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    Prologue  
 
    The world was breaking apart. Verscei smiled to himself as the capital city of Petra, the epitome of power and magnificence, crumbled before his eyes. Tsunami waves annihilated the harbor and seaside walls, while catastrophic earthquakes ripped the ground asunder. The Spires of Heaven, where the High Kings had reigned for over a thousand years, were now shattered and broken. His smile widened. He was chaos incarnate.  
 
    The power building in him was nearly incomprehensible. His entire body was now a conduit to a force far greater than himself. Duncar had been an insignificant magic prior to this monumental achievement. Never again would it be deemed an occult energy; its sycophants never would have to hide in the shadows ashamed or oppressed any longer. He was the True Dragon in the texts of Jenukai’s prophecy. He was the Shadow Priest that would go down in history as the bringer of Duncar’s revolution, the Shadow Priest who made Duncar the ultimate power in existence.  
 
    Verscei drew the source of Duncar’s power to him, the Duncar Moon. It would hover over Petra’s decimated ruins for eternity, forever a symbol of his triumph. More importantly, it would be a source of uncanny energy to be tapped by his Duncar faithful.  
 
    The moon was now in sight. Its magnitude was just as staggering to behold, as was its power that coursed through every follicle in his body. It shone blindingly white as it broke through the dense clouds, banishing them from horizon to horizon. Verscei had never witnessed a more pleasing vision, and he began to weep tears of joy as he started to savor his victory. He turned around to face his apprentice, Rathe, and saw that the young lad had a look of awe painted on his face.  
 
    “I’ve done it, young one!” Verscei had to shout over the tumult to be heard. 
 
    Rathe blinked several times as he finally looked away from the moon’s descent. The unyielding fealty he had constantly witnessed in those gray eyes had always taken Verscei aback, but the fervent intensity that replaced it now made the coming of the moon seem almost droll in comparison.  
 
    “Master, the power is… it is incredible! I feel as though I could topple mountains!”  
 
    “We will do more than that, Rathe! We will level empires! We will reshape the world as we see fit!”  
 
    Verscei turned back, returning his full attention to the Duncar Moon. It was taking all of his mental fortitude to keep control of it as it drew closer. Breaking his concentration had almost proved to be a fatal error, and he had come too far to fail now. The power of it literally took him to his knees, and he raised his arms and pushed every bit of his power into sustaining its descent.  
 
    “You will no longer be needed, Master.” 
 
    It was nearly inaudible above the city falling in upon itself, but nonetheless Verscei heard Rathe’s sinister murmur. He looked back in time to see his most loyal apostle pull a dagger from beneath his robes. Rathe was on him in an instant, gripping his long white hair and ripping his head back harshly.   
 
    As the knife dragged banefully across his windpipe, he spluttered up blood in complete surprise. The, “How could you?” he attempted to shout turned into gurgled nonsense as he weakly clawed at the crimson geyser that used to be his jugular. The shock Verscei felt at being betrayed was now permanently etched on his face, and Rathe sneered down at him. 
 
    Standing in a pool of his former master’s blood, he spared one more look at the moon that was now falling toward the city at an alarming rate. It would crash into the planet, there was no stopping it now.  
 
    “The world will be reshaped, Master. But it will not be you who molds it.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Focusing his Adimus Aura, Arius scanned through the dark storm clouds as he and his vast armada soared above them. He couldn’t think of a more appropriate set of conditions than what the storm below provided for him. The ferocious and booming thunder claps he heard from the raging tempest were the drums of war luring him in with their rhythmic cadence. 
 
    As First Knight of the Gaelarian Alliance, Arius was the leader of the world’s greatest and last hope. Far below him awaited his destiny. Through the clouds, his Aura enhanced vision settled on his enemy’s encampment. The invasion of his homeland had been a murderous and vicious ordeal. The Dantron horde that had brutalized his country was about to be paid back in full for their atrocities. By Arius’ estimation, there were more than five hundred thousand mortal enemies that were about to meet their demise. Arius raised his fist into the air, emitting a bright flash of green light that signaled the beginning of the engagement.  
 
    Arius took the reins of his mighty Black dragon, Alrukar, and dove headlong into the freezing clouds. Three thousand of his Jenukai Chosen followed his lead into their destiny. Once into the clouds Arius felt their stinging moisture against his hands and face, while the electric residue from the lightning made every hair on his body stand on end. He idly wondered to himself which would be more violent, the storm or the battle.  
 
    The thunder and wind deafened him as he clung to Alrukar and they spiraled down together. The ice-cold rain and the blood-pounding adrenaline throbbing inside his ears added to those conditions, and had it not been for the Link he shared with his dragon, an aerial assault on this scale would have been next to impossible to collaborate. Through the Link he could feel every instinct, emotion, and desire his good friend Alrukar felt during the battle; the Black dragon could sense him in kind. This was the same for every member of his fleet.  
 
