly and goofy demeanor right away, though she remained silent. 
 
    We had a balcony overlooking the street.  I stepped out onto it and looked up at the starry night, appreciating how beautiful it was.  I was about to turn my mind over to other matters when something caught my eye in the crowd below … a mass of white robes. 
 
    “Senator Tawnya,” I muttered to myself.   
 
    The senator was moving through the crowd, shoving people out of the way as she saw fit.  Once she was through the crowd, she continued to walk down the street, and in the shadows, I noticed someone following her—my night-vision showed the person very clearly. 
 
    “Kirra?”  I whispered to myself. 
 
    I remembered her hissing breaths of anger at Tawnya’s remarks about us—and as soon as we’d left, she’d said that she had something she needed to take care of … 
 
    “Oh, no …” I whispered to myself. 
 
    I told Iskandor that I was going for a walk, and quietly excused myself from the room.  By his reactions, he didn’t seem to surprised—I had been seeking a lot of solitude lately. 
 
    Once outside the door, I hurried down the hall and down the stairs, then weaved my way through the crowd in a manner that (I hoped) didn’t seem to suspicious.  No one seemed to notice—I think being moderately inebriated had something to do with that. 
 
    It didn’t take long to catch up with the two, as the senator wasn’t moving that quickly.  Without my eyes that could see in the dark, it might have been difficult for me to spot Kirra, but I could see her clearly, moving from alley to alley, using whatever she could for cover.  I wondered what in the name of the gods Kirra was up to; she wasn’t going to kill the senator, that much was obvious—she was a thief, not an assassin.  But she was also retired, or so she said …  
 
    This whole situation had me confused.  I resolved to follow her just to see what she was up to, and stop her once I figured it out. 
 
    I followed them down the street for quite some time.  Finally, the senator arrived at a large estate, which could only be her home.  It was surrounded by a stone wall with a steel gate, which the senator entered without a backwards glance, and Kirra waited outside. 
 
    Things seem pretty obvious now, I thought to myself.  I should probably step in— 
 
    “Aidan,” came a voice behind me. 
 
    My heart seemed to stop beating in my chest, and I froze for a moment as my mind tried to figure out what was going on.  Then I turned and faced Lady Mirabelle. 
 
    “Why, hello, Lady Mirabelle,” I said in the most innocent voice I could possibly muster.  It instantly occurred to me how I must have possibly looked—peeking around from behind the wall of a building. 
 
    Mirabelle’s eyes narrowed at me, and her expression became slightly amused.  “‘Hello, Lady Mirabelle?’  An unusual greeting for you, I must say.” 
 
    I tried to catch myself.  “I’m sorry, my love.  I just … I …”  Of course, I failed, miserably.   
 
    “Is there something the matter, Aidan?”  Mirabelle asked. 
 
    “I …” I stammered again.  Then I sighed.  “I guess I just have a lot on my mind, that’s all.”  At least that much was true.   
 
    “I tried to find you in your room,” Mirabelle began, “but Iskandor said you had gone for a walk.  I asked some people in the tavern if they had seen anyone with your description, and they pointed me in the right direction.” 
 
    “I don’t exactly have an appearance you can miss,” I muttered, before I thought about what I was saying. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Mirabelle blurted out.  “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “No no, love,” I said, holding my hand out to reassure her.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  I’m just … I don’t know what I’m thinking anymore.” 
 
    Except that our resident thief is about to rob a very important senator … 
 
    “I have to go,” I said abruptly, panicking.  I started to turn away. 
 
    “I’m sorry!”  she burst out.  “I didn’t mean to offend you …” 
 
    “No,” I said, still backing away.  “I … have to go do … something …” 
 
    Mirabelle just stood there with a hurt expression, but there was nothing I could do about that now, and I would have never found the right words to say anyway.  Besides that, I had completely lost track of Kirra, and I had no idea how to find her.   
 
    Mirabelle didn’t follow, for which I was very grateful.  I circled around the back of the building I had been standing at and continued down that alley, trying to find a way to get closer to Senator Tawnya’s estate while avoiding being seen. 
 
    I walked past a couple of buildings and took a right back down that alley, finding the stone wall to the estate right ahead of me.  At the wall, I turned left and went all the way to the back of the estate.  The stone wall ended at the giant wall of the city, so I guessed I was all the way to the northwest side of Severance. 
 
    The wall was about fifteen feet high—my enhanced leaping abilities would get me up there no problem. 
 
    I planted my feet and jumped, easily grabbing the top of the wall with my hands.  I pulled myself up to the top and laid down on top of the wall, which was pretty thick, and waited.  There were no torches or braziers anywhere nearby, so with my black hair and black cloak and clothing, I was almost completely concealed in the darkness.   
 
    The estate was on a large patch of land, and there was a great deal of space surrounding the house, occupied with trees, many different kinds of plants, a large stone gazebo, and several statues.  All of the plants were neatly trimmed, as well as the trees.  It was clear that Senator Tawnya was a very wealthy noble. 
 
    And Kirra mentioned something about being partial to the obnoxious rich when it came to robbery.  Kirra has to be here—It hasn’t been that long since I last saw her, she didn’t pass me on the street, that I know of, anyway … 
 
    But a couple of hours went by, with no sign of Kirra. 
 
    I was just about to decide that my surveillance had been a failure when my night-vision caught movement out of the corner of my eye, to my left.   
 
    There she is … 
 
    She was climbing out of a bottom floor window, with a good-sized bag heaved over her shoulder.  She dropped nimbly to the grass, without a sound, took a look around her, and headed back toward the wall, diagonally away from me.  There was a Silver Birch tree by the southeast side of the wall, and she used it to get over the wall, climbing up and over.  The sack with whatever she had stolen was somehow attached to her back. 
 
    Well, the tree made it easy for her to get out, but the question still remains as to how she got in.  But that’s not important … 
 
    Not anymore anyway. 
 
    She was on the same wall as me, but dozens of feet down; she didn’t even know anyone was watching her.  I dropped down just after she did and—keeping her in my line of vision—hurried to follow her. 
 
    Kirra walked right down the middle of the street with the large sack of Senator Tawnya’s valuables draped over her shoulder, an act I thought was brave, and it was, although the highly-drunken inhabitants of Severance made her presence in the street much less of a risk.  I knew I was too late to stop her from doing what she was doing—it wasn’t like I was going to be able to convince her to put the stuff back where she got it—so I decided to keep following her and see what she would do with the goods. 
 
    I trailed her down the main street for some time, until she turned into a building on our left.  The building appeared to be abandoned. 
 
    What the— 
 
    There was an alley next to the building she had entered, so I turned down it and peered into the windows I passed, hoping to catch a glimpse of her.  I’d already resolved that if I didn’t see her, I would break one of the windows and creep inside to search for her. 
 
    But that desperate act wasn’t necessary—toward the back of the building, one of the windows revealed her talking to a large, sneaky-looking fellow with unkempt hair.  I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the man seemed very impressed by her haul, and gave her a large bag of gold in return for them. 
 
    Then Kirra left the room, and I hustled back to the front of the building so I could keep track of her—but when she exited the building, she held three sacks instead of one … all full. 
 
    What in the name of— 
 
    Now intensely curious, I intended to continue following her, but when she left the building, she turned immediately in my direction. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    Panicking, I quickly ducked behind a large crate, one of several in the alleyway.  I listened as her padded footsteps passed by and began to fade.   
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, I crept out from behind the crate and peeked around the corner.  Kirra was walking away, heading back toward the estate. 
 
    Now what … 
 
    Beginning to get exasperated, I left the alley and started to follow her again.  She didn’t walk very far, entering one of the taverns we passed by earlier.   
 
    This was going to be difficult—there were still a crowd of people in front of the tavern, and I had to see what Kirra was doing.  With my appearance, just walking in wasn’t going to cut it—it wouldn’t be possible to be inconspicuous, even with all of the people.  My only chance, again, was the windows. 
 
    I found a couple on the right side of the building.  I caught a break, as the first window I came to was right behind the bar, so the only person who could possibly get in my way was the barkeep.  But he was very occupied, moving back and forth along the bar, constantly serving drinks.   
 
    Kirra was sitting across from the bar, at a booth right across from two disreputable-looking men.  As I watched, I saw Kirra slip some gold pieces to them, along with two of the sacks, one for each guy. 
 
    Could this get any more confusing? 
 
    Her business done, Kirra got up and left the booth and the tavern.   
 
    Time to follow again … 
 
    Creeping back to the corner of the tavern, I watched as Kirra walked in a completely different direction from the inn we were staying at, as well as the estate … down a street perpendicular to the tavern, heading south.   
 
    I groaned to myself as I wondered what in the name of the gods she was up to now.  As she disappeared down the street, I broke away from the tavern and followed.  The drunken patrons didn’t pay any attention.  I hoped with all of my will that Kirra would end this soon—all of this sneaking around was beginning to make me tired, physically and mentally. 
 
    I followed her down the street for a while, until she finally stopped, in front of a huge cathedral. 
 
    I sighed to myself.  I might need to check my “strangeness level” meter to see if it’s at its maximum yet. 
 
    The cathedral was what was called a “universal cathedral,” one that worshipped all of the gods, as opposed to various temples that only worshipped a certain one.  I followed Kirra inside, and watched as she approached the alter. 
 
    All right—if she attempts to steal anything from this cathedral, I don’t care what the reason is … I’m stepping in.  I may not feel a strong loyalty to the gods, but there are limits … 
 
    But Kirra did quite the opposite.  Instead of taking anything, she deposited her only remaining sack in front of the alter. 
 
    I frowned in confusion and bewilderment. 
 
    Kirra remained in front of the alter for a short while, staring up at the huge mural that was painted on the wall behind it—a mural of the gods.  I was hiding behind a curtain near the entrance, and I watched as she left the alter and began walking in my direction. 
 
    Here we go … 
 
    As she walked by the curtain, I said in a low voice, “Hello, Kirra.” 
 
    She instantly spun, both daggers out and ready to fight.  I probably would have reacted with some smart remark, but I was just as shocked at her appearance as she was at mine—her eyes were red and watering, as if she had been crying. 
 
    I restrained myself from asking if she was okay, only to see how she would respond to the realization that I had been following her.  I expected an outburst, some anger, perhaps even for her to attack me—but she did none of that. 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  she whispered between sniffles. 
 
    Taken aback by her reaction, I recovered enough to say, “I might ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “How long have you been following me?”  she asked, wiping her eyes. 
 
    “Long enough,” I answered.  I wasn’t angry, or even disappointed—now I was only curious. 
 
    “So you’ve seen everything,” she muttered.  I nodded. 
 
    Kirra sighed.  “Walk with me … I’ll explain.” 
 
    Wordlessly, I followed her.  She headed back toward the Streetside Inn, taking a different route than she took to get to the cathedral.  Then, after a short distance, she walked down an alley for some privacy.  I cut her off before she could begin to explain. 
 
    “First of all,” I said, “no need to explain the robbery.  I don’t condone it, and it worries me, but I know why you did it.  All I want to know is about the two men in the tavern, and … the cathedral.  Those are the things I’m really confused about.” 
 
    “As far as the tavern,” Kirra began, “the less you know about that, the better.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “Just trust me,” she said, undaunted.  Then she sighed.  “But I can see why seeing me in a place like this might raise some questions.”  She was silent for a moment, forming her thoughts, and her look of pain intensified a bit on her aging features.   
 
    “My mother … always believed in the gods, especially after I was born.  My father didn’t carry the same beliefs, but he respected my mother’s right to have them.  Mom had always gone to church when she was young, but as she grew older, she fell away from that practice for a while.  After I was born, she began to renew her faith in the gods—that was another reason she stopped being a thief.  She began to attend church services much more often, bringing me with her.  The church knew that my parents were thieves, but still they welcomed us.”   
 
    She became silent again, her eyes far away, and tears began to form in her eyes.  “The truth about my parents’ death is … they died in a fire.  Someone set fire to our house when I was a young teenager.  I …”  She stopped again, and she began to sob harshly.  “I tried to save them, but one of the wooden beams overhead had collapsed, and it crushed my mother beneath it.  She was still alive …”  Kirra was now crying uncontrollably.  I sighed, feeling very deeply for her.  I drew her in and held her close, trying to do what I could to ease her pain.  She was clearly not used to affection like that, either, and she was hesitant at first, but she allowed me to comfort her.  Finally, she calmed down just enough to continue her story.  “My dad … was trapped behind another collapsed beam and some furniture that had caught fire.  He yelled at me to get out and save myself.  I screamed that I wouldn’t … until I saw him crying.  He was scared that I was going to perish—all he wanted was for me to be safe.  I knew right then and there that my mother wanted the same … everything they ever did, they did for me.  And so I escaped … but not unscathed.”  She pulled back the sleeve of her right arm, revealing severely burned scar tissue that ran from her wrist to her forearm.  “When I got outside, I collapsed, weak from breathing in all of that black smoke, and from the knowledge that my parents were still inside.  I cried, I screamed … the people that lived around us were already gathered around, and some tried to console me.” 
 
    Kirra’s sobbing had settled a little, but she still sniffled and looked at me with red, teary eyes as she continued.  “The church … used some of their gold to give my parents a proper service.  It didn’t matter to them that we were thieves or not—they still tried to help us.  I will never forget that.  And so, when I score on particularly big jobs, I make sure to leave a majority of the gold I receive from the fence at the alter of the local church.  That’s why the shabby clothing that you mentioned before, instead of the nice clothing that could surely afford if I kept the gold—I give most of the gold to a church so that they can help other people, like they did me.” 
 
    To say that I was in shock would be an enormous understatement.  I just stood there, absorbing everything Kirra had just told me.  I must have stared at her for a long time, because she had to shake me out of my state of bewilderment. 
 
    “Aidan?  Are you okay?” 
 
    I shook my head and came back to reality.  Kirra was standing in front of me, her eyes still red, her face streaked with tears.  I shook my head to further clear my mind. 
 
    “Yes … I’m sorry … I—” I stammered, then made a stronger attempt to collect myself.  “As you had misjudged me, when we first met, it seems that I have misjudged you as well.  I still don’t condone what you’ve done, but … I now see you in a different light.” 
 
    Kirra smiled.  “So we can keep this just between us?” 
 
    It went against everything I believed in as a knight—but then again, I never did become a knight, did I?  Kirra was my friend, and I felt much closer to her then I had before.  “Yes … just between us.  You have my word.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    The next morning, all of our rooms at the Sidestreet Inn had their doors kicked in by the city guard. 
 
    “Arrest them!  Arrest them all!”  a familiar voice shouted. 
 
    We were subdued, shackled in chains, and dragged from our rooms out into the hallway.  Derrick shouted over the racket, “Hey!  What’s the meaning of this?  We haven’t done anything wrong!” 
 
    “Oh, on the contrary,” Senator Tawnya smirked, her large frame pushing guards to the side.  “Some of my valuables were stolen from my home last night, and the fact that it happened the very same night the Queen of the Thieves arrives in the city seems to me to be more than just a mere coincidence.” 
 
    Derrick’s eyes widened in shock, and he glared over at Kirra, whose features were emotionless as she held her head high. 
 
    Tawnya shuffled over and stood just mere inches away from her.  “Have you nothing to say for yourself?” 
 
    Kirra shrugged, her chains rattling as she moved.  “Sure.”  She then took a step forward, meeting Tawnya’s gaze evenly.  “Your hair looks like horse hay.” 
 
    The senator’s eyes narrowed in contempt.   
 
    “But why are we under arrest?”  Mirabelle demanded. 
 
    “Because I know you are all in on it,” Tawnya growled as she took in all of us with her glare.  “Every one of you!  Take them away!” 
 
    With that, we were dragged off, out of the Sidestreet Inn and thrust into a large wagon.  We pulled ourselves up and managed as best as we could to sit on the benches that were on both sides of the covered wagon.  Most everyone was wearing a state of shock on their face, with the exceptions of Derrick, whose normally jovial face was now scowling with anger, and Kirra, who had remained impassive.  But I also noticed Mirabelle stealing glances at me, and it occurred to me that she had caught me outside skulking in the shadows the previous night.  My heart suddenly lurched at the thought that she might believe I was behind this. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the city jails, and we were hauled out rather roughly, and dragged into the building, downstairs to the bottom floor dungeons.  Senator Tawnya followed us, her head held arrogantly high.  Derrick and Mirabelle squealed out protests that they hadn’t done anything, and there was no reason for the rest of us to be imprisoned, but their pleas fell on deaf ears.  The dungeons were filthy, had a musty smell that was mingled with the smells of human waste and vomit.  The heat from all of the bodies in the cells crammed into such a small area was stifling.  Some of the inhabitants from the cells greeted us mockingly, but most were too weak to do anything but watch.  We were taken to the end of a long hallway, and shoved into separate cells—one for the two women, and the other for the rest of us.  When I heard the cell doors slammed shut behind us, I was overcome with a sense of helplessness I had never experienced before—up until that point, it didn’t seem like anything that was happening was real.  But when I turned and saw the jailor locking the cell, and it felt like there was no escape, I couldn’t stop the sense of dread that spread through my body. 
 
    “Enjoy your new homes,” Senator Tawnya said, cackling with glee and she disappeared down the corridor.  It was a short while later when I realized that Aurora was missing.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours passed, though it felt like days.  The jailor brought us a couple of slices of bread and some water, but the bread was old and hard, and the water had an oily appearance to it—I couldn’t bring myself to consume either.   
 
    Derrick had tried several times to get through to Kirra, but she remained seated on the floor, staring at nothing, seemingly obvious to everything around her.  Mirabelle had even tried, but she got nowhere as well.  We ignored—as best as we could—the taunts from the other inhabitants around us.  The only beings that seemed to greet us happily were the rats.   
 
    We were pretty sure we could leave whenever we wanted—I had no doubt I could take the cell door off of its hinges myself—but we all knew it wouldn’t help our cause, since we were basically innocent.  We had decided to wait and see what happened—the others figured that the city guard would realize that they had made some type of mistake, and eventually let us go.  I, of course, knew that Kirra was actually guilty, but I was forced to keep my mouth closed because of the promise that I had made.  Over time, though, the weight of that promise began to weigh on my shoulders like I was carrying a boulder on them.  The more time we wasted here in jail, the more time Sirak had to build his army unchecked.  Time was slipping through our fingers.     
 
    Finally, later that day, we had a visitor.  To my surprise, he was an Easterner, from a land over the Eastern Seas.  He had slanted eyes like an elf, black hair, and an accent that was foreign to all of us.  But he spoke Common well enough. 
 
    “I am General Katsu,” he said, addressing us in his strange accent.  “I understand you all are in here because you are accused of robbing Senator Tawnya’s estate.” 
 
    “That’s not true!”  Derrick burst out.  “We were at the Streetside Inn for the entire night.” 
 
    General Katsu’s face frowned in thought.  “I admit, it does seem strange that all of you would be involved in a job as large as this, especially when your group consists of such honored company.”  He gestured at Mirabelle, Derrick, and myself.  “However, I understand that the Queen of Thieves is also among you, yes?” 
 
    The crowd parted a little to reveal Kirra, still sitting with her back against the wall of her cell wall, knees folded to her chest, staring at nothing.   
 
    “Miss Kirra,” Katsu said with a slight bow, “were you responsible for this?” 
 
    Kirra didn’t respond. 
 
    “If you do not respond, Miss Kirra, then I cannot help you,” Katsu said. 
 
    Kirra didn’t even acknowledge his presence. 
 
    “So be it,” Katsu said finally.  “You can stay in there until you’ve decided to tell your side of the story.” 
 
    He then turned his attention to the others.  “The rest of you, Senator Lokesh got wind of the situation and thinks Senator Tawnya threw you all in simply for spite.  You are released with our apologies.” 
 
    Those words sent a sweeping feeling of relief through me that was indescribable.  Katsu opened our cells and let us all out. 
 
    Katsu bowed, bid us a good day and left. 
 
    As soon as he was gone, Derrick wasted no time.  “Thank you for speaking up for us and making sure we didn’t get thrown in jail too!”  His words at Kirra were ripe with sarcasm.  “How long are you planning to stay in there before you tell them what happened?” 
 
    Kirra was silent for a moment, then said the first words she had said since that morning.  “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Derrick snorted, then turned to me.  “What do we do now?” 
 
    Mirabelle was quick to respond.  “We leave.  Let her rot in there.” 
 
    The two women glared at each other. 
 
    Remembering Kirra’s story from the other night, I had no intention of leaving her behind.  “We won’t leave without her.” 
 
    Mirabelle spun around and stared at me, her eyes incredulous.  That stare withered my very soul. 
 
    I regained control of myself and continued.  “We’ll wait in the lobby until this gets straightened out.  Derrick, find Aurora and make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    Derrick nodded and left. 
 
      Through it all, I couldn’t help but notice Mirabelle staring at me.  She knew I knew something—and her look was one of disappointment, because like Kirra, I also chose to remain silent.  But Kirra said she knew what she was doing, and I had to have faith that that was the case. 
 
    More hours passed.  We were all tired, hungry, and, speaking for myself, I was really beginning to get anxious.  Time was still continuing to slip away from us, much like the sands in an hourglass.  Kirra continued to maintain her silence, and I was beginning to get a little irritated.  I had no idea what she had in mind, but whatever it was, I just wished that she would get on with it already.   
 
    Derrick and Mirabelle left to get something to eat, and Iskandor and I waited in the jail lobby with Aurora.  The young girl just sat in the chair, hands on her lap, silent and staring ahead patiently.  I didn’t know what to make of that—most children her age would be complaining, but Aurora just waited.   
 
    Finally, General Katsu returned.  He glanced around at all of us and motioned to follow him.  When we got to the cell, he fixed his eyes on Kirra.  “Are you ready to talk yet?” 
 
    Kirra greeted him with silence. 
 
    Katsu shook his head, then glanced over at me.  He motioned with his finger, beckoning me to approach him.  I was suddenly overcome with a sense of fear, thinking that he might have known that I was out with Kirra that night, though I’d had nothing to do with the robbery.  I kept my emotions to myself, however, approaching him with an outward sense of calm that I didn’t feel. 
 
    “Senator Lokesh has told me of your plea,” he said in a low voice.  “He tried to tell me why you made this request, but he made little sense.  I was hoping you could shed some light on the situation.” 
 
    As calmly as I could, feeling like I had told the story a million times, I related the details of my journey, and our need for Severance’s army.  General Katsu listened with rapt attentiveness.   
 
    When I had finished, Katsu put his hand to his chin and frowned.  “This all seems very unbelievable.” 
 
    I only nodded absently—if I hadn’t been through it, I might not have believed it myself. 
 
    “But if you, Sir Derrick, and Lady Mirabelle stand behind the story, I have no reason to believe that it isn’t true.” 
 
    “So you’ll help us?”  I asked, excitement jolting through my body. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that is not my decision,” Katsu said.  “It is the Senate’s decision, and if I may say so, your case doesn’t look very good right now.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” I muttered. 
 
    “Take heart, Lord Aidan,” Katsu said with encouragement.  “Nothing is decided yet.  Hold on a little while longer.” 
 
    I nodded and started to walk away.  But before I could reach the back of the cell, or before Katsu could leave, Senator Lokesh arrived. 
 
    “Lady Kirra is free to go,” Lokesh said brightly. 
 
    His words put me in a state of shock—I was too confused to even answer.  But there was nothing holding back Derrick. 
 
    “Really?  What happened?” 
 
    “Two thieves were spotted in the southern half of the city, and they had a few of Senator Tawnya’s valuables.  The city guard is still on the hunt for them, but you all have been absolved of the robbery.” 
 
    I glanced over at Kirra, who had a ghost of a smile on her face.  At the sight of that smile, I figured out what she had planned all along—the two thieves that were spotted were the two men that Kirra had met with that night in the tavern.  Kirra had given them gold along with some of the Senator’s valuables, and they became a diversion, designed to throw everyone off of Kirra’s trail. 
 
    “We sincerely apologize.” Senator Lokesh said. 
 
    I really wanted to tell him how needless it was for him to apologize, but I didn’t want to give anything away.  Instead, I nodded as the jailor released Kirra.  I thanked the senator for his hospitality (after all, it wasn’t his fault we were thrown in jail) and, our business in Longhaven concluded, we gathered the others and left the city of Severance without a backwards glance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    As we walked down the dirt road away from Severance, Kirra had walked with her head cocked, arrogantly sauntering through the streets and out of the northern gates.  Derrick kept eyeing her on the way out, as Mirabelle continued to eye me.  I couldn’t help but be self-conscious through the entire journey out of the city—I didn’t like the fact that I was having to hide anything from Mirabelle.  There were also the unresolved issues that had existed between us, adding to the tension. 
 
    But as soon as we were a good distance away from the city gates, Derrick started right in on Kirra.  “What in the name of the gods was that all about?” 
 
    Kirra responded with the same thing she had said to me the night of the robbery.  “The less you know about that, the better.” 
 
    Derrick wouldn’t accept that for an answer, however.  “You committed that robbery, didn’t you?  That job has “Kirra” written all over it!” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?”  Kirra said innocently.  “Two thieves were caught with some of the senator’s belongings.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that crap!”  Derrick burst out.  “You had something to do with that, too!” 
 
    Kirra, who was walking ahead of Derrick, stopped and turned so abruptly that Derrick almost collided with her.  “Do not pry into my personal affairs, Derrick.  All you need to know is that there was a robbery, and that we’re free.  That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Derrick glared at her, then grumbled something and then stayed quiet.   
 
    It was then that Kirra finally noticed Aurora.  “What’s with the kid?” 
 
    “She’s one of us now,” I answered.  
 
    Kirra looked at the kid, then rolled her eyes.  “Great.”  Then she turned and kept walking. 
 
    That night, it rained, so we tried as best as we could to find cover from the torrential downpour.  Finally, we succeeded—a small cave settled in a valley seemingly was waiting for us.  A search of the cave (I remembered our mistake with the goblin cave) revealed the cave to be not too large, but empty.  There was no wood in the cave to build a fire, so we suffered through a long and cold night.   
 
    I took first watch.  No one spoke as we all sat around the cave, then one by one, the others turned in and attempted to get some rest.  My gaze turned to Aurora, who pulled a little straw doll out of the pockets of her robes.  She just held it, staring at it.  Disturbed, I thought of all the pain and suffering his poor girl had had to endure. 
 
    Throughout the night, I caught Mirabelle continuing to steal glances at me, a look that was all disappointment, concern, and curiosity.  I couldn’t bring myself to meet those violet eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We continued our journey the next morning, setting out on the dirt road after breakfast.  The air was crisp and cool, the sun rising just over the horizon to the east.  The setting was peaceful, birds chirping all around.  I wanted to hold hands with Mirabelle, but there was still some tension between us, and I felt like if I tried to show her any affection, it wouldn’t be welcome. 
 
    Everyone was quiet, still absorbing everything that had happened in Severance.  We all kept our distance from each other, which made things even more strange.  The tension between all of us was so palpable that even the spear from an ogre couldn’t shatter it. 
 
    That night, we were setting up camp in a grove of trees away from the trail.  It was a cool, clear night, the moon and stars shining brightly overhead, a light breeze coming in our direction from the west.  Derrick and Mirabelle made a fire, and we all sat around it quietly.   
 
    Someone had to say something.  If we didn’t, I felt like things would explode. 
 
    Suddenly, Aurora was in front of me, staring intently.  She turned and pointed at all of the others, then at me, then away from the camp.  I was trying to make sense of it when she started walking in the direction that she pointed in. 
 
    In the midst of all the confusion, I had forgotten Narissara’s words, telling me to follow Aurora for more help. 
 
    She led us a short distance to the west, to a field with medium-high grass, sparse trees throughout, a small stream on the left, and a rock face on the right.  Something wasn’t right about it.  Calling my attention more to the area (my focus had been on other matters), I noticed immediately that there were floating lights zipping around the field, like fireflies—but only on the right side of the field. 
 
    What the— 
 
    Then I noticed something else—tiny, high-pitched voices.  I couldn’t make out what any of them were saying; it sounded like there were hundreds of them.  Aurora rushed toward them. 
 
    I closed my eyes tightly and shook my head, concerned that I might be going mad—but a glance around at the others showed that I wasn’t the only one seeing or hearing things. 
 
    Derrick cast me a look that said, “Well, let’s investigate.” 
 
    We took a few steps closer to the lights.  Aurora was there, kneeling.  From a distance, I couldn’t tell exactly what the floating lights were, but as we got closer, I began to discern pairs of fluttering, transparent wings, much too big to be any firefly I’d ever seen.  
 
    Suddenly, as we came on the border of the medium-length grass, the floating lights all froze in place, and the high-pitched voices all fell silent—from the ground, on the left side, from the grass. 
 
    What in the name of the gods is going on? 
 
    Just then, a small, voice rang out from the grass.  “Hide, you idiots.  Hide!” 
 
    The floating lights didn’t move.  “They’ve already seen us, you morons.  What good would it do us to hide like you sniveling rats?” 
 
    “Why you—” the voice in the grass seethed, but I still couldn’t make it out.  My night eyes could make everything out just fine, but whoever—or whatever—was hiding in the grass was remaining hidden, out of sight.   
 
    “What business do you have here?  Aurora, who are they?” one of the lights asked, fluttering forward.  The light surrounding the—thing—made it difficult for me to tell what it was, but the voice sounded female. 
 
    “Why would you even ask her?” came a voice from the grass.  “You know she’s not going to answer, you dirty moth!” 
 
    “Call me a ‘moth’ one more time …” the female voice replied, warning in its tone. 
 
    “You’re trespassing!”  came a voice from the grass.  It sounded directed at me. 
 
    My eyes darted back and forth.  “Trespassing … on what?” 
 
    “Our property!”  Another voice from the grass. 
 
    “Well, I don’t see a “NO TRESPASSING” sign, or a “BEWARE OF DOG” sign anywhere,” Derrick observed. 
 
    Kirra was chuckling.  “Because if they had a dog, it would spend more time batting them around like they were mice than guarding the territory.  More likely that it would have eaten all of its owners before now.” 
 
    “Not funny!”  An indignant voice rang out. 
 
    I have to admit that I chuckled under my breath myself, but I tried my best to be diplomatic.  “Kirra, come on … let’s try and be nice here.”  Speaking to both the voices in the grass and the floating lights, I asked, “What is going on here?” 
 
    The grass answered.  “We’re at war!” 
 
    Again, my eyes darted back and forth.  “Who is at war?” 
 
    “Us noble brownies and those despicable wasps!” 
 
    Expecting wasps to be more aggressive and dangerous (not to mention devoid of glowing light), I turned my attention back to the lights.  One of them floated toward me and spoke. 
 
    “We are not wasps.  We are pixies.” 
 
    With that, the glowing light surrounding her dimmed just a little, allowing me to see the pixie in her true form.  Only a few inches tall, with long black hair, pointed ears, and pale skin, she wore a knee-length, sparkling pink dress, and nothing on her feet.  In her delicate way, she was quite beautiful, like a tiny porcelain doll. 
 
    “If I may ask, what is this war all about?”  I asked the pixie.  Before she could answer, however, the brownies decided to chime in. 
 
    “They stole our food!” 
 
    “What … a bunch of nuts?”  Kirra smirked. 
 
    “Yes, precisely!”  A brownie said earnestly.  “They stole them from one of our food stores, a burrow by a tree, over there!”  If the brownie pointed, we didn’t see it, since they were still hidden. 
 
    “We did no such thing,” the pixie in front of me stated, her arms crossed and nose in the air in a dignified, if somewhat snotty, manner.  “What need do we have for a bunch of nuts?  We get our food from trees—” 
 
    “Like bugs?”  Said Kirra, in a slightly sarcastic tone. 
 
    “We are not bugs!”  The pixie screeched, suddenly in front of the retired thief. 
 
    “Kirra,” I whispered to her under my breath, “you are not helping matters.  Will you please let me handle this?” 
 
    Kirra rolled her eyes, but put her hands up and backed away a little.  I turned my attention back to the two sets of life forms before me.  Focused on the pixie, who was once again hovering not too far away from me, I prepared to ask a question to which I was pretty sure I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Did you take their food?”  
 
    “We did not,” she answered. 
 
    “How long has this war been going on?”  I asked. 
 
    The pixie glanced up at the moon.  “About twenty-seven minutes.” 
 
    Derrick had been taking a drink of water from his waterskin at that point, and nearly spit it out all over the field at the pixie’s answer. 
 
    My own sudden need to laugh out loud at the length of their war mingling with the amazement of the pixie’s ability to tell minutes just by glancing at the moon, I struggled to keep a straight face. 
 
    “Twenty-seven minutes.”  A statement, not a question. 
 
    The pixie nodded. 
 
    I shrugged lightly.  “I suppose that explains why we heard more of what appeared to be bickering more than actual sounds of war.” 
 
    “You know, we could end this war very easily,” Derrick said.  “All we’d have to do is take a few steps forward.” 
 
    Suddenly, a streak of lightning flew past me, with a pair of wings attached, and collided with Derrick.  As it did, there was a flash of blue-white light, and Derrick flew backward, crashing hard into a nearby tree.  As he landed, the pixie screamed, “Stay out of this!” 
 
    Kirra was laughing hysterically. 
 
    Derrick sat up, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs, and struggled to his feet, groaning with every move.  Then he jumped up quickly, ready to unsheathe his broadsword.  “We’re under attack!  Did anyone see what hit me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mirabelle said dryly.  “A pixie.”   
 
    Kirra was now lying on her back, laughing even harder. 
 
    Derrick’s expression was a state of shock.  “What?  No, that can’t be—it felt like I was struck by an ogre’s spear!  Are you sure?” 
 
    “Quite sure,” Iskandor said.  “We all saw it happen.”  Lady Mirabelle nodded in agreement. 
 
    Derrick straightened, glanced at all of us.  “Well, good you see you all have my back,” he said in mock appreciation. 
 
    “You’re on the edge of a battlefield,” came one of those voices from the grass again. 
 
    I was now seriously annoyed with the brownies.  “Brownies, please show yourselves, so that I may see who I am dealing with.” 
 
    “Yeah … stop being a bunch of cowards!”  Called the pixie. 
 
    “Call us what you want,” said one of the brownies, “but we’re still alive.” 
 
    “So are we!”  Cried the pixie.  “Even after we attacked one of their own!  Now come out from behind your blades of grass that would never shield you from their big toes!”   
 
    Slowly, but surely, the brownies began to show themselves.   I squatted close to the ground to get a better look; their dress was not unlike the poor to medium-class dress of any human—many of them dressed like I did as a teenage farm boy.  Only slightly smaller than the pixies, their major facial features centered around pointed ears, pointed noses.  Many, but not all of them, had beards of varying lengths.  All of them were carry long-range weapons—miniature longbows, crossbows, and their only hand-to-hand weapon was a very long spear, which appeared to be made of a very long splinter with a sharp pebble somehow attached to the end. 
 
    “You all look like strong people, on a mission,” one of them said.  I gave them a brief synopsis of our story. 
 
    “You need to take us with you!”  One of the brownies shouted from the ground. 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face immediately … I was suddenly alarmed at the thought of dozens (hundreds?)(thousands?) of brownies following us across the landscape.   
 
    I could tell Kirra was alarmed as well, though her expression showed signs of disgust too. 
 
    I put my hand up in reassurance.  “I’m sure my friends and myself will be just fine … “ 
 
    “No, you won’t!”  Cried another brownie.  “We can help you!” 
 
    A pixie, the first one I talked to with the long, black hair, smirked.  “Oh, please … the only way you can help is to reveal their long-lost secret of bathing in the mud—like pigs do.” 
 
    The brownies began yelling and screaming indignantly, jumping up and down and making no sense at all. 
 
    Derrick sidled up to me, and leaned in close.  “I wouldn’t be surprised if this war started because the brownies couldn’t handle the pixies’ scathing insults anymore.  Not to mention the fact that they can’t exactly grab the pixies around their necks and strangle them or anything.” 
 
    I smiled inwardly, then turned my attention back the black-haired pixie.  “What is your name?”   
 
    She flashed a charming smile.  “Ceiridwen.” 
 
    Seeing as though “charming” seemed to be the tact Ceiridwen was attempting to take, I decided I should follow along the same route to get the best results.  “That’s a very pretty name,” I said, smiling. 
 
    Ceiridwen giggled, then zipped around and around before settling into her original position—which I took as a sign of delight. 
 
    “Aidan,” Iskandor said softly.  “We need to consider the possibility that this was the ‘help’ that Narissara was referring to.” 
 
    I don’t know why (perhaps it was because I was expecting the ‘help’ to be a bit … taller), but the thought hadn’t even occurred to me. 
 
    Kirra wasn’t laughing anymore.  “No, no, no, no, no, no …”  She was shaking her head and pacing back and forth.  “That can’t be.  How are these bugs going to be of any help to us?”                             
 
    The screaming from the ground was almost in unison.  “We are not BUGS!” 
 
    Suddenly, Kirra stepped up to the edge of the tall grass.  “SHUT … UP!” 
 
    Even with my night vision, I don’t know how I saw it, but I did, very clearly.  A single, tiny arrow—about the size of a toothpick—hurtling out of the crowd of brownies.  I also watched as it lodged itself in Kirra’s thigh. 
 
    “OW!”  Kirra exclaimed.  She pulled the miniature arrow out of her leg.  “Why, you little—” Then she was suddenly slapping at her leg.  “Ah, it burns!  What did you little runts put on that thing?” 
 
    Now it was Derrick’s turn to laugh hysterically. 
 
    Enraged—and having no clue which brownie actually fired the arrow—Kirra’s quickness and deft fingers snatched the nearest brownie with ease.  I have no idea what she planned to do with it, but I knew what the brownies were planning to do—all of them (at least a hundred, possibly more), had their weapons up and ready to fire.  I could only see the twenty or so nearby, but I had no doubt there were many more, following suit. 
 
    Kirra was about to become a human pin cushion—literally. 
 
    Knowing that the tiny arrows would do little more than fuel Kirra’s rage (she probably would have danced in the field—also literally—attempting to stomp the brownies out of existence), quite frankly, I panicked.  Throwing myself bodily in front of her, I faced the brownies with a look on my face that I know must have bordered on psychotic.   
 
    “Stop!  Please, just … wait!  She won’t hurt him … I promise!  Just … hold your fire!” 
 
    The brownies were unhappy with my plea, but they did as I asked.  I turned my attention back to Kirra; Derrick was already next to her, speaking in low tones. 
 
    “Kirra, put the brownie down.”  Just that sentence alone was so ludicrous that, under different circumstances, I might have laughed.  But I recovered quickly, smothering my giggle. 
 
    “They have been at war,” I said, attempting to take on a soothing tone.  “They are on edge, ready for battle, and you have done nothing but insult them since we showed up.  With that one arrow, I believe you can consider yourselves even.” 
 
    Kirra glared at me for a moment, then back at the brownie she had clutched in her hand.  She was seething, her hand trembling in anger.  Then she reared her arm back, ready to throw the brownie clear across the field. 
 
    Derrick and I both put our hands up, and I let out a strangled “No!”  The brownie squeaked and squealed with terror. 
 
    Then, Kirra slowly brought her hand back, up to her face, coming face-to-face with the brownie.  Kirra smiled a devilish grin, then, leaning over, deposited it on the ground.  The brownie fell with a light splat, then scrambled to its feet and ran for cover. 
 
    Breathing an inward sigh of relief, I collected myself and turned to find Mirabelle and Iskandor standing stoically nearby.  Mirabelle had been watching the proceedings with vague interest, and Iskandor gazed intently, absorbing everything that was happening.  I turned back around, and my attention fell to Aurora, whom I’d forgotten was even there.  She was staring at me expectantly. 
 
    I walked over to Iskandor.  “I have read many books, on various subjects, but not nearly as many as you, I’m sure … have you ever read anything on brownies or pixies?”  I kept my voice pitched low. 
 
    Iskandor shook his head.  “Nothing … in fact, I’m finding this whole exchange very fascinating.  I’m not entirely sure the world is aware of their existence.” 
 
    “The rest of the world finds us insignificant.”  Ceiridwen’s voice was behind me.  “We don’t matter to the giants of this world.” 
 
    I turned back toward her, pondering this briefly in my head.  How strange and lonely it must be, to be a civilization that no one knows exists … or cared to find out about … 
 
    Narissara was right—I never would have found them myself. 
 
    I took a few slow steps toward her and smiled lightly.  “Perhaps someone will write a book someday.” 
 
    Ceiridwen smiled and shrugged.  “Perhaps I’ll write one myself.” 
 
    A brownie snorted in derision.  “You!  Write a book … that would be worth reading!”  Sarcasm was dripping from his voice. 
 
    Ceiridwen eyed the brownie coolly.  “At least I’m capable of writing something.” 
 
    The brownie lapsed into silence. 
 
    “I would love to help you,” Ceiridwen proclaimed. 
 
    “Hold on—we are at war here!”  One of the brownies yelled.  “You’re trying to steal our land!” 
 
    The light-blond haired pixie glanced down at the brownies in disgust.  “We are not stealing any land, or your stupid, dirt-covered food!” 
 
    “Easy, Endelient,” Ceiridwen said.  “Don’t let them get to you.  They’ll say anything to get us going.” 
 
    “But it’s true!”  The brownie cried.  “This land has been passed down to us for hundreds of generations!” 
 
    Another pixie came forward, with short, red hair.  “The only thing that has been passed down through your generations is your clothes.” 
 
    The pixies laughed gleefully.  “Good one, Enat!” 
 
    While some of the brownies cried that their clothes were only five generations old, I turned to the rest of my companions.  “We’ve got a real problem here.” 
 
    “What problem?”  Kirra asked, smirking.  “We walk on through, kicking and swatting as we see fit.  That doesn’t seem so hard, does it?” 
 
    Another pixie came forward, wearing a black hood and what appeared to be miniature battle armor.  “We have dealt with these giants long enough, Ceiridwen.  Let me deal with them—a few fireballs and they’ll be fleeing for their lives.” 
 
    I was trying to respect the pixies, but I wasn’t about to deal with being threatened.  “I have seen your power, and though it is impressive, you don’t want to compare fireballs.” 
 
    The pixie soldier crossed her arms.  “You don’t have a fireball big enough to consume all of us.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Gearóidín,” Ceiridwen admonished. 
 
    “I believe I have a fireball big enough,” I said confidently. 
 
    “Oh, is that so?” Gearóidín said, obviously not believing. 
 
    I nodded, then turned to Iskandor, slyly winking at him.  Iskandor, understanding immediately, backed up a few paces.   
 
    A burst of white light … and the enormous blue dragon form of Iskandor blocked out the light of the moon. 
 
    Hundreds of screeches suddenly became one, and brownie and pixie alike were scrambling for cover.  Thinking quickly, I thrust out my right hand, using my powers of telekinesis to stop two brownies in their tracks.  I was shocked to find that it didn’t require as much concentration as I thought it would, even holding two brownies in place instead of one. 
 
    All of the rest of the brownies and pixies disappeared out of sight—except for Ceiridwen. 
 
    A little perplexed that she was the only one of the two races who didn’t flee, I frowned at her thoughtfully, all the while still holding the two brownies in place with my powers. 
 
    “You’re not going to hurt us,” she said, answering my unspoken thoughts.  “You’ve been far too respectful to us since you arrived to be so cold-hearted.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “I am sometimes mistaken for a demon.” 
 
    Ceiridwen rolled her eyes.  “Please … you are no more a demon than I am a big, hairy minotaur.” 
 
    I chuckled, then turned my attention back to the two brownies, still trying desperately to get away, their little legs running, but not bringing them anywhere. 
 
    “Derrick, would you please grab them?”  I asked, not wanting to break my concentration and grab them myself.  I also didn’t want to risk using the telekinesis to bring them to me—I was already happy with myself, and I figured I’d better quit while I was ahead. 
 
    Derrick did as I asked, and I released the two brownies from my powers, grateful that I was able to do so — using them was starting to wear me out. 
 
    “Listen to me very carefully,” I said to the still-struggling brownies, who were wriggling and kicking, doing everything possible to break out of the big warrior’s grasp—a fruitless task at best.  “The pixie is right—I have no intention of hurting you.  It seems we have been sent to you for help, and it would be much appreciated … right, Ceiridwen?” 
 
    As I was speaking, the brownies slowly ceased their struggling and were listening thoughtfully by the end.  When I turned to Ceiridwen for agreement, they both turned to hear her answer with anticipation. 
 
    Ceiridwen, on the other hand, was in complete and utter shock at being called upon for approval.  I knew she would be, and I flashed her a wink — I was counting on our charming exchange earlier to pay off, and I prayed that I wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Ceiridwen caught my wink, and pressed her lips tightly together, rolling her eyes slightly.  Clearly, this wasn’t going to be easy for her. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she began, “calling upon your, um, intelligence” she almost choked on the word— “we should help these nice strangers out.”  She spoke each syllable separately, much like you would if you were speaking to one who doesn’t hear so well—or like someone who obviously doesn’t believe a word they’re saying. 
 
    One of the brownies, who had no hair on his head except for a short beard, as well as a face that was pointed (kind of like a jackal), narrowed his eyes at the pixie.  “We know you’re full of rat crap,” he said to her before turning his head toward me, “but we believe you.  Also, we have great respect for Aurora—if she’s with you, then you must be okay.  We’ll come with you.” 
 
    The other brownie, who had a rounded face and long hair that seemed to stick out every which way, nodded enthusiastically.  “Yeah, yeah … you nice to us!” 
 
    “What are your names?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m Tandem, and this here’s Mishap,” the pointed-faced brownie answered. 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Kirra said.  “The … brownies” she clearly wanted to call them something derogatory— “that we are now bringing with us to fight an ancient evil are named Tandem … and Mishap?  And we think this is a good idea?” 
 
    I ignored Kirra.  “Tandem and Mishap … thank you for agreeing to help us.” 
 
    “Do we need two pixies to get approval from?”  Mirabelle asked Ceiridwen. 
 
    The pixie just shrugged.  “Everyone knows it takes two brownies to equal the work that one pixie can do.” 
 
    “That filthy lie!”  Mishap yelled.  “You know nothing but fly around and make dumb insults.”  He then crossed his arms and looked away from the pixie.  “You know nothing.” 
 
    “Mm hmm,” Ceiridwen muttered.  Then she fluttered around in all different directions before settling into a sitting position, legs crossed, on my shoulder.  “Besides, I wouldn’t want any of the other pixies trying to steal away the catch that I found.” 
 
    I flushed, slightly embarrassed, and I heard Kirra say, in slight despair, “Before our quest can even begin, it nearly comes to ruin … because of bugs.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    From there, we settled down to camp not far away, in a small grove of trees.  Once settled, we all did our own things for a while—interestingly, Iskandor took an immediate liking to the brownies and pixie, and called them over, along with Aurora, to discuss their culture.  Later that night, he would tell me some of the things he learned, such as the true strength of the brownies, which lay in the making of poisons.  Poisoning their arrows and spear tips was how they dealt with larger foes, and the brownies did so with a vast array of various types of poisons.  There were regular poisons, of course, designed to kill over time or severely weaken an adversary.  But they had others that could charm someone, make them fall asleep, or even insane—along with many others no one had never even known existed.  Poisoning weapons, of course, was not uncommon at all, but the fact that the brownies had created so many different poisons that were foreign to Iskandor astounded him.  He told me that the brownies may well be the greatest alchemists in the world.  They could also communicate with animals, often traveling by bird or four-legged rodent. 
 
    They also had a penchant for pranks—before the end of the night, they had put a bunch of squashed grapes into one of Mirabelle’s pouches.  When she reached into it, her hand came up a purply, sticky mess. 
 
    Kirra found this very amusing. 
 
    The pixies were also very unique, though in a very different way.  While the brownies were the same as every other race in the world (that I could think of, anyway) in that they consisted of both males and females, the pixies were an all-female race.  This led to questions concerning the birth of new pixies, which Ceiridwen explained by saying that once a year, the pixies were able to use their powers to create magical, crystallized cocoons in a special tree, called the Tree of Life.  This specific day was referred to as the Day of New Birth.  Also, as demonstrated on Derrick, it was clear that they possessed vast magical power. 
 
    Derrick and Kirra sat together, as always, engaged in conversation, while Mirabelle sat a small distance from the group, seemingly lost in deep thought.  I thought about going over and trying to talk to her, but something inside me said that I should leave her alone—she needed some solitude to sort out her troubled thoughts.  But it pained me to be apart from her, especially when I knew that it was me she was upset with. 
 
    With everyone occupied, I walked a short distance away to work on my powers.  I succeeded in levitating several objects, and even succeeded in making an object hover closer to me before I lost my concentration.  But I was pleased; I was making marked progress in harnessing my powers.  It was a tide of satisfaction in my sea of turmoil, but it was hardly enough to allow me to sleep peacefully.  So I got back up and found Iskandor watching over the camp.  I walked over to him and sat next to his giant leg. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question, my friend?” 
 
    “Of course,” Iskandor answered. 
 
    “Back in Severance, when Tawnya brought up the other dragons, you looked … hurt.  Why?” 
 
    The dragon was silent for a moment.  “It’s nothing you need to be concerned with, Aidan.” 
 
    I stood up and faced him.  “Iskandor, you can tell me.  What’s going on?” 
 
    His giant yellow eyes were trying unsuccessfully to hide his pain.  I hated seeing him this way—I wanted to do what I could to help. 
 
    Iskandor sighed.  “Aidan … I don’t wish to speak of this right now.  One day, I’ll tell you … I promise.” 
 
    I really wanted to help him, but it was clear that he didn’t want any help.  So I simply nodded and touched him affectionately on the side of his neck.  Then I laid down and tried to rest. 
 
    The next day, we were ready to travel back to Delmar and make further plans.  The day was overcast and cloudy, the air crisp and cool. 
 
    The group was quiet and somber.  Ceiridwen hovered among the group, and the brownies were settled into one of Aurora’s pouches.  Derrick and Kirra walked together.  Iskandor walked alone, as usual, as did Mirabelle.  My heart ached to talk to her, to explain myself—but honestly, what could I say?  Nonetheless, the longer I was apart from her, the lonelier and more isolated I felt.   
 
    But I didn’t actually travel alone—Ceiridwen fluttered nearby, humming to herself.  She had clearly taken a liking to me, though I had no idea why. 
 
    The trail back to Delmar took us through some mountains.  Perhaps it was just me, but the mountains themselves seemed to warn me to stay away—the air got colder, the jagged spikes of the mountains glared down at us menacingly.  There even seemed to be growling coming from them—almost like a mean dog warning its foe to stay away. 
 
    “Stop it,” I muttered to myself.  “You’re being a child.” 
 
    The trail through the mountains was very narrow.  Contrary to the threatening nature of the mountains, the general atmosphere seemed pleasant, although the air was a bit chilly.  The sun peeked out from behind the clouds, and the sparse wildlife made their presence known—I saw a billy goat skipping around on one of the mountain peaks.  It seemed to be following us for a while, before it eventually disappeared. 
 
    I increased my pace to catch up with Iskandor, who was still in human form.  “Is it just me, or do these mountains seem to be … evil in some way?”  I asked. 
 
    “Evil lurks everywhere,” the dragon answered simply.  “Especially in the hidden places of the world.” 
 
    Informative, but at the same time, not very helpful.  I didn’t respond.   
 
    Suddenly, Iskandor stopped dead in his tracks.   
 
    “What?”  I whispered after a moment. 
 
    “An evil presence is nearby,” Iskandor responded. 
 
    “Sirak?” 
 
    “No way to tell for sure.”  He turned to the others and kept his voice low.  “Be cautious—we’re walking into danger.” 
 
    We all readied our weapons and traveled on.  I didn’t sense anything out of place as Iskandor had, but one thing was for sure—the air was definitely still, and it had become very quiet. 
 
    I looked behind me and saw Mirabelle ready, longsword in her right hand, dagger held underhand in her left.   
 
    And then the sky fell on me. 
 
    I heard yelling, I heard weapons clashing, I heard battle cries … 
 
    But most of all, I heard Mirabelle yelling. 
 
    We had been ambushed, and that sent me into a rage.  Against my will, my powers surged along with my anger. 
 
    Ther-lor were piled on top of me—they must have gotten the jump on us from an unseen ledge. 
 
    Roaring, I sprang to my feet and threw the Ther-lor off of me, sending them flying and lightning bolts in all directions.  I still held my swords, so I was ready to fight. 
 
    The space around me cleared momentarily, I spared a look around.  Everyone seemed to be okay, for the most part, but that wouldn’t last very long.   
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw three Ther-lor closing in on Aurora— 
 
    “Aurora!”  I yelled — and then I just stood there, mystified. 
 
    The young girl, seemingly not the least bit rattled despite the danger all around her, threw her hand out in front of her at the Ther-lor.  The trio froze in their tracks, and then after a moment, turned and began to fight their own brethren.   
 
    She is powerful … 
 
    I turned my attention back to the matter at hand.  We had been suddenly attacked by about thirty Ther-lor.  Their presence meant one thing—Sirak, or at least one of his lieutenants—must be nearby. 
 
    But that didn’t matter right this second.  I focused my rage on the nearby Ther-lor.  One of them swung its sword at me—I dodged to the left and slashed it across the neck, incapacitating it but not killing it.  Another attacked and I dispatched it quickly, but I suddenly realized that there were too many, and they had the advantage of surprise.  Fighting back head-on would prove fruitless. 
 
    Sheathing my swords, I grabbed the nearest Ther-lor and grabbed it by the arms.  Using my added strength, I swung it around hard, hitting several around me and knocking them back down the mountain path. 
 
    But there were too many.  A mob of Ther-lor moved in to take the place of those I had removed.  During the struggle with the mob, I was knocked to the ground. 
 
    Not good … 
 
    I tried to focus on my powers, but trapped on the ground, surrounded by the relentless Ther-lor, the ice cold grip of terror snatched my heart and tried to squeeze the life out of it.  I was trying to kick and shove them back to create some space, but my attempts were futile. 
 
    Suddenly, a shape crashed into the mob and entered the fray—a shape with silver and purple armor and flowing red hair.  Screaming in fury, Mirabelle slashed, stabbed, and kicked, knocking back the Ther-lor and giving me the opportunity to regain my feet. 
 
    There was no time to spare, but I couldn’t help but take a moment to admire Mirabelle’s strength and determination.  She had saved my life. 
 
    Thank you, my love … 
 
    Regaining myself, I quickly picked up my swords.  Three Ther-lor were advancing on me from the side, but Ceiridwen was there, setting them aflame with her powerful magic.   
 
    Suddenly isolated, I quickly surveyed the battlefield.  Everyone was tied up in their own battle with several Ther-lor at a time—but the Ther-lor themselves seemed to be working their way toward Mirabelle.  She was fighting them off as best she could, but soon, she would be overwhelmed.   
 
    Derrick also noticed this and was fighting his way toward her.  I was about to do the same when I noticed something high up on the path. 
 
    I saw a figure standing at the top, watching with interest.  The shadowy figure was standing in a cave of some sort, so it was difficult to tell who it was, but I was suddenly sure I knew. 
 
    Sirak. 
 
    And on the trail of that thought, I can end this right now. 
 
    I looked back at Mirabelle—she and Derrick seemed to have things under control.  Ceiridwen was picking off additional Ther-lor that were working their way in. 
 
    Drawing my swords once more, I charged up the hill at the figure.  It saw me coming and disappeared into the shadows. 
 
    Oh, no—you’re not getting away that easily … 
 
    I increased my speed, and was at the top in no time.   
 
    But when I got there, the figure had vanished.  Even though I could see in the dark, it was clear that no one was there.  The other end of the cave led out into the light and onto another dirt path, but I didn’t see anyone there either. 
 
    How the —  
 
    Suddenly, a blur right in front of me, and then I was grabbed by the throat and slammed against the cave wall.  My powers pulsed as I collided with the hard stone. 
 
    After I had shaken off the cobwebs, I took a good look at my adversary.  It was a Ther-lor, but this one looked familiar … 
 
    Very familiar. 
 
    “Norvin,” I growled. 
 
    My old rival tightened his grip.  “Did I say you could speak?” 
 
    I started to respond that he hadn’t outranked me in a very long time, but not being able to breathe made speaking impossible. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that he could hear what I was saying and was responding—not typical Ther-lor behavior. 
 
    Norvin sneered, a sinister grin.  “Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for this very moment?” 
 
    I started to respond, “Probably not as long as you’ve been waiting for someone to look at you without laughing”, but the best I could manage was a smirk. 
 
    Norvin slammed me against the wall.  “Still so arrogant, are we?  You won’t be for very long.” 
 
    I started to respond, “Is that so?”  But I had no breath to speak with. 
 
    Norvin threw me across the cave.  I slammed against the wall, and whatever breath I had left escaped my body.  I laid there on the rock floor, gasping for air.  The world seemed to be spinning.  Norvin then walked over to a large boulder that was laying nearby.  Using seemingly little effort, he picked up the boulder and threw it above the entrance I had come through.  The boulder shattered and rock debris fell across the entrance, blocking it in. 
 
    “I worked hard to get to where I was at,” Norvin said casually, and I would have laughed if I had any breath in my body.  “But you were the general’s pet.  You were the general’s favorite.  The people loved you.  It made me sick to my stomach.” 
 
    With that, Norvin kicked me again, and it felt like he had hit me in the ribs with a giant log.  The impact rattled my body. 
 
    “Even the king loved you,” Norvin continued.  “You could do no wrong in Delmar.  I could have supported you —” 
 
    “Liar,” I growled.  “You never had any intention of supporting me.  You tried to have me killed in Boulton.” 
 
    Norvin was quiet for a moment.  “You’re right,” he said finally, admitting it for the first time.  “I did.  And still you didn’t die.  Still you wouldn’t go away.  Forever stuck in my side like the worthless thorn you are.” 
 
    “That goes both ways,” I breathed. 
 
    Norvin went on as if I hadn’t spoken.  “You had a great advantage over me with your powers, but now … I’m every bit as strong as you are.” 
 
    This I had noticed, and I started to ask him how, but it was suddenly clear his mind was somewhere else.  Norvin was silent again, seemingly listening to a sound he could barely hear.  I couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in my ears. 
 
    Whatever Norvin heard seemed to satisfy him.  “Well, this has been a great deal of fun, although not as much as I thought.  I never expected you to go down without a fight.” 
 
    I was ready to point out that he had ambushed me, but now wasn’t the time.   
 
    What was he waiting for? 
 
    “Until we meet again, Sir Aidan,” Norvin said with a mocking bow.  “And I can assure you … we will meet again.” 
 
    Suddenly, he was gone. 
 
    I tried to move, but my body didn’t want to cooperate with me.  When I tried to turn to my side, a sharp piercing pain bit at my ribcage.  I moaned in agony. 
 
    After what felt like forever, I could hear voices on the other side of the crumbled wall. 
 
    “Aidan?  Aidan?” 
 
    Iskandor.  I tried to answer, but my voice failed me. 
 
    I could hear pieces of rock debris being moved.  After a few moments, beams of sunlight broke through the wall and brightened the cave. 
 
    Before I knew it, I could feel someone’s presence beside me.  “Aidan!  Are you alright?” 
 
    It was Derrick.  “I’ve been better.” 
 
    “Can you move?” 
 
    “About the only thing I can move without my body becoming very angry with me is my toes.” 
 
    I looked up.  Derrick, Kirra, Aurora, the two brownies and one pixie.  Iskandor was just entering the cave in human form. 
 
    Someone was missing. 
 
    “Mirabelle,” I breathed.  “Where is she?” 
 
    “Relax for a moment, Aidan,” Derrick said in a soothing voice.  But quite the opposite of what he had intended, a sense of dread crept up on me. 
 
    “Where is she?”  I repeated, slower this time. 
 
    “Aidan,” Iskandor said, “please try and remain calm—” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed Derrick by his armor and pulled him closer, so we were just about nose to nose.  My heart was pounding and I was suddenly terrified. 
 
    “Where. Is. She?” 
 
    “Someone tell him,” Kirra said evenly.  “There’s no point in keeping it from him.” 
 
    Now I was really starting to get angry—I could feel the lightning crackling on my body.  “Keep. What. From. Me?” 
 
    The cave was silent, which didn’t help contain my rage.  Finally, Derrick spoke. 
 
    “They took her, Aidan.  She’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    I don’t remember much of what happened next.  I remember that every color suddenly ceased to exist … except for red.  I remember screaming, I remember my powers surging.  Everybody was yelling, diving for cover.  Lightning bolts.  Then someone yelled something, and everything went black. 
 
    I woke up several times afterward, only for a few seconds, and I was being held in the talons of a dragon, flying high above the world. 
 
    I woke up surrounded by white walls that were immediately familiar to me.  I could hear the light coughing of the sick and injured.  It took me a moment to remember what was happening, but when I did … 
 
    Mirabelle. 
 
    I tried to sit up off the gurney, only to find I was tied to it. 
 
    What the hell … 
 
    “We had to, Aidan,” Iskandor said, standing at the foot of the bed.  “It was the only way to keep everyone safe.” 
 
    I was angry as him, more than I had ever been.  I tried to summon my powers. 
 
    “That won’t work either,” he explained calmly.  “I’ve enchanted the ropes to nullify your powers.” 
 