    Arius and his knights erupted out of the clouds, and he could hear the Dantronian warning horns announcing their arrival into the valley. To his immediate left, he could just barely make out the form of his best friend and second-in-command, Miles, leading a squad of Jenukai Chosen into a flanking position. They had earlier decided they would be best suited to draw away the initial wave of Dantron’s own armada with this tactic. They had the element of surprise on their side, but that advantage would be quickly nullified once the Dantronian's rose to arms themselves. Dantron had them outnumbered in the air by about a thousand dragons, so it was pertinent that the Gaelarian’s strike hard and fast.  
 
    Just as Arius had anticipated, hundreds of thousands of arrows flew upwards to knock them out of the sky. It was as if the rain had somehow reversed upon itself. Arius raised a gauntleted hand from his reins and cast forth with his Adimus Aura an enormous cerulean wave of energy that coursed with electricity. The blast incinerated a path of flight through the arrows and decimated the opposition’s archers as it blew apart the earth like a meteor strike.  
 
    Putting both hands back on the reins, he turned Alrukar into a nosedive and sent a mental picture of fire to his steed through the Link. The dragon immediately obliged, setting fire to tents, maintenance wagons, and anyone unfortunate enough to survive his initial attack.  
 
    The Dantronian ground troops were no match whatsoever. Gaelarian dragons pulverized the surprised and overwhelmed invaders unmercifully. Arius smirked as he cast another wave of energy so powerful that it punched another deep crater into the ground. The hundreds of clustered Dantron soldiers who had stood gaping stupidly into the air as death swooped upon their ranks were now nothing more than a pile of ash and bones.  
 
    This is simply too easy, thought Arius. Where was Dantron’s fleet? Looking all around the valley, Arius could see only the panicked and scattering enemy ground forces and in the sky his own armada. He was growing anxious waiting for his brother to show himself. 
 
    Without warning, Arius spotted the enemy dragon horde breaking through the clouds, copying Gaelaria’s own maneuver.  
 
    “Jenukai‘s Wings, that bastard is far too clever,” Arius grudgingly admitted to himself. His brother’s guile shouldn’t have shocked him. He was and always had been a brilliant battle tactician.  
 
    Arius directed Alrukar upwards into a steep climb to meet Dantron’s armada and the Duncar filth head on. From his scabbard on his back Arius pulled forth his sword, Dragon’s Fist. As always, having the blade in his hand strengthened his resolve, and he needed the reassurance it provided him as he joined the rest of his fleet in formation.      
 
    Miles flew close to his left side, shaking out his mane of dreadlocked red hair. From this close vantage, Arius could see his friend’s thick beard had specks of flesh and splintered bone in it. 
 
    “We’ll give you a clear path to Dregan!” Miles shouted over the noise of the storm to Arius. 
 
    Arius simply nodded in his direction and gave a primal battle cry that was matched by everyone of his Jenukai Chosen and their mounts. Dantron’s riders and dragons answered with a prideful roar of their own. Arius’ heart was pounding out of control in his ribcage and his battle nerves threatened to unhinge him. His unbridled hatred for Dregan lent him the strength he needed, though, and his anxiety quelled as a result. He was glad for the stability and calm he achieved as the two forces tore into one another with a horrible fierceness. The world had become a riot of wings and fire, teeth and claws, ripping and tearing.  
 
    Arius took Dragon’s Fist and sliced through an enemy Green dragon’s wing, and blood erupted across his face and armor. The attack sent the dragon and its rider to the battle ravaged earth below. Banking to the left, Alrukar released a fireball directly into the face of a dive-bombing Dantron steed, instantly cremating the creature. The nerves he had felt were long forgotten, replaced only by survival instincts and his need for vengeance.   
 
    Through the Link, Arius commanded Alrukar to tuck in his mammoth wingspan, and together they dove. They plummeted a hundred feet in the blink of an eye after an unsuspecting rider who had just blown apart one of the Jenukai Chosen. Arius took Dragons Fist in both hands and swung with all his strength, severing the man in half at the waist. Gore flew behind the pair of legs that remained on the enemy dragon, his innards emptying grotesquely into the steed’s slipstream.  
 
    Arius flew through the battle hacking through human and dragon alike, yet still there was no sign of his true quarry. The rain started to feel warm upon his face, and as he wiped his eyes in attempt to improve his vision, a smear of red appeared on his palm. With a grim realization, Arius noticed that blood now fell from the sky as heavily as the downpour itself. The sense of urgency in Arius’ mind grew as a result. There had been far too much bloodshed already because of this war. He longed to strike his traitorous brother Dregan down with Dragons Fist and end this ordeal once and for all.   
 