    “Traitor,” I snarled at him, and I couldn’t believe it came out of my mouth. 
 
    “No, Aidan,” Iskandor replied, again with his customary calm.  “We had to, for everyone’s safety.  You’ve become a danger to anyone around you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice still low. 
 
    Iskandor sighed before he answered.  “When you found out about Mirabelle, you lost control.  Your powers went haywire, shooting lightning bolts all over the place.  Derrick and Kirra were almost hit.  Then you passed out, and I brought you back here.” 
 
    “I should be out looking for Mirabelle,” I said. 
 
    “We’re working on it, Aidan,” Iskandor said.  “Kirra has some of her people out around the area near Min Lenoras.  Derrick has his own scouting party out too—he took the pixie and brownies with him.  They should be able to get in and out of Min Lenoras unseen.  As soon as they hear something, we’ll know.” 
 
    “That’s not fast enough,” I said, my voice rising.  “She could already be dead—or worse …” 
 
    “Don’t think like that, Aidan,” Iskandor said.  “We’ll find her, I promise.  I’d be out searching myself, but I needed to make sure you were taken care of.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me!” I yelled, losing composure.  “Find her!” 
 
    Iskandor shook his head.  “You are my top priority, Aidan.  No matter what happens, that will never change.  Besides, when you lose control of your powers, I’m the only one with the strength to contain you.” 
 
    Now my feelings of anxiety were mixing with compassion.  Iskandor’s concern for me touched my broken heart. 
 
    “We have to find her, Iskandor,” I said, tears welling in my eyes.  “We have to.” 
 
    “We will, Aidan.” 
 
    Finally realizing that resistance was futile, I asked the question.  “What happened?” 
 
    Iskandor was silent for a moment.  “After you … left …” he started, clearly asking another question with that statement, “the focus of the Ther-lor became clear.  Their mission was to kidnap Mirabelle all along.  A dozen of them surrounded her and took her away.  Even a fighter as fierce as Mirabelle couldn’t fight them all off.” 
 
    “Didn’t you follow them?”  I asked incredulously. 
 
    “You think I didn’t?” Iskandor answered, showing signs of irritation for the first time.  “I shifted into dragon form and followed them as soon as I got the chance.  The pixie came with me.  But it was like … they vanished.” 
 
    “We were in the mountains,” I grumbled.  “Where could they possibly have gone?” 
 
    “If I knew that, we never would have lost Mirabelle,” Iskandor answered evenly. 
 
    I realized finally that I was being too hard on Iskandor.  If he could have saved Mirabelle, I know he would have.  My pain and my rage were overruling my common sense. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my friend,” I said, ashamed of myself.  “I’m just …” I trailed off. 
 
    “I know,” Iskandor said, putting his hand on my arm. 
 
    I looked down at my restraints.  “So how long do I have to stay like this?” 
 
    “Long enough until I know you won’t destroy the entire city in a fit of rage,” Iskandor answered evenly. 
 
    I sighed deeply.  “I won’t.  At least, I have no intention to.  You have my word.” 
 
    Iskandor smiled, nodded, and with a flick of his fingers, dissolved my bonds. 
 
    I sat up and rubbed my wrists and ankles.  It only lasted for a moment, but I felt some appreciation at the fact that all Iskandor needed was my word to release me. 
 
    “So why did you leave the battle?” Iskandor asked me bluntly.  And with those words, it suddenly occurred to me that I was also responsible for Mirabelle’s disappearance.  If I hadn’t left everyone behind … 
 
    My body shuttered with the realization.  But I tried to force my self-loathing into the pit of my stomach in order to answer Iskandor’s question. 
 
    It didn’t work though.  The dragon knew me too well, and realized something was amiss.  “No one blames you, Aidan.  Even with you there, Mirabelle may have been kidnapped anyway.  There were too many Ther-lor.” 
 
    I tried to swallow that, but it didn’t go down too well.  I tried to force my mind away from the subject by answering Iskandor’s question. 
 
    “I thought I saw Sirak,” I whispered.  “I thought, ‘I could end this right now.’  So I went after him.  But it wasn’t Sirak.” 
 
    “Who was it?”  Iskandor asked. 
 
    “Norvin,” I mumbled. 
 
    Iskandor’s eyes were wide with shock.  “What?” 
 
    By now, the dragon knew all about the history between Norvin and I.  He also knew that I had confronted him in the cathedral before my battle with Sirak, and that his body was nowhere to be found in the aftermath. 
 
    I hesitated before I answered, still trying to piece the altercation with my nemesis together in my head.  I really wasn’t sure what I had seen.  “It was Norvin, but … it was also a Ther-lor.  Like, he had somehow been transformed, but he was still himself.  He could think for himself.” 
 
    Iskandor was silent, also trying to piece this new information together. 
 
    “That’s not all,” I continued.  “He was also stronger, faster … like a Super Ther-lor or something.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Iskandor replied.  “It seems that Sirak is making advances in his experimentation.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “What did he say?”  Iskandor asked. 
 
    I sighed.  “It’s mostly a blur, but he taunted me.  That much I remember.” 
 
    Iskandor was silent for a moment.  “Well, if Norvin is, as you say, a ‘super Ther-lor’, then things will be even more difficult than imagined.” 
 
    We were both quiet for several moments as we absorbed the changes in our situation.  Then a sudden, random thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Did Aurora freak out when you turned into a dragon?” 
 
    “No,” Iskandor replied.  “She simply stared.  I don’t mind telling you, that little girl sends shivers up my spine.” 
 
    “You?”  I chuckled, amused that this mighty dragon was so intimidated by a little girl, no matter how strange and mysterious she was. 
 
    “Yes,” Iskandor said.  “I believe myself to be pretty adept at reading you humans—for the most part, you, um,” he paused for a moment, thinking, “wear your hearts on your sleeves, as I believe the human saying goes.  But Aurora … barely a flicker of emotion ever penetrates her stoic demeanor.  Many children see far too much at a young age, especially in these troubled times, but clearly Aurora’s horrifying trials shattered the barriers of what she could handle, emotionally and mentally.” 
 
    We were both silent for a moment, and I pondered Iskandor’s words.  But after a while, I could contain myself no longer. 
 
    “What do we do about Mirabelle?” 
 
    Iskandor responded evenly.  “We wait.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Aidan!” 
 
    Mirabelle.  I could hear her. 
 
    “Where are you?”  I screamed. 
 
    “I’m here!”  She yelled in response.  “Hurry!”               
 
    I ran, although I had no clue where I was running.  I was in a place I had never seen before, apparently some kind of dungeon.  Everything around me had a weird shimmering quality to it. 
 
    I tried to follow her voice, but I couldn’t find her.  I was getting more and more desperate. 
 
    “Mirabelle!”  I called frantically. 
 
    “Aidan …” Her voice was weaker now. 
 
    Terrified, I kept running toward the sound of her voice.  I turned a corner … 
 
    And there she was.  But it wasn’t her. 
 
    She had ebony skin, blood red eyes.  She was in her purple and silver armor, and she had her longsword. 
 
    “No!”  I moaned, sinking to my knees in despair. 
 
    She raised her sword and charged, hissing … 
 
    “Lord Aidan.” 
 
    I started, waking from my awful nightmare.  My head darted this way and that, trying to remember where I was.  The dream lingered in my mind. 
 
    “Are you alright, sir?” 
 
    A soldier of Delmar stood before me.  I tried to respond, but for a moment, I couldn’t speak.  My breath came in ragged gasps, and my heart was pounding furiously. 
 
    It had been almost two weeks since I woke up in the infirmary.  I had waited and waited and waited, and every minute felt like an eternity in my mind. 
 
    Second, minutes, hours, days, weeks—they all dissolved into each other.  Time ceased to exist.  There was no color in the world, no beauty, no life.   
 
    There was nothing without her. 
 
    I don’t know how I kept myself together, but I know it wasn’t easy.  And Iskandor was never too far away from me, in case he had to shift to dragon form and fly me away from the city if I was ready to explode or something. 
 
    And believe me, keeping myself in check was no simple task either. 
 
    “Lord Aidan, they’re summoning you to the castle.” 
 
    Those were the words I had been waiting to hear for what felt like forever.  I rushed to the castle.  I passed Derrick on the way there, who followed after me.  His scouts had already returned a couple of days prior with no luck.  He was smart enough not to say anything to me. 
 
    Anyone on the streets on the way to the castle gave me a wide berth.  They had been during the entire two-week period, amidst the news of what had happened and various subsequent rumors.  I didn’t pay attention to them—it wasn’t worth my time to get mixed up in any gossip. 
 
    Plus I might have killed somebody if they said the wrong thing. 
 
    When I entered the courtroom in the White Castle, other than the king’s guards and a few servants running around, the only beings in there were King Baladir, Iskandor and Kirra. 
 
    I went straight for Kirra.  “Any news?” 
 
    Kirra shook her head.  “No.  Sorry, Aidan.” 
 
    I wanted to scream, and it took everything in my being not to.  Nothing against Derrick, but I wasn’t expecting his scouting group, comprised mostly of foot soldiers, to have much luck at Sirak’s very-occupied-with-Ther-lor fortress in Min Lenoras.  Kirra’s people, though—masters at infiltration—I was hoping beyond hope that they would find something. 
 
    But they hadn’t. 
 
    “My men want to be paid,” Kirra was saying to me. 
 
    Now my temper was really starting to boil.  “Then pay them.” 
 
    “They want you to pay them,” Kirra replied evenly. 
 
    “Why me?” I asked, my voice rising.  “You hired them, not me.  I didn’t ask for your help.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a real nice way to say ‘thank you’.  And they’re not stupid.  They know you have gold.” 
 
    She’d barely finished her sentence before I’d turned and stormed out of the royal court.  My powers were beginning to surge. 
 
    “Aidan!”  Derrick yelled after me.  He may as well have saved his breath. 
 
    I could hear everyone following me, but I was only focused on one thing.  Outside the castle, in the Garden of Rememberance, were Kirra’s small group of fellow thieves. 
 
    I did not decrease my pace as I approached the nearest one.  “You’d like to get paid?” 
 
    “Ye—” He didn’t finish because I had him in the air by this throat. 
 
    “Aidan!”  Kirra screamed.  One of her other thief friends advanced on me, but I stopped him by lifting my hand and showing him the swirling ball of lightning it was holding. 
 
    “Tell me, sir, how would you like to be paid?”  I snarled at the man.  “Gold coins or your life?” 
 
    Gasping for air, the thief couldn’t answer. 
 
    Kirra was suddenly in front of me, her other dagger at my throat.  Even in my rage, I had to admire her fearlessness.   
 
    “Let him go, Aidan.”  Her voice was low and deadly. 
 
    I glared at her, then back at the man, still gasping for air.  
 
    I tossed him to the ground.  The thief grasped at his throat, thankfully gulping in breaths of fresh air.  I pulled out a small pouch of gold coins and tossed it next to him. 
 
    “Split that amongst yourselves.” 
 
    And I turned and walked away. 
 
    Kirra was right behind me, clearly furious.  “What was that all about?” 
 
    I spun around on her.  “Your men have a great deal of gall demanding payment from me for what any country would perceive as illegal tactics.” 
 
    “I had them do that for you, you ungrateful bastard!” 
 
    I took a step toward her.  “You better lower your voice to me, you worthless thief.” 
 
    Kirra’s eyes were as wide as apples.  Then screaming, she once again drew her daggers, intent of fighting me. 
 
    Derrick was suddenly in between us.  “Hey, that’s enough!  Stop!” 
 
    “Move out of the way, Derrick,” Kirra growled.  “I’m going to gut him like the pig he is!” 
 
    I didn’t even bother to draw my swords.  “You’ll be dead before you can finish your first swing.” 
 
    Then Iskandor was in front of me.  As always, he spoke very mildly.  “I understand your pain, Aidan, but you are being very foolish.” 
 
    In the back of my mind, I knew he was right—but I certainly wasn’t ready to admit it yet.  Instead, I turned and stormed off. 
 
    There was only one destination on my mind—and Iskandor knew it. 
 
    “Aidan, you can’t go!” 
 
    “The hell I can’t,” I responded.  “I’m going in there and I’ll get her out myself.” 
 
    “You’ll get killed.  You’re still recovering from your injuries as it is.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “Aidan,” Iskandor said, suddenly materializing in front of me, “I can’t let you go.  It is suicide.” 
 
    The concern in my friend’s eyes weakened my resolve for a moment.  He was probably right—going to Min Lenoras myself was likely to result in my doom.  But in my mind, I had no other choice … 
 
    “He could be torturing her in there, Iskandor,” I whispered, almost pleading.  “I can’t … I can’t …” I started sobbing. 
 
    “Aidan,” the dragon said, stepping forward and pulling my head to his shoulder, “we will find her.” 
 
    “How?”  I asked, starting to panic.  “We can’t get past the Ther-lor without sending an entire army.  And even that might not be enough!” 
 
    The pain was overwhelming and far too much for me to handle.  I sobbed uncontrollably on Iskandor’s shoulder. 
 
    “We’ll find a way,” Iskandor said.   
 
    I shook my head.  “There is no other way, my friend.” 
 
    Iskandor was silent for a moment, and then he said, “Then I’m going with you.” 
 
    I knew he was going to say that—just as I knew that talking him out of it would be pointless.  But I tried anyway. 
 
    “No, my friend.  I don’t want anyone else involved in this.” 
 
    “If you’re involved, I’m involved, Aidan,” Iskandor replied.  “You know this.” 
 
    His undying loyalty never ceased to make me tear up just a little—but that was easily disguised as I was now a blubbering mess.  I wanted to protest more, but in the end, I just looked at my feet and nodded slowly. 
 
    “We cannot tell anyone else,” Iskandor said.  “You know they will follow.” 
 
    Again, I just nodded. 
 
    “We’ll leave at nightfall,” I said slowly.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    The rest of that day was the longest day of my life.  I kept willing it to move faster, but time ignored my desperate pleas.  So I paced until nightfall. 
 
    When the time finally came, I met Iskandor in the Garden of Rememberance.  He was in dragon form, just sitting and looking out to the east, our destination. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, just stood next to him. 
 
    “This is very dangerous, Aidan,” he said finally. 
 
    “I have to try.” 
 
    “You may not come back alive.” 
 
    I was silent for a moment.  “It’s a risk I have to take.  I have to know if she is alive, and if she is, I have to get her out.” 
 
    It took a moment for the dragon to respond.  When he spoke, he nearly broke my heart. 
 
    “Then I’m with you, Aidan.  To the very end.” 
 
    My heart sunk.  I really didn’t want to involve anyone else in this, especially my dragon friend who had sacrificed so much for me already. 
 
    But there’s no talking a dragon out of anything they don’t want to do.  I climbed up on his back, close so his neck. 
 
    Without another word, Iskandor took flight, heading east toward Min Lenoras. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The entire flight, I could only think of one thing. 
 
    Mirabelle. 
 
    What is Sirak doing to her?  Is she even still … 
 
    No.  I wouldn’t even entertain the notion. 
 
    Because if she’s not, I will tear Min Lenoras down around his ears.  I will tear him limb from limb, and I won’t even do arms and legs.  I’ll do toes, then feet, then shins … 
 
    I forced myself to stop.  My rage was getting to me before I even knew what was going on. 
 
    But on the heels of that—what exactly was I going to do when I got to the Dark Citadel? 
 
    Doesn’t matter.  I’ll kill anyone and anything in my way to get to her. 
 
    “I truly hope you know what you’re doing, Aidan.”  Iskandor was clearly concerned. 
 
    “I’m saving the love of my life,” I answered, yelling over the wind. 
 
    “Are you?”  Iskandor’s voice was even.  “You have to get past Sirak, Norvin, and a hundred thousand Ther-lor first.  If you fail, then you’re not saving anybody.” 
 
    “I have to try,” was all I could say. 
 
    “I’ll help you as much as I can,” Iskandor said, “but the fortress at Min Lenoras is loaded full of dragon-slaying weaponry.  Once they start firing, they’ll be able to keep me at bay.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I answered steadily.  “I’ll worry about it once I get inside.” 
 
    Iskandor didn’t say anything more, but the concern was evident in his demeanor. 
 
    Finally, I could see it in the distance—the Dark Citadel.  It looked far different that when I saw it three thousand years in the future, the first difference being that that citadel was built over the ruins of Delmar instead of Min Lenoras.  The second difference was that the one I saw previously was built over three thousand years, while this one was only a few months old.  The major thing that was missing was the enormous black spire that stretched to the heavens. 
 
    Suddenly there was a whoosh as an enormous ballistae flew just past us. 
 
    “That didn’t take long,” Iskandor said calmly.  “Hang on!” 
 
    And then we were dodging as dragon-slaying projectiles soared through the air at an alarming rate.  Iskandor showed no sign of fear as he maneuvered past each one, drawing us closer and closer to the fortress.  As we got closer, I could see the Ther-lor below, on the walls of the fortress—showing no signs of panic or frustration, they calmly but efficiently loaded another projectile into each weapon, ready to fire again.  
 
    Below the walls, the ground was swarming with Ther-lor. 
 
    “To the fortress!”  I yelled to the dragon.   
 
    “I won’t be able to land!”  Iskandor responded. 
 
    “You don’t need to!  Just keep flying!”   
 
    “Aidan …” Iskandor said, but I was no longer listening. 
 
    Iskandor knew what I was going to do and tried to avoid the fortress, but either by fate or design, dodging the projectiles forced us closer.   
 
    Almost close enough … 
 
    “Aidan, don’t!”  Iskandor screamed, but he was too late. 
 
    Diving toward the highest tower, I could only pray that I knew what I was doing.  Telekinesis was one of the only enjoyable parts of my powers, but would it help me now?   
 
    Too late to worry about little things like splattering myself all over a bunch of stone rocks. 
 
    The tower was coming fast … 
 
    I concentrated, harder than I ever had in my entire life.  I focused on the spot where I was going to land. 
 
    I could feel myself slowing down … 
 
    But not nearly enough. 
 
    I crashed painfully onto the floor of the tower.  All the injuries I had sustained during the confrontation with Norvin flared up again, only a million times worse.  It felt like my entire body was on fire.  I groaned and tried to pull myself up, but it took enormous effort.  After a few moments, I managed to pull out one of my shortswords and drag myself to my feet. 
 
    Just as a Ther-lor came around the corner.   
 
    As quickly as I could, I pulled myself up to my feet and blocked the sword slash attempt by the Ther-lor.  I immediately countered by stabbing him under the chin, killing him. 
 
    Iskandor was still yelling my name from above, but I ignored him.  I was too close to give up now. 
 
    I have to find her. 
 
    I limped through the door the Ther-lor had just come out of.  There was no one in sight.  The small room was just a hallway that elbowed to the right and led to a set of stairs leading down. 
 
    Moving took a tremendous effort, but I pulled myself to the stairs and started my descent.  Going down each step caused more tremendous pain to shoot through my body, and I winced with each jolt.   
 
    As I got to the bottom, I still sensed no sign of life.  I turned to the right— 
 
    And was suddenly thrown against the wall, pinned.  At full strength, I might have been able to fight it, but in my weakened state, I was powerless. 
 
    “Aidan!”  A voice exclaimed, somehow cheerful despite its gravelly nature.  Sirak was wearing the same black armor and black hood he always wore.  His hand was outstretched toward me, his powers of telekinesis keeping me in place.  “How nice of you to come see me!  I wasn’t expecting any visitors.” 
 
    His face was hidden under a black hood, but unfortunately, I’d seen it before.  And I was sure it was as grotesque as ever. 
 
    “Love what you’re doing with the place,” I growled through winces of pain.  “It’s got that graveyard, abyss kind of feel.” 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of people working on it,” Sirak shrugged.  “So what brings you here to my world of paradise, Aidan?  Come to kill me?”  He followed this question with giggling. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Sirak’s hooded head tilted slightly to the right.  “By ‘she’, I assume you mean Lady Mirabelle.” 
 
    “Of course, you freak!”  I hissed at him.  “Where are you keeping her?  If you’ve done something to her, by the gods …” 
 
    Sirak looked away for a moment, as if wondering about something. 
 
    And then he started laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?”  I growled at him. 
 
    “So he actually went ahead and did it,” Sirak muttered between chuckles, almost to himself.  Before my impatience reached the boiling point, he elaborated.  “I don’t have your little ‘friend’, Aidan.  That Norvin—he’s a sadistic man, Aidan.  And if you didn’t realize it already, he’s got it in for you.  The truth is, there was a plan to kidnap your little girlfriend.  But not long after I turned our good friend Norvin to my cause, he disappeared—I assume because he was expecting me to betray him again, so instead he betrayed me first.  No matter—when I changed him, I put in a failsafe that I can use at any time.  But quite frankly, I’m curious to see what will do.  Amused, really.” 
 
    “So where is she?”  I asked, suddenly deflated by the knowledge that she wasn’t here, as well as the fact that I was captured and not going anywhere. 
 
    “If I were you,” Sirak answered, “I would check her home country.” 
 
    Of course, I thought to myself.  If Norvin’s not here, of course he’s with Marion.  Those two are made for each other. 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?”  I asked, my voice practically a whisper.  “If you’re going to kill me, get it over with.  It doesn’t matter anymore anyway …” 
 
    “Kill you?”  Sirak replied, seeming incredulous at the idea.  “Why would I do that?” 
 
    I was speechless.  What exactly was he going to do with me then? 
 
    “It’s true that killing you would make things a great deal easier,” he continued, “but so would making you the newest member of my family.” 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    And so it was to be then—my legacy was not to end with a bang, with my dignity and legend intact.  It was to end as part of a race of soulless, evil beings, a travesty against nature.  My end was to come without my soul, and my corpse was to roam Min Lenoras forever, doing Sirak’s bidding until someone or something ended my miserable existence. 
 
    To be used as a weapon against my friends. 
 
    Sirak stuck me in a dungeon for what seemed like forever.  In there, time just seemed to blend in with itself, and I couldn’t tell how many minutes, hours, days past.  He had me chained to a wall, and the chains were enchanted to nullify my powers and abilities.  I couldn’t escape. 
 
    Believe me, I tried. 
 
    While I was chained to that wall, all I could think of were two things: Garridan, how he had suffered under that terrible Ther-lor existence when I met him in the future that would never be.  And, of course, the other was— 
 
    Mirabelle. 
 
    I’m sorry, my love.  I failed you. 
 
    And the worst part was—she died angry with me.  Disappointed.  Our differences from Longhaven hadn’t been resolved, and it broke my heart even more to think that she thought less of me when she died. 
 
    I cried, for I don’t know how long.  It didn’t matter anyway—no amount of crying would save either one of us.  I could only hope and pray that her end came more swiftly and more merciful than mine was about to be. 
 
    To Sirak’s credit, he healed me of the injuries I had sustained.  Many doses of foul-tasting potion helped to mend me over time.  But he fed me very little—some stale bread occasionally, and enough water to keep me alive, but weak beyond measure. 
 
    Finally, they came and got me.  They weren’t Ther-lor—they were men in black robes.  Sirak’s cult members.  The ones who assisted in changing entire cities of people into Ther-lor. 
 
    They dragged me to a room with a large stone table.  I tried to fight the cultists on the way, but I was too weak and my attempts were feeble.   
 
    The cultists—there were about a dozen in total—chained me to the table in this dimly lit room and moved back a couple steps, watching me silently.  I wanted to appeal to them, try and get them to help me, but I quickly shut that thought down—damned if I was going to beg for my life. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Aidan,” Sirak’s whiny voice came, clearly still reveling in taunting me.  “How are you feeling today?” 
 
    I may have been too weak to fight, but my mouth was still working just fine.  “I feel like I’m at the mercy of a lunatic, thank you.” 
 
    Sirak chuckled.  “Defiant to the end, are we?  That’s fine—in a few short moments, that defiance will be a thing of the past.  Today, you will be purified, a perfect member of society.” 
 
    “By the gooooods, you are boring me,” I groaned.  “Could we please just get this over with?”  
 
    “As you wish,” Sirak said with a bow.  “Normally, it takes three days of performing the Sol-haleth ritual to complete the change, and my faithful members often need weeks of recovery, but that is because we are changing an entire city worth of people.  For one man—this shouldn’t take long at all.  Also,” he continued, a sinister grin (I suppose) spreading across his features, “I won’t make the same mistake with you that I did with that ungrateful Norvin.  You won’t get to keep your free will.  However, you will still be conscious inside your shell of a body, and you will see everything I order you to do, but you will be able to do nothing to stop it.” 
 
    After we had saved Delmar, I had heard tales from the people about their miserable existence as a Ther-lor.  I remember being mortified then. 
 
    Now I was actually going to see it for myself. 
 
    I was horrified. 
 
    “Before we begin, please allow me to thank you for your service, Aidan,” Sirak said, and to be fair, he sounded sincere, but given his cause and what I was about to go through, the statement was too ridiculous to be dignified. 
 
    “Screw you,” I muttered.  “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Sirak tilted his head a little.  “By ‘why’, I’m assuming you’re asking why I seek to purify the world.  Isn’t it obvious?  Look around you, Aidan—you see the depravity, the backstabbing, the cruelty of the human race.  This society—it is a poison, coursing through the veins of this world.  Everyone is for themselves, and no one is for each other.  Look at you, Aidan—because of what your society believed about dragons, you were cast out, treated like nothing after all you had done for them!  Under my rule, the world will never be like that, ever again.” 
 
    All of that was stuff I had heard before, but I continued to listen.  Sirak had an evil charisma about him, and I couldn’t resist being drawn in and intrigued by his words.   
 
    Sirak went on.  “I know your entire history, Aidan—you don’t know what it’s like to truly be betrayed by those you love.  Do be discarded like you are nothing.  To have parents who cared nothing for you.” 
 
    I would have protested all of that, except for the part about the parents.  I sensed a sore spot, and I couldn’t resist one final shot at him.  “Awww … did your pawents tweat you badwy as a child?” 
 
    My taunting clearly enraged Sirak—I could see the fire in his eyes.  He walked up to the table and put his hideous face in mine.  “Treat me badly?  THEY SOLD ME!”  He screamed, which startled me—I couldn’t remember Sirak screaming in anger like that.  “My parents were drug addicts, wastes of life forms.  All they were ever looking for was their next fix, and all they ever cared about was getting it.  One day, in a fit of desperation, they sold me to an underground slave trade to get enough drugs to last them one day—ONE DAY!” 
 
    I definitely had hit a tender subject with Sirak, and now I wished I hadn’t.  The pain and anger in his eyes—I had to admit, I felt a bit of compassion for him, and the reasons why he was what he was instantly began to fit into place. 
 
    “I pleaded with them,” Sirak continued.  “I was only ten at the time, not nearly fit to be on my own.  I knew what happened in the slave trade, and I was scared.  Did my parents care?  Of course not!  They got what they wanted and got rid of me to get it! 
 
    “I was tortured there, physically, mentally, and sexually.  Over time, my pleas of mercy stopped as they continued to fall on deaf ears.  Five years I suffered that torture, day in and day out, no end in sight.  Many times I tried to kill myself, but I was always caught and punished.  This was to be my fate for the rest of my miserable life.” 
 
    Sirak was silent for a moment, then he continued.  “But one day, I saw my chance and I escaped.  I was finally free from that horrible world, but now, I was truly on my own for the first time, and I knew not how to take care of myself.  But that didn’t matter—I only had one thing in mind.  To find them.” 
 
    Sirak’s story was already chilling, but now it took on an even more menacing tone.  “I did.  It took a while, but I found them.  They hadn’t changed at all—still wasting their pathetic lives on drugs and booze.  I followed them, found where they lived, then waited until nightfall.” 
 
    Sirak laughed.  “Were they ever surprised to see my face.  They hadn’t expected to see me again.  They even seemed happy to see me—but I was much happier to see them.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself.  “What happened?” 
 
    Sirak was staring at another world I couldn’t see.  “I tortured them, just as I had been tortured.  I gagged them to muffle their pathetic screams.  I scarred every inch of their worthless bodies.  Then, at daylight, I killed them, making sure that they were staring into my eyes when I did it.” 
 
    I was speechless with shock.   
 
    “But the story doesn’t end there,” Sirak went on.  “Soon after, I fell in with a secret cult, where I learned the craft of magic and the strength that comes along with it.  As a part of them, I murdered the entire slave trade that had ravaged me for years and years.  Apparently, that was too much for them—they exiled me to the Netherrealm.  You’d know nothing of that lifeless void, being trapped in a sea of nothingness for all eternity as your body slowly rots away.  Eventually, the Dyn’osi found me, and wanted to help me spread my beliefs to the world.  You know the rest.  But enough of that—it’s time for you to join my perfect society, my perfect world.” 
 
    With another presumed smile, Sirak backed away and he said something in another language to his priests.  I fought back tears as they all started chanting, each chanting something different, all words I couldn’t understand.  Every instinct I had screamed at me to do something, anything to fight out of this.  But my body just wouldn’t obey, and with my powers nullified, there was no point anyway. 
 
    The chanting continued, an endless, jumbled droning that threatened to crack my sanity long before my existence as a Ther-lor could. 
 
    As they were chanting, I could hear a faint ringing in my ears, persistent but very muffled. 
 
    They chanted and chanted … 
 
    And then, suddenly, they stopped. 
 
    “What the—” Sirak whispered.  “How … is that possible?” 
 
    I’d had my eyes closed, but I opened them at the sound of Sirak’s bewildered tone.  I still had full use of my limbs, and when I pulled my head up to look down at my body, I could see that it was the same, that nothing had changed.  I let out short gasps of relief, my heart racing frantically. 
 
    “He should be changed by now,” Sirak growled at his priests.  “Why didn’t it work?”  His voice raised in anger at the last part, causing all of us to jump. 
 
    “I—I don’t know, Lord Sirak,” one of them said, stepping forward.  “The ritual should have worked—he should be a Ther-lor by now!” 
 
    Sirak stared at me for quite a while, taking slow, even steps around the cold stone table.  Clearly, he was running over any possible issues in his mind, any possible reason why the ritual didn’t work on me.   
 
    Finally, after walking around to the other side of the table, he stopped.  “There can only be one explanation.” 
 
    We all waited as Sirak stood there for a moment, silent. 
 
    And then he laughed. 
 
    Sirak stared me in the eyes.  “When that dragon brought you back to life, he stole your humanity.  There is only a trace left, but for all intents and purposes—you are no longer human.” 
 
    There it was, confirming my worst fears.  I was no longer a man.  I was a freak, some kind of demon … 
 
    An unknown. 
 
    Despair overwhelmed me. 
 
    “Well, this changes things,” Sirak said, clearly disappointed.  “Now I have to decide what to do with you.”   
 
    Then Sirak’s face suddenly brightened. 
 
    “I have it!”  He proclaimed in glee.  “A punishment worse than death!  It’s perfect!”  He laughed joyfully. 
 
    “Just tell me and get it over with,” I breathed. 
 
    Sirak bent in close, just inches from my face.  “The Netherrealm,” he whispered.  “Trapped in a blank void, hovering in a lifeless eternity while you feel the searing burn of your flesh slowly rotting away.  I will send you there, and you will spend the rest of your deathless existence suffering for the crime of disrupting my plans to create a perfect world!” 
 
    “Sounds charming,” I muttered sarcastically.  Part of me was scared, but I certainly wasn’t going to give Sirak the satisfaction of seeing that.   
 
    The rest of me just didn’t care anymore.   
 
    Sirak smiled, then turned to his priests.  “Take him away.” 
 
    With that, the priests dragged me off the table and out of the room.  My mind was swirling with turmoil—since I had been changed, the big question was what I was, and whether I was human or not.  Now the answer was clear. 
 
    I wasn’t. 
 
    Even before the change, I had trouble believing that I belonged in the world I lived in.  I was a bit of an outcast, treated as such by my peers because they believed me to be Garridan’s pet.  After the change, my strange ghastly appearance alienated me to everyone except to my closest friends.   
 
    What am I? 
 
    All these things tore my mind apart as the priests dragged me back to the dungeon. 
 
    And there they left me, to rot away the rest of my existence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Aidan.  Aidan.  Aidan.” 
 
    I kept hearing my name over and over.  I tried to ignore it and go back to sleep. 
 
    “Aidan.  Open your eyes.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing I wasn’t going to be left alone until I complied.  Slowly, I opened my eyes. 
 
    Bright light blinded me.  I tried to cover my eyes, but my hands were still chained to the stone wall. 
 
    The bright light began to fade, but it was still blinding.  My eyes began to adjust to the surroundings, and astonishingly, I found myself in a white void.  There was nothing around me except the stone wall and the chains that bound me to it. 
 
    A figure was standing in front of me—a figure wearing the armor of Delmar.  Ice blue eyes peered out from under a large helmet.  The helmet was emblazoned with a red eagle, and there was a plume of horse hair sticking out from the top of it. 
 
    “Garridan,” I breathed. 
 
    There was an expression of deep sadness on his face.  “I’m here, lad.” 
 
    Something stuck in my throat and I coughed.  “Seems like … I’ll be joining you shortly.” 
 
    “Don’t give up, lad.” 
 
    “Why not?  There’s nothing I can do.  I’m … trapped here.  Mirabelle’s … dead …” 
 
    “You don’t know that.”  Garridan’s voice was level and firm. 
 
    “I know,” I sobbed.  “I feel it in my heart. 
 
    “Don’t give up, Aidan.” 
 
    “You think anyone’s coming for me?”  I yelled at Garridan.  I don’t think I had ever raised my voice to him before, but I couldn’t help it—I was overcome with despair.  “I know they would if they could, but they don’t stand a chance against the Ther-lor!” 
 
    Garridan smiled down at me lightly.  “Have faith, Aidan.” 
 
    In what?  I thought bitterly, but I clamped my mouth shut.  Talking was really hurting my throat anyway—and besides I didn’t want to disrespect Garridan any more than I likely already had. 
 
    Garridan was still smiling.  “Sometimes … fate works in mysterious ways.” 
 
    Then he turned and walked away, fading into the white light. 
 
    “Garridan, wait!”  I yelled, then I coughed, the strain of using my voice ravaging my throat.  “Don’t leave me!” 
 
    Then I jolted, suddenly awake.  The steel chains clanged loudly in the darkness. 
 
    Another day had passed.  They hadn’t fed me at all—I presumed that with no other choice other than to kill me outright, Sirak had elected to simply starve me to death.  Fine by me—I didn’t care anymore anyway. 
 
    Most of what I had left to care about in life was gone—my love, my life, my humanity.  All I really had left were my friends, and they seemed even farther away than they actually were.  The gods couldn’t take my life fast enough. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mirabelle,” I whispered.  “Don’t worry … I’ll be joining you shortly.” 
 
    Then I remembered that she probably didn’t want me around anyway. 
 
    Figures.  I deserve it. 
 
    I wept silently, waiting for it all to end. 
 
    Suddenly, the cell door opened and a single black-robed figure stepped inside. 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    My eyes popped open at that voice—I knew that voice. 
 
    It can’t be … 
 
    I lifted my head to look at the man’s face.  I knew him. 
 
    “Timor?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    There was no mistake.  Lack of water and nutrition was making everything hazy, made forming thoughts a chore.  But still, I knew it was him. 
 
    The question was … 
 
    “Why?”  I whispered. 
 
    “Why what?”  Timor asked. 
 
    “Why are you working for him?” 
 
    Timor was quiet for a moment.  “Him … Sirak?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The young apprentice sighed and waved his hand in front of him.  As he did, my restraints opened and I fell to the floor in a heap. 
 
    He knelt down by my head.  “You know, my failure in Delmar is quite enough for me to deal with.  But the matter of your lack of trust in me is an annoyance I’m not prepared to concern myself with right now.” 
 
    He stood up.  “Come on—we don’t have much time.” 
 
    So he was here to help me.  I don’t know why I thought otherwise, but he was very bitter after Delmar, then his disappearance, then his dilemma with the mages—turning sides and working for the enemy was the first thing that came to my exhausted mind. 
 
    Not to mention I’d barely eaten anything, drank anything, or slept in what felt like an eternity.  To say my mind was a jumbled mess was a gross understatement.   
 
    There was a shuffling noise next to him.  I looked up and saw Aurora materialize out of thin air, having just pulled the ring of invisibility from her finger. There was the slightest bit of fear in her eyes, but they were as wide and alert as ever. 
 
    Timor grinned slightly.  “Yes, Aidan.  We’re here to dig you out of this mess.  At least, those were the words Derrick used.  I don’t know why he thought there’d be any digging involved …” 
 
    He shrugged and went on, as I was clearly too tired to respond to his endearing lack of sarcasm understanding.  “Iskandor and the White Army are outside the gates right now, providing a distraction.  Time is short—let us escape while we can.” 
 
    “The White Army?”  I asked incredulously.  “They’re going to get slaughtered!” 
 
    “They’re staging a feint attack,” Timor responded.  “Just long enough to get Sirak’s attention.  Once we achieve our freedom, they retreat.  Quickly, put on one of the cultist’s robes.”  He tossed one to me. 
 
    My mind was still reeling from everything that had just happened in the past few moments.  It took a moment for me to respond to Timor’s command. 
 
    “Aidan, quickly!”  Timor whispered harshly. 
 
    Finally realizing what was truly happening, I did as I was told.  When I turned around, Timor was handing me my swords.  I was almost too weak to hold them. 
 
    “You two, stay behind me,” Timor said in a low voice.   
 
    We followed the young apprentice as he turned left out of the room and walked cautiously toward the end of the hall.  Weakened, I had trouble keeping up.  At the end, there was a set of stairs going up.  There didn’t seem to be anybody in sight—all of the Ther-lor must have answered Sirak’s call when they found the White Army outside the walls.   
 
    At the top of the stairs, Timor turned right through a doorway.  I collapsed on a wall near a window, and I peeked out to see a glimpse of the White Army outside the walls, and Iskandor flying this way and that.  Delmar’s army was settled in a small valley in between some rocky terrain—from a strategy standpoint, they had a small advantage in the narrow area, but the numbers were still severely against them.  The Ther-lor were gathering on the walls, some manning the dragon-slaying equipment. 
 
    “There’s another set of stairs that leads to a room with a balcony,” Timor whispered.  “Once there, I will give Iskandor the signal.  We must hurry—he will have a much more difficult time extricating us if they’re firing giant ballistae at him.” 
 
    Just as he turned to start walking, three Ther-lor appeared at the other end of the corridor.  They immediately drew their weapons and charged.  Aurora acted immediately, stepping forward and throwing her hand out toward them.  The Ther-lor froze in their tracks, lowering their weapons, and then they just stood there.  There was no sign of confusion or anything on their face—they just stared at us blankly. 
 
    Then they turned and walked the other way. 
 
    I couldn’t help but be impressed—Aurora’s powers were proving to be very useful. 
 
    “Let’s go!”  Timor said. 
 
    We reached the stairs and ascended quickly, entering a room that was clearly one of royalty.  The décor was spacious and magnificent.  We crossed the room and burst out onto the balcony. 
 
    “There he is!”  I called to Timor, though not too loudly. 
 
    The young wizard didn’t waste any time.  As soon as he was on the balcony, he raised his hand toward the sky, and a beam of light shot from it to the heavens.  Iskandor saw the signal instantly and turned to fly toward us.   
 
    Sirak, who was standing on the wall, also saw the signal.  Even at that distance, it was clear he was outraged.  He shot a bolt of lightning in our direction. 
 
    “Look out!” I yelled, instinctively grabbing Aurora as we all dropped to avoid the bolt.  It crashed into the wall behind us, sending bits of stone flying everywhere. 
 
    The Ther-lor manning the dragon-slaying equipment were turning their weapons toward Iskandor as he flew past, but it was a slow effort with the weapons being so large.  The dragon was there before we knew it, and he grabbed me in one claw and Timor and Aurora with the other. 
 
    Iskandor didn’t waste time with words—as soon as he had us, he turned and flew, just as a hail of arrows soared in our direction.  The ones that hit Iskandor bounced off him harmlessly, his scaled hide too thick.  Timor cast a shield spell in front of him, saving him and Aurora from danger. 
 
    Before I knew it, we were over the walls just above the White Army.  I could see King Baladir himself below, leading the army. 
 
    And then Iskandor roared in pain. 
 
    I looked up at the dragon’s right wing, and saw that a missile from one of the ballistae had torn through it, leaving a hole about the size of a wagon wheel.  Clearly in an obscene amount of pain, Iskandor moaned and grunted as he tried with all his might to keep himself in the air.   
 
    But we were slowly descending. 
 
    I took a look back at Min Lenoras and saw that we would be out of the Ther-lor’s reach once we landed.  Iskandor was making every effort to make as soft a landing as possible, but it was clear it was causing him intense pain. 
 
    Finally, when we were close enough to the ground, Iskandor let us go, and all three of us landed safely.  The dragon then pushed himself a little harder, flying twenty more feet along the ground before he finally collapsed.  Timor and Aurora immediately rushed to his aid. 
 
    I looked at my friend, heartbroken that he was in such agony, all to save me.  I looked back at the White Army, retreating but suffering heavy casualties under the onslaught of the Ther-lor.  All to save me. 
 
    Whatever I am … 
 
    It was too much—too much sacrifice, too much loss, too much pain and confusion because even I didn’t know what I was anymore. 
 
    I couldn’t take it. 
 
    I couldn’t help Iskandor, but I could help the White Army.  Desperation and rage fueling my body, I ran toward the battle, my pain and anger and emotions welling up inside me, threatening to reach the boiling point.  I could feel my powers surging, the powers I detested so passionately. 
 
    But in this case, they were all I had.   
 
    I still had a distance to travel, but it didn’t matter.  With my enhanced speed and jumping ability, I sprung off of a giant boulder, flying high in the air toward the battle line.  The White Army was still trying in vain to retreat—the Ther-lor were relentless. 
 
    I was about to even the odds just a little. 
 
    Screaming in fury, I landed a few ranks into the Ther-lor army.  As I did, a thunderous burst of energy exploded from my body, sending scores of Sirak’s forces flying backward.  My mind was not functioning properly at this point—I was consumed with rage, with grief, with the knowledge that I didn’t belong anywhere.   
 
    The burst of raw energy sent tremors along the ground, and could hear the rock along the steep slopes on both sides of me shaking violently.   
 
    “Rockslide!”  I heard Delmar soldiers yelling behind me. 
 
    Somewhere, in the deep recesses of my mind where it was still functioning properly, an idea formed.  I leaped over the front rank of the Ther-lor and landed in front of the White Army. 
 
    “Get back!” I yelled, waving my arms toward them.  “Get back!  Retreat!” 
 
    The soldiers began to obey, and I turned my attention back to the Ther-lor, still relentless in their pursuit.  Summoning what I had left of my energy, I shot the strongest telekinetic bolts I could muster toward the rocky slopes on both sides of the White Army.  The impact loosened the rocks more, and they began to fall. 
 
    In the distance, I could see Sirak yelling and screaming furiously at his creations from atop the walls of the Dark Citadel. 
 
    Better luck next time, your Lordship. 
 
    Boulders began to crash into place, sealing the narrow passageway and holding back the Ther-lor.  
 
    The last thing I remember was overwhelming exhaustion, and then darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I came to with rough hands shaking me violently. 
 
    “Aidan?  Aidan?  Come on, buddy, stay with me!” 
 
    Derrick.  I was so happy to hear his voice I wanted to cry.  However … 
 
    “Stop shaking me,” I mumbled, opening my eyes.  “I’m … very delicate, you know.” 
 
    Derrick exhaled in relief.  “The only time you’re delicate is when you set off a tremor so violent it causes a rockslide.” 
 
    I just shrugged lightly.  I tried to move, but there was no strength in my body.  Most of my companions were standing over me, even King Baladir.   
 
    But someone was missing. 
 
    “Iskandor?” 
 
    “He’s in pain, but doing okay,” Derrick answered.  “Timor and Aurora are tending to him.  They have some people out looking for … Jewelweed or something like that.” 
 
    I nodded.  I wanted to go to my dragon friend, but my body wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    My next thought was, Mirabelle … Longchester … 
 
    I tried even harder to get up, but still my body wouldn’t cooperate. 
 
    “Hey, rest easy, buddy,” Derrick said, lightly setting me back down.  “We’re safe now.” 
 
    “Mirabelle,” I breathed.  “She’s in Longchester.” 
 
    Derrick nodded.  “I know.” 
 
    I frowned in wonder at him.  “How?” 
 
    “The pixie and brownies were still out scouting.  They came back a couple days after you left and reported that they saw her there.  She’s still alive, Aidan.” 
 
    With that one sentence, hope flooded through my system.  “Is she hurt?” 
 
    “She doesn’t appear to be,” Derrick answered.  “Marion always keeps her by his side.  Ceiridwen said that it’s like he’s forcing her to watch the death of her city every day.” 
 
    That miserable bastard … 
 
    “We’ll have someone else to contend with there,” I stated, my voice low. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Our good buddy Norvin,” I growled, contempt dripping from my voice. 
 
    Derrick gave me a look that silently said, Are you kidding me?   
 
    I finally pulled myself up and walked over to where Timor was tending to Iskandor.  The dragon was hissing in pain as Timor applied some kind of salve to his injured wing.  My heart sunk to my stomach as I saw how much agony he was in … all for saving me.   
 
    Again. 
 
    I put my hand on the side of his face.  “Are you okay, my friend?” 
 
    The dragon groaned as Timor applied more salve.  “Never better.” 
 
    I smiled at his sarcastic remark.  “I am in your debt again.” 
 
    Iskandor smiled back.  “You are never in my debt.  Are you okay?” 
 
    I bit my lip, not wanting to tell him what I learned in the Dark Citadel.  But deep down, I knew he would find out anyway, so … 
 
    “Sirak tried to turn me into a Ther-lor.” 
 
    Shocked faces all around me.  “What happened?”  Timor asked, clearly intrigued. 
 
    I looked down at the ground as I spoke.  “It didn’t work.  The ritual only works on dwarves, elves … and humans.” 
 
    Timor understood immediately, but Derrick wasn’t so quick.  “But you’re—” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” I said, cutting him off. 
 
    Looking at Iskandor, I swear I could almost see his heart breaking.   
 
    “My friend,” I said, “don’t.  It can’t be changed.” 
 
    The dragon remained silent. 
 
    “Mirabelle’s in Longchester,” I said, changing the subject.  “I’m going after her.” 
 
    Derrick started to speak, but I cut him off again.  “Yes, yes, I know … everybody’s coming with me, no matter what I say.” 
 
    Derrick smiled and put his hand on my shoulder.  “He’s growing up so fast.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I said with a grin.  I turned back to Iskandor.  “Are you up for this?” 
 
    Iskandor looked me in the eye.  “I’m ready.” 
 
    I was glad to hear it, but suddenly, everything started swirling around me again.  I saw Derrick try to catch me, but he was too late. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    I woke up to find two tiny men standing on my chest. 
 
    “Nope, him not dead,” Mishap said, then he stretched his hand out to Tandem. 
 
    Tandem sighed and put something in Mishap’s hand.  “Damn it.”  Then, knowing he said something he probably shouldn’t have, he quickly changed his tune.  “I mean, I’m glad you’re alright, Aidan.  You dying wouldn’t have been any fun to deal with.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” I mumbled.  “What was the wager?” 
 
    “Me bet two grass seeds you still alive,” Mishap replied.  “Me win.” 
 
    I frowned at them.  “What do you guys do with grass seeds?” 
 
    Tandem looked at me as if I had two heads.  “Grow grass.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and sighed. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Lord Aidan?” A middle-aged healer asked as he approached. 
 
    “Well, I woke up to find two brownies standing on my chest, and for a moment, I thought I had died and gone to the Abyss.”   
 
    The brownies stood there with their hands on their tiny hips.  I smiled at them to let them know I was kidding. 
 
    “Other than that, and all due respect, because I know all the healers in Delmar are among the best in the world, but I long for the day when I don’t have to see this place again.” 
 
    The healer smiled.  “That’s the way all people should think.  Fortunately, I have good news—no severe injuries or sickness, just minor starvation and moderate dehydration, plus exhaustion from spell casting.  You’ve been semi-conscious at various times, and you ate some soup and drank some water.  You’re looking better already.” 
 
    That was good news, and I was happy for that, because I could hardly handle any more bad news.   
 
    “Soup smell awful,” Mishap said.  “Me sick from terrible odor.” 
 
    “It has healing herbs in it,” the healer responded. 
 
    “Me rather die,” Mishap replied. 
 
    “My fingers are crossed on that one,” came Kirra’s voice from the door as she strolled in.  Her voice was slightly muffled from the pear she was eating.  “Mr. Healer, you need to do something about this place—it’s crawling with bugs.” 
 
    “A thief is a much bigger problem than bugs,” Tandem said, arms crossed. 
 
    “That depends on who you ask,” Kirra responded, then she gestured toward me.  She took another bite of her pear.  “You’re sure he’s not sick?  I think he’s some kind of rare disease or something.  You want to check him again?” 
 
    “No such luck,” I replied.  “Maybe next time.” 
 
    Kirra crossed her fingers in front of her.  “One can hope.” 
 
    “How may I serve you, Lady Kirra?”  I asked with a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    The infamous thief shrugged.  “I highly doubt there’s anything useful you can do for me, though I appreciate the offer.  I merely came to see how you were doing.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I appreciate that.  I’ll be fine.  Look, about before—” 
 
    Kirra cut me off with a wave of her hand.  “Don’t worry about it.  Skrull has dealt with far worse than that.  You were distraught.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Thank you.  But that doesn’t excuse what I said to you, what I called you.” 
 
    Kirra chuckled.  “What, a thief?  I am a thief!” 
 
    “But you’re far from worthless,” I responded. 
 
    Kirra shrugged.  “Trust me when I tell you, Aidan, I’ve been called far worse.  As I said, you were distraught.  Let’s chalk it up to you not being in your right mind and leave it at that.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Kirra took a couple steps forward and put her hand on my arm.  “I know that Prissy Pants and I don’t usually get along, but … you’re my friend, and she means a lot to you, so I’ll help you get her back.” 
 
    Coming from the Queen of the Thieves, that really meant a lot.  I grabbed hold of her hand and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    “Lady Mirabelle much prettier than you,” Mishap said, clearly proud to take a shot at Kirra.  “Much nicer too.” 
 
    “Look where that got her,” Kirra replied in a low voice, then she shook her head.  “I’m sorry, Aidan—I spoke without thinking.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    “You and I don’t always get along either,” Kirra went on, “but I’ve always seen you as like a nephew, or a much younger brother.  And the rift between you and Mirabelle—that was because you promised to keep my secret.  You kept your word even though it caused problems with the woman you love.  When we get her back, you have my word that I will tell her the truth.” 
 
    I was overcome with far too many emotions.  “Thank you, Kirra.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Don’t mention it.  You may be unbearable to deal with sometimes, but your heart is always in the right place.” 
 
    There was a short silence.  “Is there any more word?”  I asked. 
 
    “More of the same,” she answered.  “Mirabelle’s still alive and for the most part, none the worse for wear.  I have to admit, these annoying little insects are quite useful.  Still hate them though.  I tried to shoot one of them from a slingshot into Lake Apera—the one who talks funny.  He didn’t like that too much.” 
 
    “You try to kill me!”  Mishap shouted. 
 
    Kirra shrugged.  “Perhaps you two cockroaches shouldn’t have put tree sap on the handle of my bow.”  The brownies giggled at this.  “Besides, that stupid pixie probably would have caught you before you hit the water anyway.”  Kirra turned her attention to me.  “I think she likes him or something.  They’re always hanging around each other and the other brownie is always yelling at the first brownie—ugh, can’t I just step on them?” 
 
    “That none of nobody’s business!”  Mishap yelled. 
 
    “Yeah … we’re handling it internally,” Tandem said, clearly not happy. 
 
    “No, Kirra, you cannot,” I replied with a chuckle. 
 
    Kirra sighed.  “Anyway, Iskandor is recovering too.  His wing was badly damaged.  When he shifts to human form, he looks the same, but he’s clearly in pain.  Little Brainiac says he’ll make a full recovery.” 
 
    That was good to hear.  Kirra’s nicknames for everyone made me smile a little. 
 
    Suddenly, Derrick burst in the door.  “Aidan, someone just arrived in the city asking for you.  He says he’s from Longchester.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for me to respond to Derrick’s words.  Before I knew it, I was down the stairs and outside the White Castle, Kirra and Derrick close behind.  Because I wasn’t fully recovered yet, I got dizzier the faster I moved—but I didn’t care.  When I got outside, I saw a crowd (including Iskandor, Timor, Aurora and Ceiridwen, who was floating nearby) congregating on the dirt walkway near the Garden of Rememberance.  We headed straight for them.  The crowd parted upon seeing us, revealing a man who had clearly seen better days.  He was short and bald, his clothes were filthy, and he looked to be very weak, nearly collapsed on the ground.  But when he looked up at me, I saw light blue eyes that held a certain strength.   
 
    He must have had some strength to travel alone from Longchester to Delmar; on top of it all, he appeared to be starving. 
 
    When he saw me, he immediately became hysterical.  “Lord Aidan!  You must help me!  Longchester has been taken over by the Ther-lor—” 
 
    He seemed to be on the verge of hyperventilating, so I tried to calm him down, despite the fact that I was very anxious to hear what he had to say.  “Sir, sir … please try and relax.”  As I said that, irony pierced me, as I remember everyone trying to calm me down after Mirabelle had been taken.  That hadn’t turned out well either. 
 
    I returned my attention to the man, who was still very distraught.  “What is your name?” 
 
    “Tam, my lord,” the man answered.  He was still wearing that look of desperation. 
 
    “Tam,” I repeated, “please tell me what happened.” 
 
    Tam tried to take a few breaths to calm himself down, but it didn’t seem to work.  “I have been away from Longchester for quite some time—I am merely a humble trader, and I travel to nearby towns and cities to sell my wares.  When I returned home, the gates wouldn’t open.  I saw those awful men atop the walls—their skin black as coal, their crimson eyes …”  Tam paused for a moment and closed his eyes, seemingly trying to shake off the terrible memory.   
 
    “I stood outside those walls,” Tam went on, “trying to figure out what I was going to do.  My wife and son are in there …”  The man stopped, breaking down into tears. 
 
    I glanced at the others—all wore either blank expressions or slight looks of concern.  I felt bad for this man, but … 
 
    Why had he asked specifically for me? 
 
    Ceiridwen floated down and settled herself on Tam’s shoulder, attempting to comfort him.  I gave Tam some time to try to compose himself.  As I glanced about, my gaze focused on Kirra, who was staring at Tam with an expression that was clearly suspicious.  I frowned—what could Kirra possibly be suspicious about?  Did she know something I didn’t?   
 
    There wasn’t time to figure that out.  I knelt next to the distraught Tam.  “Tam, you asked for me.  What can I do for you?” 
 
    Tam looked at me with red, tear-filled eyes.  “King Marion appeared on the wall,” he said, sniffling.  “He told me to seek you out in Delmar, that he had something you wanted.  He’s requesting the presence of you and your companions at your earliest possible convenience.  He says he intends to keep Lady Mirabelle alive until you arrive, but …” he hesitated before finishing, “plans could change.” 
 
    Those final words ignited the fires of rage inside me.  I was ready to leave right then and there.  “Someone get this man something to eat and drink.”  I looked at the others.  “We leave within the hour.” 
 
    Iskandor was instantly in front of me.  He was clearly in agony, but he was doing his best to hide it.  “Aidan, calm down and think reasonably.  You’re still recovering—it will do you no favors to arrive in Longchester at half strength.  This man also needs rest before we can begin our journey.” 
 
    I stopped, once again glancing at the others.  I could tell by the look on Derrick’s face that he felt horrible for me—he knew that Mirabelle being held captive in Longchester was eating me alive, that I wanted nothing more than to get her away from King Marion’s nefarious grasp. 
 
    “So be it,” I said in a low voice.  “We’ll leave in the morning.” 
 
    “Wait, Aidan,” Kirra said, suddenly next to me with her hand on my shoulder.  She spoke in low tones.  “Something’s not right about this.” 
 
    “Like what?”  I asked, incredulous and frustrated.  “Do you actually think he’s lying?  He looks pretty distraught to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kirra admitted after some hesitation.  “Just … we need to keep an eye on him.  I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I replied in a haughty tone.  Kirra didn’t seem to have anything else to add, so I left the crowd of people and stormed off into the city. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was only one destination for me at the moment.  The place where Mirabelle and I had fallen in love.  The place where, time and again, we had spent time together looking out over Lake Apera, just enjoying each other’s company.  
 
    I stood upon the southern walls of Delmar, wishing she was here with me now.  More than anything else, I just wanted her to be safe.  Other than that, I had plenty enough to worry about with Sirak and the Ther-lor—knowing that she was being held captive somewhere, suffering, was just too much to bear. 
 
    One could rightly say that being captured and tortured was part of the job, an occupational hazard.  But Mirabelle was no mere damsel in distress—this was probably the first time in her life where she was truly vulnerable.  She wouldn’t be dealing with it well. 
 
    Tears rolled down my cheeks.  Hang on, my love.  I’m coming. 
 
    “Aidan.” 
 
    Startled, I hurriedly wiped the tears from my face. 
 
    “There is no need to hide your tears from me, Aidan,” Timor said.  “I’d be more concerned if you weren’t crying.” 
 
    I blew out a shaky breath.  “What can I do for you, Timor?” 
 
    “Nothing,” the young wizard answered.  “We haven’t had a chance to speak since we returned to Delmar.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly.  Timor had lived a sheltered life, focused almost entirely on his study of magic.  As such, he didn’t have much experience interacting with people, and would likely not realize that at this point in time, I really wanted to be left alone. 
 
    But it was not to be, and I wasn’t going to give him a hard time over it.  Besides … 
 
    “I haven’t thanked you for saving me in Min Lenoras, Timor.” 
 
    He was next to me, leaning forward on the wall.  “No thanks necessary.  You needed help, and I helped.  That is all.” 
 
    “How did you find out?”  I asked. 
 
    “I arrived in Delmar the day after you and Iskandor left.  The dragon had just returned—he was beside himself with grief.  He was saying he never should have let you go.” 
 
    And now Iskandor had gotten injured trying to save me … I felt horrible. 
 
    “Everyone knew you were gone by that point, and they knew where,” Timor continued.  “Iskandor was desperate to go back and save you, but even as mighty as he is, he didn’t know how.  King Baladir offered the assistance of the White Army, and I came up with the plan.” 
 
    “It was your plan?”  I asked.  The wizard nodded. 
 
    “It was a good plan,” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” Timor answered.  “I knew what I was doing.” 
 
    I smiled inwardly—Timor wasn’t trying to be cocky or arrogant.  In his mind, he was just being logical. 
 
    “How is Iskandor?”  I asked. 
 
    “He’ll recover in time,” Timor answered.  “The missile tore through the interfemoral membrane of his wing.  In dragon form, he won’t be able to fly, of course.  In human form, he’ll be weaker than normal due to the injury.  It’ll also take him longer to shift from dragon to human and vice versa.  I mixed together a concoction of Jewelweed and Aloe Vera leaves to sooth his pain and aid his recovery.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “So … why do we have a child with us?”  Timor asked. 
 
    “She’s a necromancer.  Narissara thought she could be of some help, which she has been.” 
 
    “It’s unorthodox, but logical, I suppose.  Necromancers are considered evil by nature and aren’t likely to respond to a call for help, which doesn’t happen often.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you stick around in Severance?”  I asked him. 
 
    Timor hesitated before he answered.  “I had broken the laws of magic.  I knew that walking into the Mage’s Tower and telling the truth would likely result in immediate imprisonment.  I tried to lie, but—” He lowered his head sheepishly—“I am not a very good liar.  Narissara saw through me immediately, but there seemed to be a bit of compassion on her face—I believe she knew that I had faced some horrible trial to be where I was.  But I was afraid that it wouldn’t matter, and so I took the first opportunity to depart as quickly as I could.” 
 
    I frowned in thought.  “Narissara seems very strong and reasonable.  We cleared your story with her—she said to let you know that when you return to the tower, she’ll reinstate you as a mage apprentice.  The issue of time travel was resolved due to ‘extraordinary circumstances’.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  Timor was quiet for a moment.  “She is very strong—she’s had to overcome a great deal of adversity herself.  In her young adult years, she was very cocky and ambitious.  Desperate to prove herself, she orchestrated an accord with a demon to increase her already formidable power.” 
 
    “A demon?”  I asked, intrigued. 
 
     Timor nodded.  “There are many types of demons in the world, both living and dead.  The ones that are dead seek to cause chaos in the spectral realm or to find a way to reenter the world of the living.  Some will attempt to possess a living body while others strike deals.  Not long after she made the deal with the demon, Narissara realized she had made a terrible mistake.  The demon fought for control, but Narrisara fought to keep it suppressed.  She confessed her error to the mages.  They were displeased, but they assisted her.  More than anything else, she fights to keep her emotions in check—if she becomes too angry or emotional, the demon becomes stronger and has a better chance of gaining control of Narissara’s body.” 
 
    I nodded in realization.  That explains her calm, even demeanor.  In a way, I can sympathize with her … 
 
    And on the trail of that thought— 
 
    Is that what’s wrong with me? 
 
    I was suddenly fearful at the idea of a demon living inside me.  Is that what the elder dragon did to me?  Did it even work that way? 
 
    I was so preoccupied with my own thoughts that I didn’t realize Timor was still talking.  He was saying something about Narissara’s husband, a farmer who lived just outside the city of Severance.   
 
    “Are you alright, Aidan?”  Timor was asking me. 
 
    I tried to shake myself out of my confused, fearful stupor.  Gods above, I don’t think I’d realized until that moment how much I truly had on my shoulders … 
 
    “I need to go get some rest,” I said, suddenly feeling weary.  “I feel like my back is going to collapse from all this weight.” 
 
    Timor looked confused.  “You don’t seem to be any larger than the last time I saw you …” 
 
    I smiled inwardly.  I didn’t realize how much I missed Timor’s complete obliviousness to sarcasm. 
 
    I put my hand in Timor’s shoulder.  “It’s good to have you back.” 
 
    As I started to walk away, Timor spoke again.  “Aidan.” 
 
    I stopped and glanced at him over my shoulder.  “Yeah?” 
 
    “I apologize for what happened.” 
 
    I turned to face him and frowned, confused.  “Apologize for what?” 
 
    “Losing the Rod of Therl to Sirak.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly, and it suddenly occurred to me that in Timor’s sheltered life, it was likely that he had never truly failed at anything before.  I’m sure he struggled initially when he was learning his magic, but he had probably never been involved in a situation like this before, where failure had truly serious consequences.  He had never been depended on to do something important.  He was taking his failure at the Battle of Delmar very hard.  He hadn’t been the same since the battle; he had become a bit more bitter, more despondent.  I felt bad for him—no matter what issues we may have had in the past, I had no doubt of his loyalty and I knew he did the best he could to help us. 
 
    “Timor,” I said, my voice soothing and sincere, “it could have happened to any of us.  I—” I hesitated as I felt a pang of pain in my heart—“I failed to save Garridan.  I still have a hard time dealing with that, but deep down, I know there’s nothing I could have done.  I don’t doubt that the same is true for you.” 
 
    Timor was silent for a moment.  “Perhaps,” he muttered.  Then he turned from me, looking out over the water, into the horizon. 
 
    I tried to think of something to say, but my mind came up blank, and I knew it wouldn’t do any good anyway.  Timor was going to have to learn to deal with his trials, the same as all of us.  I turned and left to get some rest.  
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    I lay in a soft, luxurious bed.  Mirabelle lay next to me, her back to me.  Her very presence was enough to sooth my inner demons, to help me sleep better at night.  I was sure Mirabelle herself had no idea how much good she had done in my life just by being there. 
 
    I smiled down at her, listening to her soft breathing.  I rubbed her long, beautiful red hair—she sighed peacefully in her sleep. 
 
    I had to tell her, right that moment.  I had to tell her how much she meant to me. 
 
    I lightly touched her shoulder.  “My love?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    “Mirabelle?”  I said softly, lightly pulling on her shoulder to turn her over. 
 
    She fell onto her back. 
 
    I gasped, as I saw the blood trickling from her mouth.  Her eyes were lifeless, and her skin felt ice cold and stiff. 
 
    “No!”  I cried, grabbing her shoulders.  “Mirabelle!  My love, wake up!” 
 
    But she didn’t, and before my eyes, her body began to rapidly decompose in front of me.  The purple eyes disappeared, leaving dark, empty eye sockets.  Her skin melted away, revealing the white of her bones.   
 
    “No …” I sobbed.  “I failed you, my love … I’m so sorry …” 
 
    My body jerked, shaking me from my horrible dream. 
 
    I lay on a cold stone floor, in a dark and deserted hallway of the White Castle.  I’d awoken in a cold sweat, my heart beating heavily in my chest.  It took me a moment to remember how I’d gotten there. 
 
    Then I remembered—I’d gone to find a place to collect my thoughts, someplace I could brood alone.  I’d found the hallway and sat against the stone wall, hood over my head.  I must have fallen asleep.  
 
    The nightmare was vivid in my mind.  I remembered the feel of her skin, the horror I felt when I realized she was dead …  
 
    But she’s not, I reminded myself.   
 
    The thought brought me only the mildest of comforts.  She wasn’t dead, but she was being held captive by a madman.  It was time to go and free her—how, I had no idea, but I would find a way, even if it cost me my own life. 
 
    And if she is dead when I arrive, my mind spoke, no one will be safe.  I can assure you that, Marion … Norvin … 
 
    I could feel the lightning crackling in my body, the anger surging my powers.  I forced myself to relax as best I could, taking long, deep breaths.  Then I got up to prepare to leave. 
 
    The next morning was a blur.  Somehow, it seemed to speed by so fast and take forever to end.  As I expected, I got little to no sleep, and as a result I was up and pacing in front of the White Castle before the sun has risen.  I knew in my heart that everyone was feeling at least a similar sense of urgency to what I was feeling, but the longer I waited for everyone to be ready, the more it felt like nobody cared.  It was making me anxious and very agitated. 
 
    Finally, everyone assembled in front of the castle.  Iskandor was there, in human form, looking very weak and tired.  Derrick and Kirra were getting their gear together; Timor was standing stoically nearby—he had spent the morning shopping for herbs, potions, and other spell components.  Aurora was looking at some flowers nearby, the brownies safely in her pouch chattering away.  Ceiridwen was fluttering around.  Tam was ready, and seemed every bit as anxious as me to be gone—his eyes were darting this way and that, and it looked as if he would jump out of his skin if he saw his shadow. 
 
    Then King Baladir emerged from the castle to bid us farewell.  As usual, this brought about general feelings of anxiety I usually had, but on this day it was worse because I was anxious to be off. 
 
    Baladir approached Derrick first.  “You are all free to use horses from the stables.  That will hasten your journey.” 
 
    Derrick bowed.  “Thank you, my king.” 
 
    The king then approached me.  He hesitated before he spoke.  “Aidan … Mirabelle is a great soldier and a better person.  I know how important she is to you.  May the gods bring her back to your side.” 
 
    I really wanted to be angry, or even annoyed that the king would wish me luck in anything.  I don’t know what it was, but on this day, his words meant a lot to me. 
 
    But I wasn’t quite ready for full forgiveness.  “Thank you, Your Highness,” I replied with a slight bow. 
 
    I could see that Baladir could hear the sincerity in my voice, and he gave me a small smile as I rose.  He turned to address the others.  “May the gods bless you all on this journey.” 
 
    The others bowed, and then we were off.  I turned to Derrick, who smiled lightly and nodded in approval.  The others all seemed to be walking too slowly, and soon I had passed them all and was walking in front by myself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day was nice—the sun was shining warmly and brightly overhead, and Lake Apera was calm and soothing as we rode along it, heading east toward Longchester.  We all had our own horses, except for Aurora, who sat behind Derrick on his.   
 
    I knew in my heart we were moving at a nice, steady pace, but once again, it seemed too slow for me.  The anxiety had lessened slightly now that we were finally moving, but all I could think about was Mirabelle being held captive in a city of Ther-lor.  Before I knew it, I was once again ahead of the group, all by myself. 
 
    Not helping the anxiety was this strange, eerie feeling that we were being watched.  I found myself constantly looking all around us, but I never saw any evidence that there was anyone there. 
 
    I could hear them whispering behind me.  The more I heard them, the more positive I was that they were speaking of me.  I ignored it at first, but I finally got annoyed. 
 
    Finally, I’d had enough.  “Woah,” I said, and the horse stopped.  As soon as he did, I jumped off and turned to face the others. 
 
    “What?” I said, arms outstretched.  “If anyone has anything to say to me, say it right now!” 
 
    There was silence, and then Derrick was the first to speak up.  “This is a trap, Aidan.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?”  I asked incredulously.  “I know it’s a trap!  But I don’t care—I will tear that city down around Marion’s ears before I let anything happen to Mirabelle!” 
 
    “And we commend you for that, Aidan,” Timor said softly.  “But it won’t hurt to discuss strategies in order to keep everyone safe.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and sighed.  “All of you coming along with me … it means the world to me.  It really does.  But I didn’t ask you to—if anyone doesn’t want to do this, you can go back.  No hard feelings.  But I’m going in there if I have to go alone.” 
 
    “Because that worked out so well last time,” Kirra said bluntly.  “Don’t be stupid—no one expects you to go in alone.” 
 
    I took a breath before I responded.  “Yes, there is a chance we may all die … but isn’t that usually the case?  How is this any different than any other time we’ve been in battle?” 
 
    “We’ve never walked into an entire city of soulless monsters before,” Derrick replied grimly. 
 
    I pondered Derrick’s concerns—not that there was very much to ponder.  It was pretty clear we were walking into a death trap. 
 
    “You’re right, Derrick,” I replied evenly.  “What we’re doing is very dangerous.  There is a very good chance we won’t come out alive.  If at any time anyone wants to turn back, they may do so.  But I have to go.” 
 
    “Aidan,” Derrick said as I turned to mount my horse, “I know you love her—” 
 
    “That’s not the only reason,” I snapped, cutting him off.  I stopped and tried to collect myself, remembering that it was my friends I was talking to.  “My father, my uncle, Agatha, Garridan …” Tears blurred my vision as I tried to continue.  But a sudden lump in my throat made it very difficult.  “Everyone that gets too close to me dies …” 
 
    The emotion was too much for me to handle.  My knees suddenly weak, I collapsed to the ground, sobbing in fury and anguish.  As my head hung, I could see my tears falling from my face, disappearing into the ground.  My long, stringy black hair hung over my face, mercifully hiding it from view of the others.   
 
    I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder.   
 
    Moving my head slightly, I could see steel boots standing in front of me.  Before I truly knew what I was doing, I pulled myself up to Derrick, who was kneeling beside me, and wrapped my arms around him tightly.  My sobs wracked my body. 
 
    “I won’t … let it happen … to her …” I managed to gasp. 
 
    “It won’t, little brother,” Derrick replied in a low voice.  “It won’t …” 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next couple days went by uneventfully.  The mood of the group was rather somber, almost subdued; it wasn’t the usual comradery I was accustomed to.  But given the events we were dealing with and what we were about to walk into (as well as my meltdown), it wasn’t difficult to understand. 
 
    Of course, I wasn’t helping the situation either—I had far too much on my mind. 
 
    We all sat in separate groups, either silent or speaking in very low voices.  Derrick and Kirra sat together, as usual, with Aurora sitting silently nearby, staring at her straw doll.  The brownies were sitting next to Aurora, uncharacteristically silent.  Timor sat alone, reading from his spellbook.  Ceiridwen fluttered this way and that, occasionally landing on my shoulder and sitting there—a quiet show of support.  Tam kept to himself, nervously chewing on his nails. 
 
    Iskandor, on the other hand, was laying on a bedroll near the fire, resting.  This was unusual for him too, but in his weakened state, he needed all the rest he could get.  I felt awful for him—he had gotten hurt trying to save me, and not once had he complained about it. 
 
    Someday, I’ll pay him back for all he’s done for me … 
 
    The biggest part of our problems was not knowing what Marion had in mind for us.  The only logical explanation was that he planned to kill us all, perhaps making Mirabelle watch as a way of punishing her.  Given Mirabelle’s past with the king, it made sense, though I wasn’t sure what it accomplished in the long run. 
 
    But King Marion was a spoiled child who was likely crazy—it follows that he wouldn’t be thinking about the long run. 
 
    And what about Norvin?  He would be there—what’s his stake in all of this? 
 
    Probably just to watch me die. 
 
    I looked around at the group.  The bottom line was … they were all here for me.  I wished I could just leave them behind, go into Longchester alone.  But Kirra was right—it didn’t work out so well in Min Lenoras.  And I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—leave Mirabelle.  I would happily die first before I left her to her fate.   
 
    I took one last glance at the group before leaving to try to rest.  I’m sorry, everybody … I can’t turn back now. 
 
    I tossed and turned for what seemed like forever.  Finally, I was just starting to drift off to sleep when I woke with a start at the sounds of shouting in the distance. 
 
    I saw bolt upright, my head darting back and forth.  The others were fast asleep; they hadn’t heard a thing. 
 
    Then I heard the yelling again—now out of my sleepy state, I recognized it immediately. 
 
    Kirra. 
 
    She wasn’t shouting out of fear or pain—it sounded a lot more like she was arguing. 
 
    I sighed.  “Damn it …”  Seeing no reason to wake the others, I pulled myself up from the tree I had been laying against and set off in search of her. 
 
    She shouldn’t be hard to find … just follow the argument … 
 
    Her voice guided me through the trees, away from the clearing we had settled in.  As I got closer, I could make out Kirra’s words. 
 
    “Show me that message!  What did you write?  Tell me!” 
 
    Then, Tam’s voice, somewhat pleading, but mostly angry.  “It’s not your business!  Leave me alone!” 
 
    “Show me what’s on that parchment, or by the gods, I’ll—” 
 
    Kirra had drawn her dagger, had it poised high, about to stab the frightened Tam, who was cowering against a giant boulder.  But before she could, I stepped in and grabbed the arm wielding the dagger by the wrist. 
 
    Kirra spun around, alarmed.  Finding that it was me, she yanked her arm away.  “Hey!  What are you doing?  I wasn’t really going to stab him … yet, anyway.” 
 
    I shook my head in confusion.  “What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    “He’s writing something, and he won’t show me what it is!” 
 
    I shrugged slowly, staring at her incredulously.  “So …” 
 
    She grabbed me by the arm, dragging me away from the bewildered Tam.  When she judged that we were far enough away, she faced me with narrow eyes and spoke in a harsh whisper.  “He could be a spy, sent here to infiltrate us!  Don’t you think it’s odd, that Marion regains control of his country, and suddenly, someone shows up in Delmar, claiming to be from Longchester, telling us that Marion has a message for you?” 
 
    “I admit that it seems a bit strange, but nothing about his situation is normal,” I retorted. 
 
    “It seems strange because something’s not right!”  Kirra fired back.  “I am telling you that that man is hiding something!” 
 
    “You have no evidence to support your theory, Kirra,” I stated flatly.  “You’re terrorizing the poor man for no reason.” 
 
    Kirra took a step toward me, practically in my face.  “I have my instincts, Aidan.  Instincts that have kept me alive for a long time.  Don’t you feel it, Aidan?  That feeling that we’re being watched?” 
 
    I couldn’t deny it—I nodded. 
 
    “See?”  Kirra held her arms outstretched.  “You’re not sure yourself!  He could be writing a message to his king, stating that he’s found us!” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem like the type to me …”  I faltered. 
 
    Kirra sighed in exasperation.  “Don’t be naïve, Aidan … why, because he seems so innocent?  Isn’t that how you’d want to seem, if you were a spy?” 
 
    “I’m fully aware of how espionage works, Kirra,” I replied dryly.  “He’s given us no reason to believe that he’s that treacherous.  Perhaps things are as they are—have you considered that?” 
 
    “Perhaps I could sprout four more legs and skitter around like an insect!”  Kirra growled.  “Mark my words, Aidan … if we don’t do something about this now, we are going to regret it!” 
 
    I sighed, knowing there was no chance to calm her down.  “Whatever he’s writing doesn’t concern—”  
 
    “What goes on here?” 
 
    Kirra and I froze in place at Iskandor’s voice. 
 
    I turned to face him—Timor was standing next to him, rubbing his eyes.  
 
    “Kirra believes that Tam is a spy from Longchester.” 
 
    Iskandor frowned, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very plausible—” Timor said. 
 
    “What would you know?” Kirra asked, not bothering to keep her voice down any longer.  “You never had to deal with spies, or anything, for that matter!” 
 
    “Kirra, enough,” Derrick mumbled, stumbling sleepily into view. 
 
    I decided enough was enough—my brain was overflowing with fear, anger, and far too much information.  I walked back over to Tam, who was still crouched in a fetal position against the boulder. 
 
    “May I see the parchment?”  I asked politely. 
 
    Tam stared at me with tear-filled eyes, an expression on his face that was fear mingled with embarrassment.  He hesitated, but finally handed the paper over. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, trying to be as nice to the poor man as possible.  I opened the parchment, read what was on it, and gave it back to Tam. 
 
    “It’s a note for his mother,” I said in a low voice, glaring at Kirra. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the thief, who was clearly enraged, but I could see behind her angry eyes that she was thinking, trying to come up with another solution. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Derrick said in the most deadpan voice, “Tam’s mother is going to kill us when we arrive in Longchester.  Ahhh.”  He waved his hands in the air in a half-hearted attempt to look scared. 
 
    “Something else is going on,” Kirra growled. 
 
    “Let it go, Kirra,” I said.  “I’m going back to get some rest.” 
 
    The others mumbled their agreement, and we all went back to camp.  Tam came with us.  Kirra didn’t follow, and I was too anxious, irritated, and tired to care. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day was just as quiet at the previous two.  Everybody stayed splintered off into their own little groups, not saying anything unless it was necessary.  The quiet nature of our journey only added to my anxiety—even talking to Iskandor didn’t seem like much of an option. 
 
    Kirra now traveled apart from the rest of the group, her eyes fixed on Tam.  Even after the shenanigans of the previous night, she was still convinced that Tam was some sort of spy or assassin or something.  I couldn’t figure out what she had against the seemingly harmless merchant, but I finally decided it didn’t matter—I had enough to worry about. 
 
    We traveled a little later into the night to get to Longchester as soon as possible.  The day had been on the moody side, with low-hanging clouds and a chill in the air, but it hadn’t rained.  The night wasn’t much better, but again—at least it wasn’t raining on our heads.  There were trees on both sides of the trail, and I knew there was a mountain range nearby, but it couldn’t be seen in the moody darkness. 
 
    Someone suddenly burst out onto the trail in front of us, startling the horses, not to mention us.  The man was dressed in poor cloth, with brown hair and beard, and he had a fresh cut on his left forearm. 
 
    “Stop, please!”  He yelled, waving his arms around frantically.  “Stop, you have to help us!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but we have business elsewhere—” I began, but Derrick cut me off. 
 
    “Are you serious, Aidan?  Can you not see he’s hurt?”  Derrick moved his horse next to mine and spoke to the man.  “What’s the problem, sir?” 
 
    “A mountain troll, sir knight!”  The man said, obviously terrified.  “It’s attacking our village!” 
 
    “Let’s go!”  Derrick said to the others. 
 
    “We can’t!”  Tam yelled.  “We have to go to Longchester!” 
 
    “Shut up!”  Kirra yelled at him. 
 
    The others galloped off, but I hesitated. 
 
    Derrick saw that I hadn’t moved.  “What are you doing, Aidan?  Come on, we have to save them!” 
 
    Still, I hesitated. 
 
    Derrick’s expression changed to one of realization.  “I know, Aidan—I understand.  But ask yourself this—would Mirabelle want you to abandon an entire village of people?” 
 
    I knew right away he was right.  But still … 
 
    Mirabelle … 
 
    And then I was angry … angry at Marion, angry at Norvin, angry at the gods for throwing this obstacle in my way. 
 
    I was still frozen in place, my head darting back and forth between the trail ahead and the path to the village.  Mirabelle … my friends … the people … 
 
    “Don’t even think about running!”  Derrick screamed.  “Don’t think for a moment that I won’t track you down!” 
 
    Rage boiled inside me. 
 
    I hope that troll knows what’s coming to him … 
 
    “Yah!”  I yelled to the horse, snapping the reins fiercely, and as I yelled gutturally, the horse galloped after the others.  I could hear Derrick following behind me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    When I caught up to the others on the edge of the tiny village, they had already dismounted from their horses and were charging toward the giant monstrosity, which was clearly intent on tearing the small village apart.  I drew my shortswords and hurried in after them.  The ground was littered with dead bodies, but I could still hear people screaming in the distance.   
 
    An enormous mountain troll, huge, ugly, and hairy.  Standing over ten feet tall, and thickly muscled, with sharp fangs and huge claws, the mountain troll is the bigger, smarter brother of an ordinary troll.  To make things worse, mountain trolls are generally hungrier—food is pretty scarce in the mountains.   
 
    The mountain troll roared, and its breath smelled like an entire butcher’s shops’ worth of rotting meat.  It immediately grabbed Iskandor—still injured and mostly helpless in his human form—and started to shake him violently.  Still angry at this interruption on my path to save Mirabelle, I reacted right away, racing toward the troll with all of my enhanced speed.   As soon as I got there, I jammed both of my swords into the troll’s right thigh.  The troll howled in pain and dropped Iskandor, who scrambled for safety.  
 
    The troll came at me with a downward swipe of his claws, intending to slice me in half—or possibly quarters, as the case may be.  I dove right at the troll’s feet, and then had to dodge again, as the troll brought up its foot and tried to squash me underneath it.  I quickly sprang up to my feet and swung a backward slash that connected to the side of the troll’s knee.  The troll yelped in pain, but the blow did otherwise little damage.   
 
    Not too far away from me, I could hear Timor chanting, and small bursts of magic were flying in the troll’s direction.  Ceiridwen and Aurora joined the fray (Aurora stayed at a safe distance), but the troll shook off the magical attacks with little pain incurred.  Kirra was firing her bow, but her arrows too were dealing little damage.  Derrick was attempting to stay behind the troll, taking potshots with his broadsword every chance he got. 
 
    The troll came at me and swung its claw, a low horizontal swing.  I used my enhanced jumping ability—without thinking—to avoid it, jumping high enough to see clearly into the troll’s eyes—green and angry—and landed just in time to see the troll’s other hand coming down on me from overhead.  Reacting instinctively, I stabbed upward with both swords as hard as I could—and was rewarded with a scream of fury from the troll, and splatters of troll blood all over myself. 
 
    Now the troll was really mad. 
 
    The troll ran over to the mountainside, grabbed a small boulder, and hurled it in my direction.  That’s just not fair, I thought, but I dodged nimbly out of the way anyway.  The troll grabbed another boulder, and as it did, I spared a look in Iskandor’s direction … he seemed alright, but in no condition to fight.  He was sitting on the ground against a rock wall, holding his left arm, seemingly trying to remain out of sight.   
 
    I dodged a couple more boulders, trying to work my way toward the troll as I did so—the closer I got, the less likely it’d be able to throw more parts of the mountain at me.  When I finally got close enough, the troll let out another roar and another horizontal claw swipe.  As fast as I could, I dove in between the troll’s legs, came up on the other side, and stabbed with my right hand sword right behind the thigh. 
 
    Another yelp of pain, but again, no significant result. 
 
    The troll whipped around and tried to come down with both claws.  I dove away from the mountainside and ended up about thirty feet away.  The troll followed—thank the gods—and swung yet another horizontal swipe, this time swinging for my head, I ducked low, came up, and stabbed with both swords high and hard, jamming them into the troll’s ribcage. 
 
    I yanked my swords free, thinking I had finally won— 
 
    —but I hadn’t. 
 
    WHAM! 
 
    The troll struck me a blow that sent me flying across the clearing and crashing into the mountainside, then tumbling down to the ground.  I could feel my powers pulse harshly as I collided with the unyielding stone. 
 
    My head was ringing, but I could vaguely hear Timor yell, “Aidan!”  And then he was next to me, trying to help me. 
 
    “Aidan!  Are you alright?”  I heard him say.  Miraculously, or perhaps not, given my “gifts,” I seemed to have full use of my limbs, though they weren’t responding very well at that moment.  A blow like I had just taken and the resulting crash into the mountainside would have shattered the bones of a normal human being, but as it seemed, it had merely knocked me for a loop.   
 
    “Yeah,” I responded groggily, “I’m okay.”  I struggled to sit up and find the troll, only to see that it was headed right for us, intent on finishing me off.  My swords weren’t far away, but far enough away that, in my groggy state, I wasn’t going to get to them in time, and it probably wouldn’t have done much good anyway. 
 
    “Timor, get away!”  I breathed, and I pushed him away with as much strength as I could manage. 
 
    The troll stood over me, and let out a low growl.  It was going to get a lot of satisfaction over this kill. 
 
    The troll started to bend to pick me up— 
 
    Behind the troll, I could hear my friends yelling and screaming, trying to get the troll’s attention.  The attacks of magic and bow came at a much more rapid pace.  It worked—the troll turned from me and headed back toward them. 
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh of relief.  Timor rushed back over to me.  “Aidan!  By the gods, I thought you were going to die!” 
 
    “Not yet,” I mumbled, struggling to pull myself up.  I was regaining strength with each passing second.  “I’m fine,” I told Timor.  “Go check on Iskandor.”  Timor nodded and took off in Iskandor’s direction, down the mountain wall to my right. 
 
     No more time to waste.  Holding my swords underhand, I sprinted straight at the troll, covering the distance in only a few seconds.  I leapt high into the air and into the troll, plunging my swords right underneath both of the troll’s collarbones.  It was a tactic I wouldn’t have been able to try earlier; the troll would have just swatted me right out of the air—but now, distracted by my friends, the troll’s attention was diverted enough for me to try such an insane tactic. 
 
    The troll let out a long bellow, a combination of anguish and fury.  I hung on for dear life; I wasn’t going to rest easy this time—I would rest when the troll was lying dead on the ground.  
 
    The troll stumbled a little, showed signs of weakening—then it looked me in the eyes, pulled me off of its chest, and threw me back where I came from like a child’s ball. 
 
    The troll still wasn’t dead. 
 
    I flipped and tumbled through the air, landing hard on the ground between the mountain wall and the forest, about thirty feet away from the battle.  My powers pulsed again, protecting me from what would have surely been a crippling collision with the ground.  This crash landing hurt a lot less than my previous one; I was able to pull myself together much more quickly than before.  I moved to a kneeling position, and then realized something very disheartening—my swords were still stuck in the troll’s chest. 
 
    Now what am I going to do? 
 
    Then, I could faintly hear Iskandor shouting my name.  He must think I’m hurt, I thought.  I waved both my arms at him for a second, to let him know I was okay—but for some reason, despite the ongoing attack from my companions, Iskandor’s shouts got the troll’s attention—and it turned toward Iskandor. 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    I only had a few seconds to act, and I had no weapons.  Kirra had run out of arrows and had her daggers drawn, but it was clear that she knew any attack with those would be worthless.  Derrick was still getting in attacks on the legs, but they weren’t dealing enough damage. 
 
    I don’t know what to do— 
 
    “Aidan!  Use your power!  Focus!” 
 
    Of course!  Not the option I would have preferred, but I had no others. 
 
    I lowered my stance, balled my hands into fists, keeping them close to my body, and began to focus with all of my will.  I could feel the power building inside of me, and the feeling was a rush like I’d never felt before … more powerful and exhilarating than the rush of flying through the air.  The power built stronger and stronger, and I focused on lightning—then I could feel it surging through my body … 
 
    And then … a single thought broke through … Iskandor … did the troll reach him yet?  Is he still alive? 
 
    I opened my eyes, and threw my arms out toward the troll, palms facing outward, intending to unleash lightning fury on it—but the lightning crackled and died on my fingertips. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    I glanced at Timor for a split second, saw the disheartened slump of his shoulders, and then saw that the troll was about to close in on them.  Not knowing what else to do, I once again ran straight at the troll.  Before I could close the distance by half, it took a swing at Iskandor, who was yanked out of the way by Timor.  The troll’s fist disappeared into the rock wall, sending dust and rock debris flying everywhere.  But out of that big swing by the troll came a big break for the rest of us—it had gotten its fist stuck in the rock wall. 
 
    I leapt for the troll’s back, noticing as I did that there were at least a couple of dozen arrows sticking out of it, spread out across the entire back.  But I didn’t care—I landed with my arms around the troll’s neck, not noticing the arrow shafts ramming into my legs.   
 
    If the troll was mad before, it was downright enraged now—it began to shake its head back and forth violently, attempting to shake itself free of my grip.  I hung on for dear life, thanks to two handfuls of the troll’s long, wooly hair.                 
 
    I knew that I couldn’t hang on the troll’s neck forever; my only move was to go for my swords, still stuck in the troll’s upper chest, near the collarbones.  I started to maneuver myself toward the troll’s right shoulder, using the arrows stuck in the troll’s back for added support.  The troll, torn between trying to deal with me and trying to fend off Derrick, who was really beginning to do a great deal of damage to the troll’s legs by this point, made one desperate swipe at Derrick, which gave me the opening that I needed. 
 
    The sword was easily within reach … I grabbed it and began to remove it from the troll’s chest … 
 
    Just then, the troll let out a great bellow and began to wobble, struggling to stay on its feet.  Not knowing which way it might fall, I sprung up to its shoulder in one motion (once again, using the arrows in its back) and leapt off to the side, rolling safely away.   
 
    The troll’s legs, now a bloody mass of slashes and bruises, could no longer support the troll’s massive frame, and the enormous monster crashed to the ground.  However, though it couldn’t stand, the beast continued to fight, slashing wildly with its claws.  Everyone backed away and surrounded the troll, and then finally, Derrick stepped in while the beast’s head was turned the other way and swung a mighty blow with his broadsword, hitting the troll in its throat. 
 
    The troll’s eyes went wide, and blood poured from the wound, as well as from its mouth—before long, the mountain troll was dead, and the long, grueling battle was over. 
 
    I sat up and exhaled a long, deep breath, and took a second to absorb what had just happened … but only a second.  In the next, my concern for Iskandor took over, and I pulled myself up and staggered off in his and Timor’s direction. 
 
    Iskandor was on his feet, leaning against the rock wall with one hand and holding his rib cage with the other.  Timor was standing close by, ready to help if needed.  He turned his head to look at me as I approached.  “Are you alright, Aidan?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, I’m fine.  Are you okay?” 
 
    He took a short breath.  “I’ll be fine … when the troll grabbed me initially, its grip was crushing.  After you forced it to let me go, I was too shaken to be able to shape shift and help you … I apologize.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “There’s nothing to—” 
 
    “Oh, hell,” Derrick breathed, and I looked up to see what had him spooked. 
 
    A large group of torches appeared in the distance, approaching slowly.  As they emerged from the darkness, their purpose became clear—bandits, here to pillage the remains of the village.  It was likely that they were planning to do their own invasion, but the troll beat them to it.  They were probably waiting for the troll to leave so they could pick at the remains. 
 
    Now the troll was dead, and the only thing standing in their way was us—a weary, beaten down crew that had just barely survived a battle with a mountain troll. 
 
    I sighed heavily and tried to pull myself up; it required a little too much effort.  I glanced at Iskandor and saw that he was even worse than I was—no dragon shape-shifting here. 
 
    I climbed on top of the troll and yanked my shortswords out of its chest, then joined the group as we staggered out to face the unusually large group of bandits, who were all smiling and clearly salivating at the idea of disposing of us and claiming their spoils.  Every one of us was exhausted, barely able to stand.  For us to win this battle, we would have to dig really deep … 
 
    I could barely stand.  Timor collapsed into Derrick, who fell to his knees. 
 
    I stared down the bandits, ready to fight for my life … 
 
    A little girl was standing in front of us, facing the bandits. 
 
    Aurora. 
 
    I was incredulous.  “Aurora!  What are you doing?  Get back!” 
 
    The young girl turned to look at me, and for the first time, I saw fire in her eyes—a raging inferno that would destroy anything and everything in its path.  And in that instant, I remembered why—the fact that her parents were killed in a bandit raid. 
 
    I had faced down unnatural demons, all-powerful evil sorcerers, and now a giant mountain troll, but one look from those wide, angry eyes, and I recoiled. 
 
    Aurora turned and began to walk toward the bandits. 
 
    “Aurora!”  Kirra yelled, but she too was ignored. 
 
    Across from us, the bandits laughed—they would have no issues at all in dealing with this little girl first. 
 
    After walking a short distance, Aurora stopped—and slowly, she lifted her arms. 
 
    Purple mist swirled around her—some kind of magical energy—and then began to slowly spread out across the village.  I heard Aurora’s voice for the first time—almost a growl that got louder and louder the farther the purple mist spread, until it became a guttural yell of determination and anguish.  The mist began to lower toward the ground in various places. 
 
    And the dead began to rise. 
 
    Over a very wide radius, the dead villagers began to—almost float—to their feet.  Upon seeing this, the bandits’ expressions quickly changed from greedy and eager to amazed and horrified.  They started to back up a few steps. 
 
    If I’m being honest, so did we. 
 
    Once the dead were all upright, Aurora began to walk slowly toward the bandits, her arms still outstretched. 
 
    The dead followed. 
 
    It was truly a fearsome sight. 
 
    What kind of power does this child have … 
 
    The bandits had seen enough.  Screaming, they turned and ran for their lives. 
 
    Once they were gone, Aurora dropped her hands, and the dead collapsed back to the ground.  And then, she collapsed. 
 
    “Aurora!”  Kirra yelled, and she and Derrick ran to her.  I watched as they tried to tend to her, then they came back, Derrick carrying the child in his massive arms. 
 
    “Will she be alright?”  Kirra asked, directing the question at me although I have no idea how she thought I would know the answer. 
 
    Timor, however, was right there to respond.  “I believe she’ll be fine.  Casting magic taxes your energy, and that was quite a powerful spell she just cast, especially for a child.  She should recover after she gets some rest.”   
 
    Kirra and Derrick nodded and walked off with Aurora, and the villager who stopped us on the road stepped to the front of the crowd to face us.  “Thank you all, so much,” he breathed, and then he went off, presumably to find his family, if they were even still alive. 
 
    I looked back at the village, where the inhabitants who were left alive were beginning to file back in.  Many were crying, wracked with grief over the destruction of their homes and families.  My heart went out to them, but I was too exhausted to do much more than stare. 
 
    Some of the villagers came out to thank us for our help.  They helped us round up our horses and took them to feed them and give them water.  Too tired to move much farther, we set up camp right there, on the edge of the ruined village and collapsed into a deep sleep, too tired to even set up watch. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    After the exhausting battle in the village, the group was in desperate need of rest. 
 
    But rest was not forthcoming. 
 
    With the time limit to get to Longchester still in place, along with the time lost at the village, we had to travel twice as fast as we had before.  Looking around at my companions, I could see their shoulders drooping, as mine were.  We were all quite literally pushing ourselves forward with every ounce of strength we had.   
 
    Aurora was the only one who didn’t wake up that morning.  She remained fast asleep on her bedroll, her breaths coming and going at an even pace.  We considered waking her, but Timor cautioned us against this, stating that she needed as much rest as possible.  When we prepared to leave the village, Derrick had lifted her limp body and placed it seated gently on his horse, and he held her through the remainder of our journey to Longchester while she slept.    
 
    Finally, we reached our destination. 
 
    Once again, we stood on the edge of the Valley of Yaroth.  The city of Longchester sat peacefully in the distance—a stark contrast to what would happen when we arrived there. 
 
    “Amazing how quiet it is,” Derrick said.  “It’s almost like that place is deserted, rather than being a city full of soulless undead.” 
 
    “There’s at least one person there who has a soul,” I stated. 
 
    Derrick didn’t respond. 
 
    “Now that we’re here,” Iskandor said, “have you given any thought as to how we’re going to go about this?” 
 
    I sighed.  My mind had been so focused on getting Mirabelle back that I hadn’t even begun to formulate a plan.  Besides that—what possible plan could I or anyone conceive of to save Mirabelle and get us all out alive? 
 
    “Let’s just approach cautiously,” Kirra said.  “Perhaps when we get closer, we can devise a plan.” 
 
    So with our only plan in place, we proceeded toward the doomed city.  Aurora woke as we approached, silently examining her surroundings.  I expected at any moment for the gates to open and the Ther-lor would come flooding out. 
 
    But that didn’t happen. 
 
    We got closer.  Still, the air remained calm. 
 
    Finally, we were at the gates—nothing happened.   
 
    Ther-lor were watching us from the walls, staring blankly. 
 
    “They know we’re here—” Derrick stated. 
 
    “Aidan!”  A welcoming voice shouted from atop the wall.   
 
    At least, it would have been welcoming if it didn’t have a whining, annoying quality to it. 
 
    “Norvin,” I replied evenly.   
 
    “My king and I have been expecting you!”  Norvin said, a little too cheerfully.  “Please, enter.  Do not worry—the Ther-lor will not attack you.  You there!  Tend to their horses!” 
 
    With that, Norvin disappeared from the wall, and the gates opened.  On the other side, the Ther-lor—formerly the people of Longchester—were standing crowded on both sides of the street, forming an aisle way to the center of the city. 
 
    Ten thousand men and women with obsidian skin and blood red eyes—standing perfectly still and staring silently at us. 
 
    “Well, this is creepy,” Derrick said evenly. 
 
    “No one has to come with me,” I said. 
 
    “You’re not going in alone,” Iskandor stated. 
 
    “This place very creepy.  I not like it,” I heard Mishap say from Derrick pouch. 
 
    “There’s nothing for it,” Kirra said.  “If we’re going to save Prissy Pants, we have no choice.” 
 
    A group of Ther-lor emerged from the gates, and a sudden pang of fear struck me, as I expected them to attack.  But these Ther-lor were merely following Norvin’s orders to tend to our horses.  We dismounted and stood back as the Ther-lor led them to the stables.   
 
    And so we entered the city of Longchester.  We all walked straight ahead, trying not to pay attention to the undead beings that stood all around us.  I watched Aurora as closely as possible, concerned for her — she seemed nervous, but was holding herself together pretty well, especially for her age.   
 
    I knew her powers were strong, but they weren’t that strong. 
 
    The entire way, the Ther-lor stood silently on both sides of the road, staring with their blood red eyes.  I didn’t scare easy, but it was definitely the strangest, most frightening thing I had ever seen. 
 
    “This is straight out of my nightmares,” Derrick said.  “Only there, it’s usually little bunny rabbits.” 
 
    “You’re scared of rabbits?”  Kirra asked incredulously, though she didn’t take her eyes off the Ther-lor. 
 
    “Well, no,” Derrick answered.  “But when they sit and stare like that, it’s actually kinda scary.” 
 
    “You’re weird,” Ceiridwen stated. 
 
    “You’re getting to know me better every minute,” Derrick said with a subdued half-grin. 
 
     In between looks at the Ther-lor, I inspected the city of Longchester.  While there was nothing special about the construction of its buildings (all of the buildings were made out of the same gray blocks of stone and looked very similar to each other), the people made up for it with decoration—green and gold flags and banners bearing the national symbol (a shield with the black-and-white outline of a tiger’s face on it) were everywhere you looked.  Signs for inns and shops were elaborately made and very colorful; all of these things made it easy to overlook the plain, gray buildings. 
 
    The castle, like in Alexia, was built in the middle of the city, minus the grassy field.  The structure itself seemed to be wider than it was tall, yet it still managed to tower over the rest of the city.  The castle walls and parapets were decorated with flags and banners much like the rest of the city; it was very clear that the people of Longchester took their pride in their country very seriously. 
 
    We continued to follow the trail the Ther-lor laid out for us, which led straight to the steps of the castle.  Marion had had a throne set up right at the top of the steps, in between the pillars that lined the front the of the castle.  A line of Ther-lor separated the king from us—surely a precautionary measure.   
 
    Norvin stood by Marion’s throne—I would have given anything at that point to rush up the throne and grab that weasel by the throat. 
 
    As we approached the steps leading the throne platform, Norvin announced in a loud voice, “May I present, His Majesty, the Great King Marion!” 
 
    As soon as the announcement was finished, we all got down on one knee and bowed, as was the custom when greeting a king (Kirra had to be prodded with a short elbow to the arm by Derrick to comply).  I’m not sure exactly why we did this—besides the fact that we were surrounded by Ther-lor and we likely had no choice.  Then we waited for the king to say that we could rise, which, in most cases, the king does almost immediately.  But we waited … and waited … and waited.  Very subtly, I snuck a peek at the king through the strands of my hair. 
 
    A king, of course, can do whatever he chooses to do.  He can sit while greeting someone, he can stand — if he feels like standing up and dancing, he can do so.  But King Marion, in his mid-to-late teenage years, dressed in a crimson red velvet robe, with a cleanly shaven head and dark, narrow, piercing eyes, slumped on his throne, his elbow on the armrest, fist to his chin, looking positively bored.  He wore a large gold necklace, which seemed to be infused with emeralds. 
 
    I have no idea how long we remained on one knee with our head bowed.  Finally, Norvin spoke up.  “Your Majesty …” 
 
    “I’m not ready yet,” King Marion responded immediately, in a voice that reminded me of a spoiled, pampered little child.   
 
    Though we were kneeling in a rough, loose circle, I could swear that I could feel Kirra shaking with anger, about ten feet away from me.  I prayed to any gods who might be listening that His Majesty hurry this up, before Kirra exploded.   
 
    Fortunately, King Marion didn’t make us wait too much longer.  “You may rise,” he stated pompously, rising himself off of his throne and taking a couple of steps forward in order to scrutinize us.  “I was worried, Aidan—you were very close to the end of your time limit.  Yet here you are, and I suppose there’s something you want back.” 
 
    “You know why—” I began, but was interrupted. 
 
    “Kneel,” Marion interrupted. 
 
    Angry and perplexed, I immediately obeyed, then started speaking again.  “You know why—” 
 
    “Rise,” Marion interrupted again. 
 
    Now it was clear that the king was making me kneel and rise simply because he could; my anger was beginning to reach a fever pitch.  Kirra started to take a step forward, but Iskandor lightly put a hand on her arm, stopping her. 
 
    King Marion could tell that I was getting agitated—he began to giggle.  Norvin followed suit. 
 
    Laugh now, you bastards … 
 
    “Yes, Lord Aidan,” Marion said, putting a mocking emphasis on my title.  “I know why you’re here.”  He turned behind him.  “Bring Mirabelle out.” 
 
    From the doors of the castle, two Ther-lor brought Mirabelle out.  She was dressed in dirty, tattered rags, but seemed otherwise unharmed.  It was clear she had cried at some point—her dirty face was streaked with tears.  But she held her head high as she was brought out, proudly defiant against Marion’s intentions. 
 
    “Let her go,” I growled at Marion. 
 
    The young king just smirked at me, and evil, sinister grin that really made me want to walk up to him and rip his head off.  But with a city full of Ther-lor under his thumb, that wasn’t an option. 
 
     “Awww, you want your pretty little girlfriend back?” Marion replied at as if he was talking to a baby, which only made me angrier—I clenched my fist in rage.  “You know it isn’t going to be that simple, right?  I brought Mirabelle here for a reason, to witness the greatness and glory that her country has risen to since her departure.  I won’t be letting her go so easily.” 
 
    But right after Marion finished that sentence, his eyes widened and he smiled.  “However, I might be open to working out a deal …” 
 
    I already knew that any “deal” Marion could think up was bound to be harmful to all of us.  But I didn’t have any choice but to listen. 
 
    “What kind of deal?”  I responded evenly. 
 
    “The Ther-lor are good for many things, but entertainment isn’t one of them,” Marion said.  “If all of your friends—at once—can defeat General Norvin in a fight, then you can have Mirabelle back.  Agreed?” 
 
    I was about to respond that I would happily fight Norvin myself, but Marion, seemingly sensing what I was thinking, cut me off.  “All except you and Iskandor, Aidan.  If either one of you make a move to get involved in the fight—” he pulled a dagger from his belt—“I will gut her where she stands.”  
 
    The sight of Marion with a dagger drawn on Mirabelle only infuriated me further.  But for the sake of everyone involved, I forced my burning rage into the pit of my stomach. 
 
    On the surface, it sounded very much like Marion had just stacked the odds in our favor.  In truth, however, Norvin the Super Ther-lor may well be able to handle us and more—especially with the group in the exhausted state it was in. 
 
    My soul was torn as to what I should do.  My heart ached to have Mirabelle back in my arms, but my mind refused to put my friends in harm’s way.  
 
    “Let us do this, Aidan,” Kirra said in a low voice, which surprised me that she would speak first considering her relationship with Mirabelle.  “We can take care of that Ther-lor weasel.” 
 
    “This isn’t your fight,” I replied, shaking my head.  “It should be me fighting to get Mirabelle back.” 
 
    “That’s not what Marion wants,” Derrick said.  “The sick little brat probably just wants you to watch us all die.  Which won’t happen, because I’ll be happy to lop Norvin’s greasy little head off his shoulders.” 
 
    “You guys don’t know how much faster and stronger he is now,” I said.  “He’s sending you into a death trap.” 
 
    Derrick put his hand to his heart.  “So little faith in us, Aidan?  I’m truly hurt.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “It’s not that, Derrick, and you know it.” 
 
    Timor stepped forward.  “What puzzles me is, if Marion wants us dead so badly, why aren’t we already dead?”  He motioned all around him to the city full of Ther-lor, watching us with dead red eyes.  “If he chose, we’d be swallowed up by the Ther-lor and there would be nothing we could do about it.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth.  “Sick bastard probably is simply looking for amusement.  I’m sure that, even if we succeed, the Ther-lor are an easy fallback plan.” 
 
    “Young king a jerk,” Mishap said from Aurora’s pouch.  “Me want shoot itching arrow in middle of stupid face.” 
 
    “If anyone is thinking of attacking Marion,” Timor said, “don’t use magic.  I recognize that necklace he’s wearing –it will nullify all magical effects.” 
 
    Timor’s words rolled over and over in my head as I tried to grasp the significance of that. 
 
    Ceirdiwen was suddenly fluttering in front of me.  “So let us do this, Aidan.  If there’s even a chance that we could succeed, then we should fight.” 
 
    It touched my heart that my friends were willing to fight for Mirabelle and I.  And it made me sadder to think that they could be marching to their deaths, and I could do nothing about it. 
 
    Before I could even consider the situation further, Kirra was walking toward Marion.  “We accept your challenge, you little sewer rat.” 
 
    Marion ignored the insult and turned his gaze to me.  “Do we have a deal, Aidan?” 
 
    I really wanted to say no—my friends shouldn’t have been put in the middle of this.  Gods above, why couldn’t they have listened to me when I said I was going myself?  But they were all here now, and willing to fight for me.  There was little I could do to stop them. 
 
    Besides, if I said no, then Mirabelle would be subject to more Marion’s torment. 
 
    I reluctantly nodded. 
 
    “Splendid!” Marion said, clapping his hands together.  “Aidan and Iskandor, you stay where you are—Ther-lor, watch them!  Everyone else, into the courtyard and let’s begin the battle!” 
 
    I stood there, helpless and seething, as my friends walked into the courtyard to face possibly the biggest threat any of them had ever seen.  I was sick with worry and turmoil, afraid for their lives.  Norvin was a decent fighter before, but now—he was the ultimate soldier.  Faster and stronger than perhaps any of the other free beings in the world, and unable to feel pain. 
 
    I didn’t see how we could beat him. 
 
    Norvin stood at the end of the courtyard, smiling and looking very smug.  My friends—Derrick, Kirra, Timor, and Ceiridwen—began to line up at the other end.  Aurora was there too, looking petrified, but the others had her stay back.  I could see the brownies’ heads sticking up from Aurora’s pouch—it was useless for them to be in the battle as well, as their poisoned arrows would have no effect on the Ther-lor Norvin.  Derrick looked like he was ready to tear in to Norvin, while the others looked more reserved. 
 
    My gaze turned to Mirabelle, still standing at the top of the stairs in her dirty, tattered clothes.  She was still determined not to show her pain, but a single tear escaped captivity and rolled down her cheek. 
 
    Norvin, grinning sinisterly, stood there with sword and shield in hand, waiting. 
 
    Something didn’t feel right about that grin. 
 
    Iskandor apparently shared my thoughts.  “He’s up to something.” 
 
    I just nodded in agreement.  What else could I do? 
 
    Derrick had had enough and charged in, broadsword ready, screaming a war cry.  Norvin, not even in battle stance, just waited.  Derrick swung his broadsword from overhead, and Norvin simply blocked it with his sword and elbowed Derrick out of the way. 
 
    And he treated it all as if Derrick were a fly to be swatted. 
 
    The second Derrick was out of the way, Kirra fired an arrow, but Norvin blocked it easily with his shield.  Ceiridwen followed with an immediate fireball, but Norvin ducked.   
 
    Timor just stood, observing and analyzing. 
 
    Norvin began to laugh, arms outstretched.  “Is that all you have?  The most popular mercenary group in the entire world?  You’re all pathetic!” 
 
    My hands were clenched into fists. 
 
    Derrick, clearly angry, attacked again.  He got in several swings of his broadsword before Norvin knocked him aside again.  Ceiridwen had fluttered in by that point and tried a bolt of pure energy, but Norvin again evaded it.  Kirra fired another arrow, and Norvin blocked it again.   
 
    Suddenly Timor, who had been virtually motionless the whole time, reacted.  He threw his hands out in front of him and yelled words of magic, and the stone wall behind Norvin collapsed onto him.  Norvin, finally taken by surprise, struggled with the rubble, shoving giant pieces of rock off of him.  Derrick attacked again, hoping to catch Norvin off-guard, but Norvin responded by shoving a piece of rock wall at him about the size of Derrick’s chest.  Derrick moved to evade it, but it caught him at a glance on the shoulder and knocked him back down. 
 
    Kirra fired another arrow, and this time Norvin had no time to do anything about it.  The arrow landed right in his ribcage. 
 
    Norvin acted as if a toddler had kicked him in the shin. 
 
    He stood up, brushed tiny pieces of rubble off him, yanked the arrow from his side and discarded it.  He didn’t show any sign of pain at all. 
 
    Then he smiled. 
 
    Marion was cackling with glee. 
 
    I wanted nothing more than to get my hands on Norvin at that point and tear him limb from limb.   
 
    But even as I thought that, another thought suddenly occurred to me. 
 
    I leaned over to Iskandor.  “Are you wondering the same thing I am?” 
 
    “Why Norvin isn’t trying to kill them?” Iskandor responded.  “Why he hasn’t once tried an offensive attack?  Yes.  One might assume that he’s simply toying with them, but I cannot help but believe that something else is in play here.” 
 
    Norvin began to stroll to the center of the courtyard, laughing.  Derrick and the others looked dejected, clearly wondering how they could possibly win this fight. 
 
    It was then that I heard that faint buzzing in my ears again. 
 
    The same buzzing that I heard when Sirak attempted to turn me into a Ther-lor. 
 
    My heart jumped in my chest and a wave of fear flooded over me.  I looked again at my friends, who had collapsed on the ground and were moaning in pain from the terrible buzzing, which was clearly more amplified in their ears than mine— 
 
    Since they were still human and I was not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Of the group that went to fight Norvin, only Ceiridwen and the brownies were unaffected—I could see the two little men peeking out from one of Aurora’s pouches.  Aurora was writhing on the ground, the magical amulet Narissara had given her protecting her only from physical attacks, not magical.   
 
    The pixie fluttered over to me.  “What is going on?” 
 
    I glared at Marion, protected from the ritual, watching over his handiwork.  “They are trying to turn us all into Ther-lor.” 
 
    “That means the ritual is being performed somewhere in the city,” Iskandor said.  “But how?  Last we knew, Sirak had possession of the Rod of Therl.” 
 
    I had no answer for that, and at that moment, it didn’t matter.  My gaze turned to Marion, who was staring at us in fear.  By the sudden change in his expression, it was clear that he realized that the Sol-haleth ritual wasn’t going to work on us.  His face changed from glee to astonishment to fear to fury. 
 
    “Attack!” He ordered the Ther-lor in front of him. 
 
    But the Ther-lor didn’t move. 
 
    For the first time since we entered the city, I turned my attention to the Ther-lor, whose heads were clearly swaying back and forth on their shoulders.  Quick to follow Marion’s orders before, now they were unresponsive. 
 
    “It must be because of the ritual,” Iskandor observed, unknowingly speaking about my thoughts. 
 
    It took a moment to sink in, but I finally realized that I was free to do what I wanted—a city of Ther-lor was no longer watching over us. 
 
    Marion clearly had the same thought at the same time.  His expression was petrified. 
 
    My gaze went from his stupid little face to the emerald necklace he was wearing.  It all suddenly became clear—the necklace was how Marion was protected from the effects of the ritual. 
 
    Leaping over the line of Ther-lor in front of me, I landed in front of Marion.  Instinctively, he pulled out his dagger and went for Mirabelle, but he was far too late and I shoved him backward.  He scrambled back to his feet and lunged forward, but I caught him by the arm as he tried to stab me and shoved him backward, sending him crashing against the wall.   
 
    The full breadth of Marion’s evil plot had suddenly come full-circle in my head and was now playing on an endless loop.  He and Norvin kidnapped Mirabelle, intending to turn her Ther-lor.  Marion surely knew I would follow, as would my friends, and he would have a golden opportunity to make us part of his evil, undead army. 
 
    But he didn’t have Sirak’s full knowledge of the Sol-haleth ritual.  He didn’t know that it would only work on human, elves, and dwarves.  
 
    My rage was boiling inside me—I could feel small crackles of lightning bursting from my body.  Marion was on the ground, nearly hyperventilating, backing away as far as he could.  “Please, Aidan, please … don’t kill me.” 
 
    “Kill you?”  I asked, amusement rising through my anger.  “No, Marion—I wouldn’t dream of doing that.”  I stalked closer and knelt in front of him.   
 
    “Because if I did, you wouldn’t be paying for your crimes.” 
 
    Then I yanked the emerald necklace from his body. 
 
    No longer protected from the ritual, Marion began to moan in pain and cover his ears as he was assaulted with the same ringing and buzzing as my friends were currently experiencing.  He was just about to scream, but Iskandor was quick to respond—he thrust his hand toward Marion, using his powers to steal his voice and silence him. 
 
    If only Marion were always like that. 
 
    I leaned closer and whispered in Marion’s ear.  “If I can’t save my friends, then you can share the same fate.” 
 
    I stood up and kicked Marion hard in the stomach—my anger was so much, I couldn’t help myself.  Then I quickly moved over to Mirabelle, who was also in agony from the effects of the ritual.  I knelt beside her and pulled the necklace over her head. 
 
    “Here, my love.  You’re safe now.” 
 
    Mirabelle immediately relaxed.  She was still breathing heavily, but when she looked up and saw me, her expression was one of pure joy and she wrapped her arms around me. 
 
    Her embrace had never felt so good. 
 
    “Aidan,” Iskandor said quietly, reminding me of the danger at hand. 
 
    I released Mirabelle and we stood up.  “What is happening?”  She asked. 
 
    “Marion tried to turn us all into Ther-lor,” I replied.  “We have to stop the ritual, but we don’t know where they are performing it.” 
 
    “In the bowels of the castle,” Mirabelle said quickly.  “I was there when Marion gave the orders.  You have to hurry—the stairs are in the back of the royal hall.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, plans forming in my head.  “Iskandor and I will take care of that.  Mirabelle, you stay here and out of sight—Ceiridwen, stay here with her, please.” 
 
    “My pleasure!” The pixie said happily, fluttering around in circles. 
 
    “Don’t forget us!”  Tandem piped up, both brownies piped up, suddenly there. 
 
    “Yes, of course … you too,” I smiled at them. 
 
    Before Iskandor and I left, I glanced back out at the courtyard to Norvin—he was still laughing and clearly enjoying the agony of my friends, watching their transformation.  Somehow, he hadn’t noticed any of what had just transpired with Marion. 
 
    So Iskandor and I hurried through the castle, which was eerily still and silent with no one inside.  I had no time to enjoy the beauty and splendor of the castle as we rushed downstairs and through a series of corridors. 
 
    Finally, I could hear chanting.  The faint buzzing/screeching sound was still very faint in my ears. 
 
    We entered what appeared to be a chapel, at least at one time, as evidenced by the many pews that had been cleared to the side.  Any other remaining decoration in the chapel had been removed; in the center of the room, there stood a large, wooden pool, and on the far side of it, a man stood, wielding a magic wand, chanting in a language that seemed very ancient, his face in a trance-like state.  Behind him, the magical barrier containing all the souls of the people of Longchester.  There were a dozen other cultists in the room, all dressed in black robes with red lining, all casting spells and doing things in the ways of magic.  From the way their bodies slumped, it appeared that they had all been doing this for several days.   
 
    Iskandor leaned in and whispered, “We must have one of them alive, for information.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement.  Then, as I stared at the barrier, a thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Follow my lead,” I whispered to Iskandor, who nodded. 
 
    We snuck around the pool, behind the cultist, who never noticed our approach, so intent was he upon the completion of the ritual.  For a fleeting moment, it occurred to me how likely it was that these same cult members had performed this same exact ritual in Delmar, turning everyone I knew into mindless, soulless Ther-lor. 
 
    I stared at the barrier and began to focus, channeling the powers inside of me.  I could feel the magic in my veins, crackling with energy and desperate to be released.  Still, I focused harder, knowing it would take a great deal of magical strength to destroy the barrier.  I could feel and hear the lightning bursting from my body, drowning out the persistent buzzing of the ritual. 
 
    Finally, I could contain my power no longer. 
 
    I thrust my hands toward the barrier and released the energy, which burst forth in a powerful lightning bolt.  The bolt shattered the barrier in a burst of white light—the souls of the people were free, and they scattered all about to find their owner.   
 
    My presumption proved correct—the destruction of the magical barrier disrupted the ritual, and the cultists had been knocked backward by the force, each laying on the ground disoriented. 
 
    The Rod of Therl was laying at my feet; I picked it up and tucked it into my boot.  By the time I had done that, Iskandor had used his power to bind and silence all of the cultists. 
 
    The lead cultist was lying on his stomach, his black hood covering his head.  I yanked him up and ripped the hood off his head. 
 
    Tam stared back at me. 
 
    A flood of realization swept through my body, so intense I thought I might pass out.   
 
    Tam came to Delmar to lure us to Longchester – 
 
    He must have escaped back the castle in the confusion of the fight with Norvin. 
 
    “Give him back his voice,” I said to Iskandor.  The dragon obliged. 
 
    “You set us up,” I growled at Tam. 
 
    Tam smiled back at me.  “And it was too easy.” 
 
    He barely finished his sentence before I’d headbutted him square on the nose.  Blood poured from his face, which gave me the slightest bit of satisfaction. 
 
    The cultist’s demeanor hovered between anger, disbelief, and fatigue.  His gaze flickered back and forth between Iskandor and I, and then he spat, “You demons will get nothing from me.” 
 
    I sent an amused glance to Iskandor. 
 
    The cultist’s expression settled on annoyed.  “Mock me, will you?  Laugh while you can—the will of my master will be done.” 
 
    “Which master—Marion or Sirak?”  I asked, just to hear his reaction. 
 
    His eyes widened in fury.  “You are not worthy to speak my Lord’s name,” he seethed. 
 
    “Who, Sirak?”  I asked casually, then watched as he became even more enraged.  “It’s quite alright—he and I have already met.  Nice guy—in his own way, I suppose—but he could use an interior decorator.” 
 
    The expression that I got from the cultist in response, as expected, was one of incredulity.  I smiled inwardly at his discomfiture, but that frustration was soon replaced, once again, but fury.  His hairless head became a deepening shade of red, and the silence brought about by his confusion became a sputtering, rambling tirade. 
 
    “You know nothing of my lord Sirak!  Whatever you and your fellow demon are planning, he will stop you!  He will sever your heads from your lifeless bodies, and he will stick them on pikes for all to see!  Lord Sirak will claim dominion over all of the world, and he will—” 
 
    WHACK! 
 
    I had had enough, and had ended his rant with a short right hand punch.  The cultist fell unconscious.  
 
    Iskandor looked at me, an expression of slight disappointment across his features.  “Was that truly necessary?”  He asked, in a tone that I would have taken personally, from anyone but him. 
 
    “It beats separating his head from his neck.” 
 
    Iskandor smiled.  “Does this mean Norvin will be changed too?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered.  “We should go back up and find out, check on everyone.” 
 
    So we made our way back upstairs, not quite in the rush we were in to get down there, but not taking our time either.   
 
    As we exited the castle and stood on the steps overlooking the city, I watched as the people of Longchester—no longer Ther-lor—tried to pull themselves up and collect their wits.  As they realized they had been saved, they yelled out in joy, hugged each other, and began to celebrate. 
 
    “Mom!  Dad!”  Mirabelle yelled, bounding down the steps toward the edge of the courtyard.  In that split second, the only details I could make out about Mirabelle’s parents was that her father was a tall man and her mother was a short woman. 
 
    Norvin—still a Ther-lor—had been looking on in shock and rage as his and Marion’s plans unraveled before them.  At the sight of Mirabelle happily running down the stairs to her parents, his teeth gritted in anger. 
 
    He drew his sword and began to charge at her. 
 
    “No!”  I yelled, drawing my swords and rushing in to stop him. 
 
    But instinctively, I knew I wouldn’t reach Mirabelle before he did—and that scared me more than anything else that had ever happened to me. 
 
    Norvin raised his sword over his head, preparing to cleave the love of my life into two— 
 
    Just before he reached her, a body flew in between us, knocking Mirabelle out of the way. 
 
    Norvin’s blade nearly severed that body in half. 
 
    A split second later, my body collided with Norvin’s, sending him flying back. 
 
    Laying on my stomach on the ground, I looked up at Norvin, who was looking behind me with a mild expression of satisfaction.  I looked behind me. 
 
    Kirra lay on the ground, mortally wounded. 
 
    Derrick, Timor, Mirabelle, and Iskandor were already there, tending to her.  Kirra was still moving, but I could hear her moans of agony.  I didn’t need to be standing there to know that Norvin’s attack was going to kill her. 
 
    I looked over at Norvin, sitting up and watching with a smug smile on his face.  Anger flooded over my entire body—I wanted to tear that man limb from limb. 
 
    Kirra needs you … 
 
    I forced myself to resist the urge to attack Norvin right then and there.  There would be plenty of time to deal with him after. 
 
    I ran over to the group, who were still hovering around Kirra.  She wasn’t quite moving as much, but she was still conscious. 
 
    Timor met me before I reached them.  “There’s nothing we can do,” he said, telling me what I already knew.  “Iskandor was able to ease her pain.” 
 
    Tears welled up in my eyes as knelt beside Kirra.   
 
    “Why?”  Mirabelle asked, crying.  “Why did you save me?  We … we’ve never liked each other …” 
 
    Kirra’s gaze slowly turned to me.  “Someone … once told me about comrades … how we should always protect each other, no matter what …” 
 
    At those words, I began to cry.  The Queen of the Thieves, of all people, had listened to my words … 
 
    And it had cost her her life. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Kirra …” I sobbed. 
 
    She chuckled, and I could hear blood gurgling in her throat.  “For what?  We all … knew what we were signing up for.  And whatever … you may think of me, I … know true love when I … see it …” 
 
    Mirabelle and I exchanged tearful glances.  I looked back at Kirra.  “I give you my word on this, Kirra—if it’s the last thing I do, I will make sure the whole world knows what you did today.  You will die a hero.” 
 
    Kirra smiled.  “Never did … like that word.” 
 
    Then suddenly, she grabbed Mirabelle’s hand.  “Don’t … be mad at Aidan.  I made him promise to keep a … secret.  It’s my fault … I’ll let him … tell you …” 
 
    Tears flowed from Mirabelle’s eyes as she sobbed. 
 
    Derrick, who had been holding Kirra’s hand the whole time, was crying as well.  I could hear Tandem and Mishap’s sniffling from Aurora’s pouch. 
 
    Kirra smiled at him.  “Stop … blubbering, you big baby.  The only thing … this world has lost is a thief.” 
 
    Derrick shook his head.  “Not me.  I’ve lost a friend.” 
 
    A tear rolled down Kirra’s cheek, but still she smiled.  Her pain seemed to be easing more as death strode forward to claim her.  Her words were a whisper.  “You were always a true friend to me, Derrick.  Thank you.” 
 
    Iskandor was next.  “Watch over them,” Kirra whispered. 
 
    The dragon simply nodded. 
 
    Someone squeezed into the circle, and we were all astonished to find Aurora standing there.  She had been so quiet, we’d forgotten she was even here. 
 
    Mirabelle started to lead her away.  “Come on, sweetie.  You don’t need to see this.” 
 
    But the young girl pulled away from Mirabelle and approached Kirra.  Oddly enough, her expression was one of mild sorrow, blended with an even stare of curiosity. 
 
    “I know … what you’re thinking,” Kirra said to her.  “It won’t work—you know that.  Let me go—I want to see my parents.” 
 
    Aurora’s eyes sunk in defeat and she nodded. 
 
    Kirra put her hand on the young girl’s cheek.  “Brave girl.  Don’t … let this change you.  Be strong, and … make the right decisions.” 
 
    Aurora nodded. 
 
    With that, Kirra sighed, and then she was gone. 
 
    For one moment, it felt like the air was suddenly gone between all of us—like time just stopped.  Kirra’s body, frozen forever in death, and the rest of us, staring at her and sobbing.   
 
    The next moment, at least for me—time started again.   
 
    And I was angry—very angry. 
 
    I stood up and turned slowly around to face Kirra’s killer.  Norvin was still standing there, watching with an amused expression on that weasel face of his.   
 
    Won’t take long for me to fix that … 
 
    “You’re going to pay for this, Norvin,” I growled. 
 
    “Am I, Aidan?” Norvin replied, seemingly even more amused.  He started to back toward the wall as he continued speaking.  “I don’t think so.  Now is not the time for us to fight—you really have a lot to think about.  So I think I’ll just take my leave …” 
 
    With that, he hopped ten feet up to the wall of the courtyard—I lunged for him, but I was too late.   
 
    “Farewell, Aidan,” he said with a smile.  “Until we meet again.” 
 
    “Get back here, you coward!”  I yelled, ready to go after him, ready to follow him to the ends of the world and beyond. 
 
    Norvin put his hand to his forehead and flicked his fingers toward me, saying goodbye.  Then he turned and disappeared. 
 
    I was ready to jump up on the wall and follow him when a voice stopped me—though the familiar, high-pitched voice wasn’t speaking to me. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Norvin.  You’re not getting off that easy.” 
 
    Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, a figure appeared, wearing the familiar spiky armor and black cloak.  I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    Sirak … 
 
    The self-proclaimed “lord” had his hand outstretched toward where Norvin had been.  He turned his attention toward me for a moment. 
 
    “Peace between us this day, Aidan,” he said.  “Today, I am here to settle a score.” 
 
    I backed away from the wall and watched as Norvin appeared, apparently under the effects of Sirak’s spell.  He seemed to be trying to fight it, to no avail. 
 
    “What—what’s happening?” Norvin asked, clearly afraid. 
 
    Sirak smiled (I suppose) at Norvin.  “Tsk, tsk, Norvin—do you really believe me to be that much of a fool?  With your reputation, did you really expect me to trust you?  I gave you what I’ve given no one else—the gifts of the Ther-lor, along with extraordinary speed and strength, while retaining your own free will.  And yet, you demonstrate to me why free will is the very problem with this world.  I give you these gifts, and you betray me.  You take our plan that we devised and steal it, just to serve that bumbling pile of waste.”  He gesture toward King Marion, who was looking on with fear and awe. 
 
    “L—Lord Sirak,” Norvin fumbled, “I’m sorry!  We—we can try again!” 
 
    Sirak tilted his head slightly.  “Oh, Norvin … so pathetic and desperate.  I didn’t trust you when I bestowed these gifts upon you, which is why I installed my own little failsafe.  Unbeknownst to you, your free will only went so far.  You still have to do what I say.” 
 
    My mind drifted away for a moment, remembering what Sirak had told me when I was his captive.  So that’s what he meant … 
 
    “And as you’re still under my control,” Sirak continued, “you must follow my orders.  And I order you … to fight Aidan, right here, right now.” 
 
    Those were some of the sweetest words I had ever heard … and from Sirak, of all people. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    “L-Lord Sirak!” Norvin begged.  “Let’s talk about this!” 
 
    “Your mouth continues to run, yet you are all talked out, Norvin,” Sirak responded.  By Sirak’s power, Norvin was gently lowered from the wall to the courtyard floor.  “Even as much as you might want to, you will not be able to flee.  You will fight, to the very end.” 
 
    In Norvin’s face, I could see him trying to resist—but resisting, it appeared, was futile. 
 
    Realization finally sank in to Norvin’s weasel-like face—his expression changed from fear and desperation to anger and determination, though it was clearly forced. 
 
    “I’m capable of more than you can imagine, Aidan,” he said, and his voice quivered only slightly.  “I don’t think you know what you’re getting into.” 
 
    I smiled at him, and I could feel the malice in it.  “Save your breath for your judgement before the gods, Norvin.  You’ll need it to plead for your soul.” 
 
    Norvin had drawn his longsword and had his shield ready by that point—whether by his own will or not, I didn’t know.  “Suit yourself, Aidan—don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    “The only thing you need to ‘warn’ me about is where to ship the pieces of your body when I’m done with them.” 
 
    The look on Norvin’s face shifted from fierce defiance to cold fear—it was only for a split second, but I saw it. 
 
    Behind me, the people of Longchester, now fully cognizant and aware of what was going on, began to cheer me on, calling for Norvin’s head.  Even in their previous Ther-lor state, they were aware of what was happening to them, and they knew of Norvin’s and King Marion’s treachery.   
 
    Now they wanted to see Norvin pay the price.  And I was more than happy to oblige them. 
 
    Norvin and I met in the center of the courtyard, trading blows with lightning speed.  With our enhanced powers, I’m sure the battle was too fast to depict with human eyes.  We swung, parried, and blocked, neither man able to gain a sufficient edge on the other.  This probably went on for quite some time, but for me, it didn’t seem long at all. 
 
    Finally, we were at a standstill.  We stalked each other—Norvin was clearly desperate, searching for anything he could use to his advantage.  He came at me with an attempt to bash me with his shield, a clumsy attempt.  I stepped back to dodge the shield, then stepped forward and kicked him solidly in the chest, sending him flying across the courtyard.   
 
    Norvin pulled himself up to a kneeling position and turned his back to me.  He was feigning pain, but he wasn’t fooling me—Ther-lor couldn’t feel pain.  I carefully stalked him, ready for him to try some sort of surprise sword swing.  When I got close enough, he did spin at me, but he didn’t swing his sword. 
 
    He threw dirt and rocks in my face. 
 
    Textbook dirty tactic, but I had to admit it wasn’t what I was expecting at that moment.  Partially blinded, I watched as a blurry version of Norvin charged at me, attempting to stab me through the stomach.  I narrowly avoided the attempt, but then Norvin swung a backhand slash with his sword, which I parried with a stroke of luck.  Norvin was relentless, doing everything he could to take advantage of this small opportunity.  He managed to connect with a kick of his own, and it sent me flying back across the courtyard.  I hit the wall and crumpled to the ground. 
 
    People began to jeer and boo Norvin for his dirty tactic. 
 
    Norvin was strolling over to me, saying something about always having something up his sleeve.  But I wasn’t really listening … I was concentrating. 
 
    Two can play at this game … 
 
    I focused on my power, letting it build and build … 
 
    And when Norvin was close enough, I unleashed it. 
 
    I spun and thrust my hands at Norvin, and the lightning blast sent him flying back across the courtyard and into the opposite wall.  I picked up my shortswords and walked back over to him, taking my time. 
 
    The surge of lightning didn’t hurt Norvin—that wasn’t my intention.  It was simply to show him that dirt wasn’t going to do the trick—and to show him what he was really up against. 
 
    Norvin was on his knees, staring at me incredulously.  “What are you?” 
 
    “I ask myself that everyday, Norvin, and I usually have no answers.  But today, for this small moment in time, I do know what I am—I am your tour guide to the land of the dead.” 
 
    Somehow, Norvin’s eyes bugged out more than they already were.  He clearly tried to turn and run, but an invisible force stopped him.  He glanced up at the wall, where Sirak was still watching, amused. 
 
    “You think this is funny?” He screamed. 
 
    “More appropriate than funny, perhaps,” Sirak smirked.  In that split second, the thought hit me … 
 
    Sirak and I are working together. 
 
    “I’ve done nothing any of you wouldn’t have done!” Norvin yelled indignantly at me. 
 
    Just the mere notion that he even thought that was true disgusted me.  I strolled slowly toward him as I spoke.  “You betrayed your entire country.  You got me exiled.  You betrayed Sirak.  You kidnapped Mirabelle.  You tried to turn me and my friends into Ther-lor.  You killed Kirra.  Not even death is a good enough punishment for you, Norvin.  Pick up your sword and shield—it’s time to end this.”  
 
    Norvin obliged, albeit reluctantly.  His confidence and smug demeanor were gone—in its place was a man who knew his time was almost up. 
 
    Visibly shaking, Norvin stood to face me.  He looked at me, then up at Sirak, then back at me.  I knew there was nowhere to go.  He had no choice but to fight. 
 
    He swung his longsword, a half-hearted attempt, that I dodged easily.  I spun around and swung hard, slicing through his armor and opening up a gash on his chest.  As a Ther-lor, Norvin didn’t feel the pain of the blow, but he expressed surprise.  Before he could respond, I knocked his sword out of his hand and kicked him back up against the wall.  Norvin crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Norvin laid there while I stalked him, utterly defeated. 
 
    “Hold for a moment, Aidan,” came Sirak’s voice from above. 
 
    I stopped at looked up at him as he extended his hand toward Norvin.  A tiny ball of light materialized from his hand and slowly made its way to Norvin’s defeated form.  Once the ball of light reached Norvin, Norvin himself began to glow with a blinding light, forcing me to cover my eyes with my arm.  When the light died down, Norvin was human again.  Now that he could feel pain, Norvin screamed in agony and clutched the wound on his chest. 
 
    I took a couple steps closer to him, swords at my sides. 
 
    “Do I get any last words?” Norvin asked with derision. 
 
    “I recall no such courtesy from you,” I replied evenly. 
 
    Norvin gritted his teeth and glared at me, anger clearly burning through his body.  If he could have used that one look to kill me, my head could have been completely severed from my body. 
 
    “Go on, then,” he growled at me.  “Finish it.” 
 
    He pulled himself up to a kneel, his head bowed.  I sheathed one of my swords, ready to use the other one with finish him off.  As I approached him, all the pain and anguish of everything he had done to me flashed through my mind.   
 
    He deserved this. 
 
    I raised my sword over my head. 
 
    Norvin just crouched there, waiting. 
 
    I prepared to swing ...  
 
    A gentle hand touched my shoulder. 
 
    “Aidan, no.” 
 
    At the sound of that musical voice, one I had waited so long to hear and never thought I would hear again, the fires within me were smothered. 
 
    “Let him rot in the dungeons for his crimes.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough, Mirabelle.” 
 
    “No punishment exists that would be worthy of what he has done,” she replied.  “You’re not a cold-blooded killer, and you know as well as I do that killing him won’t make you feel better.” 
 
    She was right.  Sure, I had killed in battle, many times.  But every life you take stays with you, haunting you.  As you kill more and more, it builds up, and a restful night of sleep is never again possible.  It stays with you for the rest of your life. 
 
    Killing is never easy. 
 
    “You’re right, my love,” I said with a sigh.  “I wish there were—ugh!” 
 
    Searing pain tore through my shoulder as Norvin stabbed it with a dagger he must have had hidden in his boot. 
 
    Mirabelle pushed me aside and pulled my other shortsword from its sheath.  Norvin backed off quickly and grabbed his longsword and shield.  I yanked the dagger free as the two prepared to battle. 
 
    That slippery little slime … 
 
    With renewed vigor, Norvin slashed violently at Mirabelle.  Even in a tattered gown, she dodged nimbly.  The two traded blows that were parried and blocked, neither one giving anything to the other.  Mirabelle was fighting with even more passion than usual—I was sure that after being held captive for so long, she was more than happy to get the chance to fight for herself again. 
 
    Finally, Norvin tried a backhand slash with his sword that was blocked by Mirabelle.  She responded with a kick to the back of the leg, dropping Norvin down to one knee.  A spinning kick to the back of the head put Norvin down on his face.  Not done, Mirabelle flipped my shortsword upside down and stabbed Norvin hard in the back of the thigh.  Norvin screamed in pain and anguish. 
 
    Mirabelle yanked my sword free and kicked Norvin’s sword and shield away from him.  “Is there any other part of your body you would like stabbed before we continue, Norvin?” 
 
    “Go to hell, you bitch,” Norvin growled. 
 
    I thought Mirabelle would get angry—I know I was—but she simply smiled down at him in pity.  “Oh, dear Norvin … because of you, I’ve already seen hell.  But I’ve survived.  When you get there one day—which you will—I can only hope you will be as fortunate.  Kinda doubt it, though.” 
 
    “If we are done here,” Sirak’s voice came from the top of the wall, “I will take our dear friend Norvin now.  You’re not going to kill him, and as such, let me deal out the judgement for his betrayal.” 
 
    I didn’t know that Mirabelle was going to approve of this either, but when I glanced at her to see what she thought, she merely shrugged slightly.   
 
    I looked back at Sirak and nodded. 
 
    Sirak extended his hand toward Norvin and emitted a blue light from his fingers.  As the light surrounded Norvin, it was very apparent by his expression that he realized what was about to happen to him. 
 
    “No!  NO!” He screamed, and then he disappeared. 
 
    Sirak then turned to me.  “If this matter is concluded, I will take my leave.” 
 
    I stared up at the evil lord.  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but thank you, Sirak.  But know that this does not mean a truce—the next time we see each other, we will be at war.” 
 
    Sirak bowed.  “I look forward to that day, Lord Aidan.”  Then he disappeared. 
 
    After Sirak was gone, it felt like time stood still for just a split second.  Nothing moved, there was no sound—like the whole world had frozen in place. 
 
    Timor was suddenly next to me, breaking the silence.  “Iskandor preserved Kirra’s body.  She will not begin to decompose until she is buried.” 
 
    I nodded in response, then turned to face the others, who had come out to join us in the courtyard.  We stood there all alone, just absorbing the moment, and speaking for myself, trying to sift through the flood of emotions that were streaming through my body at that moment.  The people of Longchester just looked on, undoubtedly sorting through their own emotions now that they had their souls back. 
 
    Then a high-pitched, extremely annoying voice broke through the peaceful silence.  “Guards!  Kill them!  KILL THEM!” 
 
    I glared at Marion, who stood atop the steps of the castle, clearly terrified and desperate.  Soldiers of Longchester began to emerge from the large crowd, but it was obvious that they were confused—they, too, had just gotten their souls back.  They, as Ther-lor, had witnessed what Marion had done.  They knew that we had saved them—and yet, they were still given an order by their king, which they had been trained to obey without hesitation. 
 
    More and more soldiers emerged, though they were hardly walking with any purpose.  Then Mirabelle shoved past me and moved to stand in defensively in front of us. 
 
    “Stop right there!  Do not move a muscle!” 
 
    The soldiers froze in place, recognizing their leader.  Marion may have detested Mirabelle, but the people loved her.  For them, she was the symbol of beauty and strength that represented their country. 
 
    “You have all seen what has happened,” Mirabelle said, loud enough to be heard by all.  “Our alleged ‘king’ stole your souls and transformed you into creatures so that you would blindly obey any outlandish orders he may bestow upon you.  He has not only betrayed me, my friends, and all of you—he has betrayed this entire world!  These people behind me … they are our saviors!  But even knowing all of this, if you choose to follow his orders, kill me and my friends, come then!”  Still holding my shortsword, she set herself in an aggressive stance.  “But know this—I will fight every last one of you to the very end before I let you touch them!” 
 
    The soldiers looked at each other, confused.  Then they looked at their king and back at Mirabelle.   
 
    I saw the expressions of anger on their faces as they glanced at their king. 
 
    One soldier separated himself from the crowd and walked slowly toward Mirabelle.  Mirabelle stood ready to defend herself as the soldier approached.  The soldier was holding a sword, but he was holding it at his side as he walked. 
 
    The soldier stopped in front of Mirabelle, dropped to a knee, and bowed. 
 
    Then all of the soldiers bowed. 
 
    Then all of the people bowed. 
 
    The entire city of Longchester was bowing to Lady Mirabelle. 
 
    The amount of joy that I felt at that moment for Mirabelle could not be measured.  I had tears in my eyes and even though I stood behind her, I knew that she was teary eyed as well. 
 
    Mirabelle smiled at her people.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “Traitors!”  Marion screamed from the castle steps.  “Traitors traitors traitors TRAITORS!” 
 
    His shrill voice broke the quiet, still moment of joy and revelation.  I could tell by the look on Mirabelle’s face that she was thinking the same as I … 
 
    There was still one person left in the city of Longchester to pay for these crimes. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Mirabelle immediately stormed away from the group, heading straight for King Marion.  The people parted as she approached. 
 
    “Iskandor, please bring Derrick to Tam,” I said. 
 
    “Tam?  What does he have to do with this?”  Derrick asked. 
 
    “He was the cult leader here,” I answered.  “He set us up.  I need you to question him.” 
 
    Derrick’s face was flushed with anger—it was a look rarely seen on the big man’s face.  Shedding his usual joking manner, his demeanor became serious.  “Got it.”  He and Iskandor left and entered the castle. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mirabelle grabbed Marion by the throat and slammed him against the nearest pillar.  “Bastard!”  She snarled. 
 
    “Um … perhaps this isn’t the most prudent way to deal with this conundrum …” Timor muttered softly. 
 
    “Put him down, Lady Mirabelle,” a voice calmly said.  “Believe me when I tell you, he will pay for his crimes.” 
 
    His gray hair all resided in the back of his head, none on top.  He had a well-groomed, medium-length beard, and he had brown eyes, with lines around them that showed off his age.  A determined air surrounded him, an attitude that did not seem to be shared by some of those who walked with him. 
 
    Mirabelle dropped Marion back down on his throne.  Emphasis on dropped.  The rat landed with a thud. 
 
    “Chancellor Gerodi,” Marion said with a sneer when he had recovered.  “I’d thought I’d seen the last of you and your ridiculous council.” 
 
    “The Council has existed before there was ever a king on the throne, King Marion,” Gerodi stated, and his voice had a deep, gruff quality to it.  “You cannot get rid of us, no matter how hard you try—and trying to pretend like we don’t exist will not work either.” 
 
    “Don’t spout your self-righteous garbage at me, Gerodi,” Marion said, glaring down defiantly at the chancellor.  “The Council exists only to hold myself, and therefore my country, down, unable to reach our true potential.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Your Highness,” Gerodi replied, speaking almost casually, “the Council exists to work together with the king and help this country prosper, to help it bloom like the first flowers of spring.  Unfortunately, under your rule, Longchester wilts like an old plant in a basement room with no windows.” 
 
    “And I suppose you see yourself as the life-saving sun, don’t you, Chancellor?”  Marion said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  “If you are truly the sun, you only serve to blind us all as to our true purpose.” 
 
    Chancellor Gerodi smiled lightly.  “Enough bandying of metaphors, Your Majesty—we are being distracted from our true reason for coming forward.  And that reason is very simple—to remove you from the throne.” 
 
    Marion’s head turned a deep shade of red and his eyes blazed with fury.  His head darted back and forth as he looked for someone—anyone—to step in on his behalf … but nobody did. 
 
    “I am the king of this country!”  Marion shouted indignantly, his shrill voice piercing in our ears.  “You will obey me, or—” 
 
    “That is for us to decide, Your Highness,” Chancellor Gerodi said in a low and even voice, “and we will decide now, for I believe that we have more than enough information for us to vote.” 
 
    “If you have me removed from this throne, Gerodi, I swear by all of the gods that I’ll—” 
 
    “You will do nothing, Your Highness,” Gerodi said, once again with deadly calm. 
 
    Whatever Marion was going to say died on his lips; he just stood on his throne shaking with wide-eyed anger, incensed at the audacity of this man who, in his eyes, was far beneath him. 
 
    The chancellor then turned to address the rest of the council.  “Council members,” he began, “this vote is to determine if King Marion should be removed from the throne, due to accusations of an alleged conspiracy that threatened our entire country.  All council members must vote, and the vote must be unanimous, whichever way we choose to go.” 
 
    The six other council members nodded, four of them resolutely, the two others more meekly and subdued.  I couldn’t honestly blame them—who knew what threats King Marion spewed at them? 
 
    Chancellor Gerodi stood straight and tall.  “All of those in favor of keeping King Marion on the throne?” 
 
    The hall was silent as everyone awaited the council members’ responses.  Each of the council members looked slowly back and forth at each other, to see the reactions of their fellow members. 
 
    None of them raised their hands.  Not one. 
 
    “All those in favor of removing King Marion from the throne?”  Gerodi asked. 
 
    Gerodi’s hand went up as soon as he was done talking, and the hands of four others went up immediately afterward.  Shortly thereafter, the hands of the other two members—the two subdued ones from earlier—followed suit, albeit reluctantly. 
 
    The vote was unanimous. 
 
    Gerodi nodded and turned to face King Marion.  “On behalf of the Council, I declare you unfit to rule as king of Longchester by unanimous vote—” 
 
    “You bastards!”  Marion shrieked—then he bounded down the steps of the throne platform, heading straight for Gerodi, a look of murderous rage in his eyes.  Mirabelle moved to stop him, but Marion was deceptively fast, she wouldn’t get there in time … 
 
    Suddenly, Marion stopped—and started sneezing uncontrollably. 
 
    No one had moved.  In between Marion’s sneezing, I heard tiny voices. 
 
    “That supposed to be freezing arrow!”  Mishap yelled. 
 
    “I thought you said sneezing arrow!”  Tandem fired back.  “Doesn’t matter—it worked!” 
 
    “You let me hold arrows,” Mishap said.  “You mess up again.” 
 
    Gerodi was incredulous as he looked down at Derrick’s pouch and saw the brownies.  “My, Lord Aidan—you and your group are just full of surprises.  Thank you, little men—you may well have saved my life.” 
 
    “I saved life,” Mishap said.  “He just hand me wrong arrow.” 
 
    “Will you leave it alone?”  Tandem groaned.               
 
    The chancellor then turned his attention to the sneezing former king.  “Guards, take him away and place him in the dungeons.  His reign is over.” 
 
    As the guards grabbed Marion by the arms, he then began to thrash and flail about viciously in the guard’s grasp, spewing insults the entire time. 
 
    “You haven’t seen the last of me!  When I get out of here, I will have all of your heads for this, and heads of your bastard children!”  He continued his venom-spewing threats as the soldiers dragged him through the door to the barracks. 
 
    We all stared at the door for a moment longer, then Gerodi said, matter-of-factly, “That was unpleasant.”  He then turned to us.  “On behalf of the Council and the country of Longchester, I want to thank you for everything that you’ve done.  You’ve risked your lives for a country not your own, and we will not forget that.” 
 
    Hearing the chancellor’s words, especially in the face of such doubt as I’d had earlier about our chances of making it through this situation without a fight or facing execution, made me feel even more respect for Gerodi than I already had, which was considerable, when you take into account what he had just done. 
 
    “How did he protect himself from the ritual?”  Gerodi asked. 
 
    “With this,” Mirabelle responded, holding up the emerald necklace Marion had been wearing.  She absentmindedly handed it to Aurora. 
 
    Gerodi turned his attention to Lady Mirabelle, still standing stoically and solemn-faced.  “Lady Mirabelle, I spoke earlier of the pride and heart in which you have served your country, which is beyond admirable.  Will you come back home and lead your army once more?” 
 
    Mirabelle thought for a moment, and as she turned to look at me, I could tell she was conflicted.   
 
    “Do what is in your heart, love,” I said softly.  “I will be here regardless.”  And I meant it—if she decided to stay in Longchester and lead the military, it didn’t mean we didn’t still love each other.  True, we wouldn’t see each other as much, but I could live with that if she was happy. 
 
    She smiled at me and faced Gerodi.  “I’m sorry, Gerodi—I believe my place is right here.”  She patted me on the chest and wrapped her arm around my back. 
 
    Gerodi smiled warmly.  “I am very happy for you, Lady Mirabelle, and you, Lord Aidan.  You both deserve endless happiness.” 
 
    Mirabelle and I smiled at each other. 
 
    At that moment, Derrick and Iskandor appeared.  “Aidan, he’s not talking.  I’m ready to ring his scrawny little neck.” 
 
    My happiness evaporated like cool water colliding with molten hot lava.  It was quickly replaced by rage.  
 
    Releasing Mirabelle, I marched into the castle, through the main hall and to the small room where we were keeping Tam tied to a chair.  I kicked the door open and didn’t waste any words.  I grabbed him—chair and all—and hoisted him over my shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  Tam shouted.  “Put me down!  Put me down!”  He continued his hysterical raving all the way down the short hall and all the way outside. 
 
    “ISKANDOR!”  I screamed as we emerged. 
 
    The dragon looked at me and knew exactly what I was asking.  He followed me to the empty courtyard.  He stood in the center as a bright light formed around him, and I dropped Tam on the ground in front of him.  It took much longer than usual, but the giant blue dragon eventually materialized in front of us.  The chair landed diagonally on two of its legs, then fell over, causing Tam to land painfully on his side—it had to hurt.   
 
    But I don’t believe he noticed, because the cultist immediately caught sight of the thirty-foot tall dragon standing above him.  His eyes bulged with horror and he started screaming for his life. 
 
    “AHHH!!!  Help!  Help!  Somebody help me!”  But help was not forthcoming. 
 
    There was about a twenty-foot distance between Iskandor and Tam, and I came to stand in between them.  I looked up at the dragon, making eye contact, and gave him a slight wink—Iskandor nodded slightly in return.  With that one exchange, I knew we were in complete understanding of the situation. 
 
    Tam was wide-eyed, sweating, and breathing heavily.  But the tried to call my bluff anyway.  “You won’t do it—not in front of all these people.  You’re a hero.” 
 
    I grabbed him by his robes and pulled him to my face.  “You betrayed us, tried to turn us all into Ther-lor.  We need to save the people in Min Lenoras, but we have no idea how because we don’t know where Sirak is keeping the souls.  My rage, combined with my desperation … do not fool yourself into thinking that I won’t let that dragon tear you into a million pieces.” 
 
    “I realize this is a different situation, but I reiterate—perhaps there is a different way to handle this conundrum …” Timor said nearby, clearly worried about the chain of events taking place.  
 
    I walked over to Iskandor and rubbed the side of his face affectionately.  I then walked over to Tam, kneeling down close beside him, practically speaking in his ear.  “If you’re not going to tell us anything, then you’re of no use to us, and we might as well dispose of you.  If I ask my dragon friend to, he’ll eat you … probably the chair too.  What I can’t control is how he’ll do it …”  I put my thumb and my forefinger to my chin, mock thinking.  “I’m not sure if he will eat half of you now, and half of you later, or if he will elect to swallow you whole … hmm, that would be interesting!  You would still be alive as you slid down his throat, perhaps even as you reached his stomach—” 
 
    “Okay, okay!”  Tam cried, a crazed look on his face.  “I’ll tell you anything you want to know—anything!  Just please … please don’t feed me to the dragon!  I’ll do anything, I swear!” 
 
    I gave him a skeptical look.  “Are you sure?  You were so adamant before about not talking—and now I feel bad, because I’ve placed this meal in front of the dragon, and now I’m going to take it away.  He’s not going to be happy with me … perhaps I should just let him have you.  I’m not sure I believe you anyway.” 
 
    “I swear it, I swear!”  Tam whined, his eyes pleading.  “I swear on my lord Sirak that I will—” 
 
    “What?” I asked, incredulous.  “I don’t want you to swear on him—what in the name of the gods is the matter with you?  Iskandor—” I gestured toward the cultist. 
 
    “No!  I’m sorry!  I didn’t mean it!”  the cultist cried.  “I won’t do it again, I swear …”  He then began to sob. 
 
    Iskandor had leaned in after I gave my mock command, baring his rows of blade-like teeth at Tam.  He gasped, began shivering and breathing in low, shallow breaths. 
 
    I stopped Iskandor with a pat on his snout.  “You’d better have something good to tell us,” I said to the cultist.  “Derrick, if you would, please?” 
 
    “Aww,” Derrick groaned.  “I wanted to see Iskandor eat him.”  Nevertheless, he walked over to the cultist, who was still laying uncomfortably on his side, stood up the chair.  I looked back at Iskandor, a slow smile spreading across my face.  Iskandor returned the smile just as warmly—and in that small, fleeting moment, I felt the full strength of the bond that existed between my dragon friend and I.  It was truly unlike any relationship I’d ever had in my life; Garridan and I had a very close relationship, very much like a father-son.   Derrick and I were like best friends, practically brothers.  Mirabelle and I—that relationship speaks for itself.  But the relationship between Iskandor and I could not be categorized in any way, shape, or form.  It went beyond any type of friendship or family bond and stood in a class by itself.                 
 
    Timor was suddenly next to me.  “What you did there was—well, sadistic.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I did what I had to do—we were out of options and we need answers.” 
 
    Chancellor Gerodi has joined us.  “I don’t normally condone those types of actions, but then again—these are extraordinary circumstances.” 
 
    Tam glared at me—he was sweating profusely and still breathing shallow.  “You are insane … how are you able to be friends with such an unholy beast?” 
 
    My eyes narrowed.  “First of all, be careful how you speak of my friend.  Second of all—insane?  I?  That’s almost humorous coming from you.  Third of all, I became friends with him the same way you become friends with anyone—I was nice to him.  You’d be surprised how far that gets you in a friendship.  Now—let’s start our questions over from the beginning. … what is your real name?” 
 
    “Natish,” the cultist answered. 
 
    I nodded.  “What exactly is your lord planning?”  I left the name out this one time to avoid any early complications. 
 
    Natish’s eyes lit up with reverence.  “My lord Sirak … is truly a man of vision, of amazing ideals.  He seeks to cleanse the world of all its corruption, to make the world right again, by purifying it one city at a time.  Oh, yes,” Natish nodded.  “The ritual, the Sol-haleth, transforms mortal men and women into the Ther-lor—the perfect race.  They never argue, never fight with each other, always do what they are told, and fight until they are literally in pieces—the perfect people to have in your country if you were a king.” 
 
    “We know all of that already,” I said. 
 
    “Sure,” Derrick shrugged, “a whole country full of mindless, soulless corpses than can’t think for themselves and only do what they are told, with no understanding of whether it’s right or wrong—sounds like a carnival to me.” 
 
    “Better than those that do think for themselves,” Natish retorted, “defying their kings, rebelling against their countries.  Their freedom does nothing but limit a country’s potential, keep it from achieving true greatness.” 
 
    “Sounds like the land of boredom to me,” Mirabelle said.  “Admit it—that’s your ultimate goal, to make every land you touch as boring as it can possibly be.” 
 
    “Why did your people target Delmar first?”  I asked. 
 
    “Ah … the reasons for that were numerous,” Natish said with a glimmer of a smile.  “First, the strategic advantage … to secure one of the largest, most fortified cities in the world was of great value to us.  From there, we could expand in any direction we chose, Delmar being located near the center of our continent.” 
 
    “Why did King Marion make a deal with you?”  Mirabelle asked. 
 
    Natish paused before he answered.  “Another reason why the cities of Alexia and Longchester were chosen is because of the ridiculous political infighting and maneuvering that was occurring.  Lord Sirak saw the opportunity to conform these imperfect, squabbling societies into our perfect society.  The people of this world are too greedy, too selfish … only out for themselves.  They have no intention of doing what’s right for their country, for the world—” 
 
    “Yes, yes … so you are supposed to be our saviors,” I interrupted, annoyed.  “What about King Marion?” 
 
    Natish smiled a devious grin.  “King Marion … he claimed to have the same ideals as us, but we knew immediately that he was no better than the rest of you spineless insects—conceited, idiotic, not to mention lacking in mental stability.  The deal was that we would grant him immunity from the ritual and control over the Ther-lor in his city in exchange for safe passage to the bowels of the castle so that we could perform the ritual.” 
 
    “And you made the same type of deal in Delmar,” Derrick said.  “With that little weasel, Norvin.” 
 
    Natish nodded. 
 
    “So how exactly does this ritual work?”  Timor asked. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Natish said.  “The ritual is of my lord’s brilliant design, put together from many different spells—some ancient but powerful spells, some forbidden spells that Lord Sirak learned about while he was a member of the Dyn’osi, the Infinite Curtain.  The ritual takes place over three days—most of the spells are so complex and powerful that they require an extended amount of time to complete.  Three of our most powerful mages cast spells on the Rod of Therl to enhance its power, and the rest cast various spells involved with the transformation of the people into the Ther-lor, and extending the range of the spells so that they can be cast over the entire city.  The ritual begins to take full effect on the third day, as another spell is cast that causes all of the other spells to essentially merge into one.  At the same time, the original spells that were cast begin to take effect on the surrounding area, which is the effect that all of you felt this morning—it takes several more hours for the full transformation to take place.” 
 
    Timor nodded slowly, seemingly lost in thought as he absorbed what he had heard of the inner workings of the ritual. 
 
    “Where is Sirak keeping the souls in Min Lenoras?”  I asked. 
 
    Natish hesitated. 
 
    “If you’re thinking about not answering,” I continued, “keep in mind that I still have a hungry dragon standing by.” 
 
    “Lord Sirak was determined to not make the same mistakes he did in Delmar,” Natish answered.  “The city of Min Lenoras, as you know, was carved out of the mountain it sits atop of.  He had the Ther-lor dig deep, deep below the city of Min Lenoras.  Through the course of their digging, they discovered an enormous, underground cavern.  I heard rumors that an ancient demon lives there—that is where Lord Sirak kept the souls.” 
 
    So now—finally—we had our answer.  And yet—saving Min Lenoras suddenly seemed more complicated than it did before. 
 
    “Is there another way to the cavern?”  Derrick asked.  “Other than wading our way through a sea of undead monsters trying to disembowel us?” 
 
    Natish again hesitated.  But before I could say anything, he answered. 
 
    “Yes.  There are some caves to the south of Min Lenoras that will bring you to the cavern.  Lord Sirak himself took a few of us and some of the Ther-lor to explore the area after they had discovered it.” 
 
    “How many other cities or towns in the area of Min Lenoras has Lord Sirak been able to convert?”  I asked. 
 
    “Only a few,” Natish replied, then he hesitated.  “But that’s not all.  When you confront him on that mountainous terrain, you will not only be facing Ther-lor there.  Lord Sirak was also able to work out deal with goblins, ogres, and the minotaurs of Mosath-Tor.” 
 
    “The minotaurs?” I asked incredulously.  “Goblins and ogres I can see—they’re not very bright creatures—but the minotaurs are intelligent, as well as arrogant to the point of hating all other races.  How does Sirak—or Lord Sirak—” I corrected myself—“know that the minotaurs won’t turn on him?”  
 
    Natish smiled sinisterly.  “Lord Sirak made a deal with the monstrous beasts, claiming he could make them stronger than ever.  To do this, he said, they needed to be branded with a special magical rune.  The rune does what Lord Sirak promises, of course, but it also forces the beasts to be loyal to Lord Sirak—they won’t be able to turn on him no matter what they feel.  My lord did the same with the goblins and the ogres.” 
 
    “Well, that will make the battle there all the more fun,” Derrick muttered. 
 
    “One more thing,” I said, “that incident with the note, and Kirra—what really happened there?” 
 
    Natish smiled, a sinister grin.  “A bit of sleight-of-hand.  While you all were arguing, I slipped the real note to Norvin around the corner, a note revealing your whereabouts to King Marion.” 
 
    He’d barely finished the sentence before I’d punched him hard in the face.  The cultist reeled back, and blood immediately began to dribble from his mouth. 
 
    Kirra had been right all along … 
 
    “We’re done with him,” I said to Chancellor Gerodi.  “He’s all yours.”   
 
    With that, I turned and walked into the crowd, the others following close behind.  As I walked away, I could feel Natish’s amused eyes watching me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    As we left Natish behind, I was sure that the danger was over, at least for the moment.  My mind was flooded with the information we had just received from the traitorous Natish.  Then Mirabelle dropped a bombshell on me—one that really could potentially mean the end of my life. 
 
    “Would you like to meet my parents?” 
 
    I froze dead in my tracks.  Meeting her parents would be scary enough if I had a normal appearance, but … 
 
    Seriously, has she seen me lately? 
 
    Derrick was still reeling over Kirra’s death (as we all were), but he still managed a chuckle.  “Looks to me like he’d rather face down another troll while walking on his hands.” 
 
    Mirabelle knew exactly why I was scared.  “I won’t be that bad, Aidan.  I promise.” 
 
    “My love, I don’t like showing my face to the general public.  How are they going to react when they see my face?” 
 
    Mirabelle smiled compassionately, then took my hand.  “Come on.” 
 
    “We’ll go see to … getting Kirra’s body ready,” Derrick said in a low voice, and then he left, the others following him. 
 
    As Mirabelle led me through the crowd, I subconsciously pulled my hood over my head.  I was seriously more terrified of this moment than any battle I had ever been in. 
 
    Finally, we stopped, and with my hood obscuring my vision, I could see the bottom half of Mirabelle as she hugged two people tightly.   
 
    “Thank the gods you’re alright, sweetheart,” an elderly woman sobbed.  “All that time, we could see you up there, but we couldn’t do anything …” 
 
    “It’s okay, Mother,” Mirabelle said reassuringly.  “It’s over now.” 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” an older man said, his voice quite gruff.  “The admiration the people have for you was clearly on display today.” 
 
    There was a pause, then Mirabelle spoke again.  “Mother, Father, I want you to meet someone …” 
 
    Here it comes.  I just stood there petrified, stiff as a wood log, waiting for the groans of repulsion and disgust. 
 
    But I tried.  Keeping my hood over my face, I bowed to Mirabelle’s parents. 
 
    Mirabelle scoffed.  “Aidan—for the love of the gods …” 
 
    With that, my hood was yanked off.  I recoiled from the embarrassment and the impending rejection.  I had my eyes closed so I couldn’t see their expressions.   
 
    “Aidan, this is my father, Augustus, and my mother, Hazel.” 
 
    There was silence as my eyes remained shut.  Then I was hit on the shoulder.  “Gods above, Aidan—open your eyes.”  Mirabelle sounded like what I imagine my mother would have sounded like. 
 
    Very reluctantly, I obeyed.  Before me stood an older gentleman about the same height as me, with grey, perfectly combed hair.  He wore a stern expression, but I could see a spark in his eyes as well.  The woman was a bit shorter, with curly grey hair and a cheerful expression. 
 
    “Lord Aidan of Delmar … what an honor it is to meet you.”  Hazel said, as they both bowed. 
 
    “Please, don’t,” I said, grimacing.  “Bowing is not necessary.  In fact, I should be bowing to you.”  They both looked puzzled as I did this. 
 
    I straightened myself back up and said, “I apologize—I’m not fond of … showing my face …” 
 
    Augustus took a step toward me.  “Lord Aidan—” 
 
    “Just Aidan, please, sir.”  I was nearly stammering through my words.  My heart was making a spirited attempt to break free of my ribcage. 
 
    “Fair enough, Aidan,” Augustus continued, “we all know your story.  We know what happened to you.  We have watched as you and your friends saved our people.  You need not fear to show your face to us.  Anyone who is afraid of your appearance is someone you don’t need to have in your life.” 
 
    I deeply appreciated his words.  “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Augustus turned to Mirabelle.  “Why is he calling me ‘sir’?” 
 
    And then it hit me—he has no idea what is going on with Mirabelle and me. 
 
    My heart made even stronger attempts to escape its prison. 
 
    Hazel took Mirabelle’s hand.  “Will you be staying with us, dear, or do you have other business to attend to?” 
 
    “Well …” Mirabelle said, then she took a step toward me, put her head on my shoulder and her hand on my chest. 
 
    If I had suddenly turned to ice at that moment, I don’t think anyone would have noticed. 
 
    “Oh … oh.”  Hazel said, as the pieces came together.   
 
    Augustus smiled in realization. 
 
    “Oh my goodness!”  Hazel burst out, then she leapt forward and hugged me with all her might.  Still I didn’t move … I could literally have become a statue at that point. 
 
    Hazel released me and stepped back.  “Gods above, I’m so sorry—that wasn’t very proper.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said, finally breaking free of the invisible ice cocoon that had enveloped me.  I put my hand up in reassurance.  “It’s fine …” 
 
    Augustus once again stepped forward and put his hand on my shoulder—a move that held me frozen in place once again.   
 
    “Let me tell you a secret, Aidan,” he said.  “As a father, no man is ever good enough for your daughter.” 
 
    Here we go, I thought.  Let’s just get this over with. 
 
    “But,” he continued, “my daughter found herself a good man, and that’s really all any parent could ask for.  I would say things like ‘guard her with your life’, if my daughter weren’t the warrior that she has become.  Instead, I’ll say this—”  He glanced between both me and Mirabelle—“protect each other.” 
 
    I was overcome by his words, and I finally relaxed just a bit.  “With our lives, to the very end, sir.” 
 
    Augustus smiled.  “Stop calling me ‘sir’—I was never in the military.” 
 
    With that, Mirabelle hugged both her parents.  “I’ll see you both again soon.”  I bowed to them before Mirabelle led me away again.   
 
    As we waded through the crowd, I was still trying to process what had just happened.  It was so surreal, like it wasn’t happening. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”  Mirabelle said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    Finally, I put everything behind me and fully grasped the fact that I had the love of my life back.  The joy that swept through my body at that moment was overwhelming.  Tightening my grip on her hand, I stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    “What?”  She asked, puzzled. 
 
    I pulled her toward me and gave her the biggest kiss I have ever given her. 
 
    I could hear the people around us gawking and admiring, but I didn’t care.  All that mattered to me at that moment was that I had her back. 
 
    Finally, I released her from the death grasp of my lips.  Mirabelle smiled that smile that made my heart stand still.  “Did someone miss me?” 
 
    “More than you could possibly imagine,” I replied, and I could feel the tears forming in my eyes. 
 
    The love in Mirabelle’s eyes was clear.  “Oh, love …”  And she hugged me tightly.  “I really hate sounding like a damsel in distress, but … I knew you would come for me.” 
 
    “Always,” I said. 
 
    As we held each other, I pondered the reality of what I was feeling at that moment.  Of course, I was happy that I had gotten Mirabelle back and alive, but also … she wasn’t mad at me.  She didn’t hate me.  I remembered everything that had happened before she had been taken from me, the issues that remained unresolved. 
 
    I remembered some of Kirra’s final words. 
 
    “Come, my love,” I said.  “Let’s take a walk.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With Kirra’s blessing in her final moments, I told Mirabelle everything Kirra had told me back in Longhaven.  I told her about the fire, Kirra’s attempt to save her parents, the church taking care of Kirra after their deaths.  I told Mirabelle of what happened in Longhaven, what I saw as I followed her, and what happened when I finally confronted her. 
 
    As I told her all of this, I was leading Mirabelle to the universal cathedral in Longchester. 
 
    We walked inside and moved slowly down the aisle way, toward the alter.  “Kirra didn’t keep a vast majority of the gold she acquired from her thievery.  In honor of her parents and the church that helped her—” I pulled out a small pouch of my own gold—“she left it on the alter of cathedrals all over the land, so that they may help others.” 
 
    I placed my pouch of gold on the alter. 
 
    Mirabelle was silent for a moment, pondering.  “Beneath that rough exterior, beneath that annoying personality—she truly had a heart of gold.”  She was silent again, looking off to another world.  “I hated her.  Our personalities—they just didn’t mesh well.  Though I would have never said this to her face when she was alive, I respected her fighting abilities and the other ways she contributed to the group.” 
 
    With that, Mirabelle pulled out a small pouch of her own gold.  “And … she saved my life.” 
 
    She placed the gold on the alter.  “Thank you, Kirra.” 
 
    Mirabelle burst into tears, and I followed suit.  We held each other in that cathedral, releasing all of our pent-up emotions, finding comfort in each other’s embrace.  But all that pain of losing Kirra did not measure up the pain of what we would have to do next. 
 
    We held hands as we walked back into the city.  Derrick met us in front of the castle. 
 
    “We wrapped Kirra up in a blanket.  She’s ready to go.”  He was so somber, clearly in a lot of pain—it broke my heart to see my friend like that. 
 
    I gave him a hug, and he cried on my shoulder.  Never had I seen Derrick like this—I cried along with him.  Mirabelle did too. 
 
    As our emotions began to subside a little, I released him but kept my hand on his shoulder.  “Let’s gather everybody and get ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much mystery about where we were heading.  There was only one place Kirra could be brought—she had no real home, no allegiance to any country.  Even though in my eyes, she died a hero, King Baladir certainly wasn’t going to let her be buried in the Garden of Rememberance.  And really, who could blame him?  She was the Queen of the Thieves, after all. 
 
    And so we took to the road south the bandit city of Knol.  It was the one place she could call home, the one place where she had people around her who cared and respected her.   
 
    The one place where they would give her a proper sendoff. 
 
    We had her body in the back of a wagon filled with hay, pulled by a horse.  The journey south was very somber—there wasn’t much in the way of conversation, no comradery.  There was just respect and quiet support.  Mirabelle and I never left each other’s side.   
 
    I kept a close eye on Derrick as well.  Obviously, he wasn’t taking the death of his close friend well.  He walked with glazed eyes, almost like a zombie.  Interestingly enough, Aurora stayed close to him, a quiet and (hopefully) comforting presence. 
 
    Finally we arrived at the ruined city of Knol.  It looked the same as it always had—rundown.  The crumbling walls and buildings looked the same as they always had.  Contrary to the mood and the occasion, the sun shined brightly overhead. 
 
    As we prepared to enter, I stopped everybody. 
 
    “What is the matter?”  Timor asked. 
 
    “Everyone be prepared to fight,” I replied.  “We don’t know how they are going to react to Kirra’s death.” 
 
    There were nods all around, and we prepared to enter again.  But I stopped everybody again. 
 
    “What is it, Aidan?”  Derrick asked, exasperated.  
 
    Without answering, I went to the back of the wagon and looked at Kirra.  Something about this just didn’t seem right. 
 
    And then I realized what it was. 
 
    I grabbed the blanket she was wrapped in and gently pulled her to me.  I don’t know why, but it just didn’t seem right to drag her in there on a wagon. 
 
    As I was about to pick her up, a massive hand laid gently on my arm. 
 
    “Let me,” Derrick said. 
 
    Everyone ready, we passed through the gate and entered the city, Derrick carrying Kirra.  I watched all around as head poked out of windows, from behind corners, seemingly everywhere.  As they saw who it was and who Derrick was carrying, I began to hear whispers of disbelief all around me. 
 
    We walked slowly toward the center of the city.  As we got closer, I began to realize we were being followed by the city’s inhabitants, and as I looked around, I saw that they were coming from everywhere.  When they saw that Kirra was dead, the bandits and thieves of Knol filled the streets to pay their respects to Kirra. 
 
    We reached the center of the city, and Derrick laid Kirra gently on the ground.  By that point, we were surrounded, and under normal circumstances, it would be very disheartening.  But when I looked at them all, I could clearly see that they had not come to fight—they were here for Kirra. 
 
    I moved to stand over Kirra and speak to them.  At first I really didn’t know what to say—so I just said what came to mind. 
 
    “We didn’t always get along.  We were just … two different people.  She could be antagonistic, and I could be a jerk sometimes—but one thing I cannot deny is that she was there for me.  When our backs were against the wall, she was always by my side, along with everyone else.  She didn’t have to be—she could have left and come back here, left all of us behind.  But she didn’t.” 
 
    I paused for a moment.  I could hear scattered sobs from the crowd, and some right behind me.  I regained my composure and continued. 
 
    “I want everyone who can hear my voice to know that Kirra died a hero.  She died saving the life of one of the most important people in my life—and for that, I will never forget her, and I will always respect her memory.” 
 
    I paused again as I had to once again contain myself. 
 
    “She has no place she calls home except for here.  I thought it was appropriate that we brought here back to the one place where she was truly loved and respected.” 
 
    There was silence for what seemed like forever.  Everyone stood frozen in place, and for a moment, I wondered if somehow a spell had been cast that made time stand still. 
 
    Finally, a big man stepped forward.  He was wearing old and ratty clothes, and had a head full of messy hair and a full beard.  He also had a grayish tint to him—it appeared he might have been half-ogre. 
 
    “Who killed her?”  He asked in a very deep voice. 
 
    “Norvin of Delmar,” I answered.  “But he’s been taken care of.” 
 
    The big man nodded, and stepped closer to Kirra’s body.  “Thank you, Lord Aidan of Delmar.  We will take care of her.” 
 
    I nodded in response. 
 
    “Do not fear leaving this place,” the giant continued.  “No one will harm you.” 
 
    I had my doubts about that, but we turned to leave, the brigands of the city separated and formed a path to the north gate, where we had entered from.  It was clear that the big man held some sway in this city, and I was certainly grateful for that. 
 
    As we left, I stopped and turned back to Kirra one final time, to see the crowd slowly converging on her.  I hadn’t had any doubts before, but now I knew she would be well taken care of.  I whispered a prayer of thanks before leaving for good.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The journey back to Delmar was long and quiet.  I went around to everyone at different times and tried to make sure everyone was alright, but I mostly got half-reassuring responses.  Iskandor and Timor were their usual quiet selves, but you could see the pain in their body language.  I paid close attention to Derrick, and when I approached him and told him I was here for him if he needed to talk, he simply half-smiled and patted me on the shoulder.  Ceiridwen was sympathetic, and was always close by to him, sometimes sitting on his shoulder.  Derrick didn’t seem to mind.   
 
    Another obvious person to pay attention to was Aurora.  The child was truly an enigma—I could not get a read on her at all, even after all of this.  I knew she wouldn’t respond verbally to me if I were to ask her if she was okay, so when I approached her, I simply put my hand gently on the side of her face and smiled.  She responded with wide eyes and a half smile, playing with the magical necklace we had taken from King Marion.  The brownies just sat in her pouch, uncharacteristically quiet.  Mirabelle was also with her constantly. 
 
    To this day, I was still dealing with the death of Garridan, but Kirra was the first person we all had lost.  It was a major blow to the group, and it showed in their moral.  Time would heal the wounds partially, but never fully. 
 
    We arrived in Delmar with little fanfare, not that we were expecting or wanted any.  None of us were in the mood for anything except finding the time to heal our pain as best as we could.  As usual, when we headed toward the White Castle, the people of Delmar gave us a wide berth.  They took the time to smile, gawk, or scowl as we passed. 
 
    King Baladir met us outside the castle as we approached.  He saw Mirabelle and I together, and he smiled.  “I’m glad you have her back, Aidan.  She a great person and a great soldier.” 
 
    My first instinct was to rebuff him completely.  But in that split second, my mind was flooded with all of my emotions and thoughts.  I thought about what he had done to me, and that thought immediately brought anger.  But then I thought about what happened to Mirabelle … what happened to Kirra.  All the pain and anguish … the fear and trepidation.  I thought about what we had lost, and as I glanced at Mirabelle—what had just barely been regained. 
 
    Then I brought my thoughts back to Baladir.  After all of this … does it really matter anymore? 
 
    My gaze met Baladir’s again, and he looked puzzled.  “Are you okay, Aidan?” 
 
    It was time.  I knew it was time. 
 
    I bowed to him.  I got down on one knee and bowed my head low, in reverence and respect.  And I meant it.  It was time to at least do my best to put this behind me. 
 
    When I rose, Baladir was still clearly puzzled, but he was also pleased.   
 
    I stepped closer to him and spoke softly.  “It doesn’t mean I’m a soldier of Delmar.  It doesn’t mean that I serve you.  It simply means it’s time that I try to move on from this.” 
 
    Baladir was overjoyed—no matter how much he tried to hide it, you could see it in his expression.   
 
    “Thank you, Aidan.” 
 
    I nodded in response.  I turned to Derrick, who nodded proudly. 
 
    Baladir then turned his attention to Derrick.  “What is wrong, Derrick?” 
 
    Derrick hung his head and didn’t respond.  I hated seeing him like that. 
 
    Mirabelle stepped forward and answered somberly.  “Lady Kirra is no longer with us, Your Highness.  She—she died saving my life.” 
 
    Baladir’s expression turned to sympathy and mild admiration.  “Then she died a hero.”  He walked over to Derrick and put his hand on his shoulder.  “Oh, Derrick … I’m so sorry for your loss.  Go back home and be with your family.  Rest.” 
 
    Derrick nodded, but didn’t immediately leave. 
 
    Baladir stepped back and addressed all of us.  “You all have traveled a very difficult road in the past few weeks.  We can take some time and rest before we talk about our plans moving forward.” 
 
    I appreciated the thought on Baladir’s part, but I was ready to discuss some things at that moment.  “Sirak must be stopped.  Longchester has been saved, and we captured a cultist there. He told us where Sirak is keeping the souls of the people of Min Lenoras.  Even with that information, it is going to be very difficult.  We need all the help we can get from all the countries in our land.  Longchester, Longhaven, and the mages have all pledged their help.” 
 
    Baladir nodded in approval.  “I am pleased that Longchester is now free of that horrid curse.  But no one will be safe until Sirak is dealt with once and for all.  It seems that you are off to a great start in getting help, but you are right—we do need more.” 
 
    “I will go and talk to the elves,” I replied.  “I’m sure they and the dwarves will help us.” 
 
    Baladir nodded again.  “Go.  Mourn your loss, and heal from this terrible time.” 
 
    We all bowed to the king and we departed.  As we entered the gates leading to the city, I turned to Derrick. 
 
    “Do you want Mirabelle and I to come with you?” 
 
    Derrick shook his head somberly.  “No, thank you.  I think I’d rather be alone for now.” 
 
    I, of all people, understood.  But I resolved to keep a close eye on him.  “Alright, brother.  I’ll check on you tomorrow.” 
 
    Derrick nodded, gave me a half-smile, and walked away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As always, there was only one destination for Mirabelle and I.  Once again atop the wall where we had proclaimed our love for each other, we gazed out over Lake Apera, huddled close together, just enjoying each other’s presence. 
 
    We just stood there, holding each other, quiet for a long time.  We both knew what had almost been lost, and now we were just taking this time to appreciate each other that much more. 
 
    Mirabelle broke the silence.  “We have a long, hard battle ahead of us.” 
 
    I nodded.  “It is going to be very difficult.  If the barrier of souls is as deep in the ground as Natish said it was, just getting there past Sirak and a city full of Ther-lor is going to take a miracle.” 
 
    Mirabelle turned to me and put her hand on my face.  Her violet gaze struck me still.  “Believe, my love.  We will succeed.  We must succeed.” 
 
    We were quiet again, and then Mirabelle spoke.  “I’m worried about Derrick.” 
 
    I held her tighter.  “Me too.  Besides Garridan, this is the only other death he’s had to deal with.  I really believe that the death of Kirra has hit him harder.” 
 
    “They were very close,” Mirabelle responded.  “We will be there for him.” 
 
    I kissed Mirabelle on the cheek, and she laid her head on my shoulder.  I looked out over the lake again, watching the sun disappear over the horizon. 
 
    It was time to end this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    That night, Mirabelle and I were invited by Ceiridwen to join the others (minus Derrick) for a meal at an inn.  Mirabelle decided to go, but I really wasn’t hungry.  Mirabelle nodded, understanding my need for solitude.  I was loathe to leave her alone again, and I offered to walk her to the inn, but she playfully reminded me that she wasn’t some helpless little girl and didn’t need an escort.  I decided to go to the Garden of Rememberance and visit Garridan, but when I passed through the gates of the city, I found Iskandor, in dragon form, laying out in the field gazing at the stars.  I hadn’t had a real conversation with him in a while, so I decided it was time to have a talk with my dragon friend. 
 
    Besides, I had something that was on my mind that I really needed to ask him. 
 
    The night was cool and calm, peaceful—a direct contrast to what we were all feeling that night.  I took a moment to enjoy the light breeze as I walked over to meet Iskandor. 
 
    The dragon didn’t look at me as I approached.  I put my hand on his massive shoulder. 
 
    “The night is still and quiet,” Iskandor said. 
 
    “I am enjoying it while it lasts,” I replied. 
 
    “We must,” Iskandor said, “for it will not last long.” 
 
    “How is your wing?”  I asked. 
 
    “It is healing,” the dragon replied.  “Soon, it will be fully healed.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear it,” I said with a smile. 
 
    It was quiet for a moment, and Iskandor turned his head to look at me.  “How are you and Lady Mirabelle?” 
 
    I could do nothing but smile in response.   
 
    Iskandor smiled back.  “I am pleased that worked out for you, Aidan.  I fear what would have happened if we did not get her back.  You would have been inconsolable—I do not know if I would have been able to bring you back from the depths of despair.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing. 
 
    “Derrick?”  Iskandor asked.   
 
    “He didn’t join the others at the inn,” I replied in a quiet voice.  “He just needs some time—I’ll visit him tomorrow.” 
 
    “His heart is broken,” the dragon said.  “It will take a long time for those scars to heal.” 
 
    Silence again, and then I decided it was time to ask. 
 
    “Back in Longhaven, when Senator Tawnya mentioned the other dragons—I saw the pain on your face.  There is something you are not telling me.” 
 
    Iskandor looked back out into the night.  “It is nothing you need to be concerned with, Aidan.” 
 
    “Incorrect,” I responded.  “How many times have you put yourself in the line for me?  How many times have you been there for me?  If it concerns you, it concerns me.  Let me help.” 
 
    “There is nothing you can do to help, Aidan.” 
 
    “Let me be the judge of that.” 
 
    Iskandor’s head whipped toward me, and his snout was inches away from my face.  “Hear my words, Aidan—you cannot help me.” 
 
    “Let me try!”  I yelled back at him.  “I owe you so much I can never pay back, Iskandor … just please, let me help you!” 
 
    The dragon’s eyes widened, and I could hear his breathing getting heavier and heavier.  My brain was screaming at me, at my own stupidity—it was clear he was getting angry with me, but I wasn’t ready to back down.  Something was really bothering him, and I wanted with all my heart to help if I could. 
 
    Still, “screaming at a dragon” does not make anyone’s top ten list for things you should do in any situation. 
 
    Suddenly, Iskandor whipped his head away and took a deep breath to calm himself down.  He looked into the sky and was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Do you really want to know?”  He asked. 
 
    “Yes, Iskandor,” I answered right away.  “Please tell me what is torturing your soul.” 
 
    Iskandor didn’t answer right away.  He continued to stare into the night sky.  Then he finally spoke. 
 
    “The dragons will not help us,” he said finally.  “The dragons will never have anything to do with me ever again.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  I asked. 
 
    “I am no longer allowed in the realm of the dragons,” Iskandor said.  “I was banished for helping you.” 
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