    As if Dregan had heard his thoughts, he swooped down upon Arius with deadly intent, seemingly out of nowhere. Alrukar barrel-rolled and Arius ducked, just barely avoiding being knocked airborne by the slimmest of margins. With Dregan now in pursuit, Arius glanced over his shoulder and with some quick calculating noted that Dregan’s Gold dragon was the more swift and agile flier in these conditions. Unless he did something drastic, he would be snatched off Alrukar at this pace.  
 
    The wind was so loud in Arius’ ears that he didn’t hear the wail of the wall of flame that chased inches behind him, sizzling through the cold rain until it nearly engulfed him and Alrukar. Once again, the Link saved his skin. Arius sensed that Alrukar felt the fireball coming and his dragon shifted cunningly to avoid it. He patted his clever steed on the neck in appreciation. 
 
    Knowing a chase through the clouds would be a suicidal tactic, Arius gave a mighty tug on the reins, pulling his mount around in an about face to catch Dregan off guard. After completing the move he found only open air and the battle being waged around him. Dregan had simply vanished. What matter of Duncar magic is this?   
 
    Panicking slightly, Arius summoned forth his Adimus Aura and scanned for Dregan’s life force.  
 
    “That trick won’t work, little brother,” Dregan shouted to him as he and his Gold dragon flew directly over Arius’ head.  
 
    Dregan swung his sword trying to decapitate him, missing by scant inches. Even over the mighty tumult of the storm, Arius felt the wind of the blade’s near miss, and brown hairs fell across his face and breastplate. Arius sheathed Dragons Fist and sent a two-handed scarlet energy blast at his brother’s retreating back. Before it could strike him, one of Dregan’s personal bodyguards flew into its path and was eviscerated by the attack. 
 
    “You fucking coward! This is between the two of us!” Arius bellowed, rage making his voice carry louder than it could have normally. He could sense Dregan chuckling. 
 
    “Don’t be such an ignorant child, Arius. Every one of my soldiers are honored to die for the True Dragon.” 
 
    “If that’s how you want it, Dregan,” Arius growled malevolently.  
 
    Arius reached deep into his Adimus Aura. Raw energy radiated from him, cloaking him in a veil of radiant white light. He tapped not only into the battle magic that his Adimus Aura provided him but also his rage and adrenaline. Emitting a mighty roar, Arius let go of his restraint, and with nothing more than his will to make it happen, fifty Dantron dragons and their riders were swallowed into the sphere of raw power that had burst forth. 
 
    Maniacal laughter came from Dregan as he was somehow untouched by the assault. Arius lost control of his better judgment, and he and Alrukar chased after him. Through the Link an image of an inferno appeared; his Black dragon meant to turn his brother into a pile of charred ashes, and Arius was only too happy to accommodate the request. A wave like a solar flare burst from Alrukar, and the magnificent Gold dragon reflected the intense flames and the carnage of the aerial battle around it. Dregan waved his arms in a circular motion, and the fire vanished into nothingness. 
 
    Seething with hatred and frustration, Arius dove at his brother. Dregan was ready for the attack and cast forth a huge Duncar lighting strike. The spell hit Arius square in his breastplate, ripping him from his harnessed saddle and sending him head over heels off the back of Alrukar.  
 
    Arius fell stupefied through the rain. He could sense Alrukar diving to retrieve him. His wits were awry as he felt the electricity reverberating through his veins. He felt as though he was falling dramatically slow and that he had been beaten by clubs for a week straight. All his hair was on end, and his eyes felt as if they were going to explode from his skull. But all of that paled in comparison to the feeling of mounting horror as he watched Dregan dive also.  
 
    It was now a race to be rescued, or to be ravaged. Arius had enough wherewithal in his addled mind to tuck his arms and legs into a diving position as he rocketed toward the ground, literally at breakneck speed. Dregan was almost upon him, and he couldn’t avoid the second Duncar lightning bolt that was about to collide with his airborne body. He couldn’t even bring himself to close his eyes as it bore down on him. 
 
    Just as the lightning was a few feet away from annihilating him, Alrukar swept underneath Arius so he could reach out and grab his long neck. Not one second after the miraculous catch, Alrukar managed to maneuver around a fire blast from Dregan’s Gold dragon, and the Black dragon sent a ball of flames back in retort.  
 
    With little effort, Dregan moved out of the way of the blaze. He then guided his Gold dragon to a nearby cliff, perching himself on the tallest peak in the valley.  
 
    An easy target! thought Arius. The effects of the lightning had blissfully subsided, and he flew at Dregan with murder in his eyes set on tearing him apart. Still his brother did not move. 
 
    If he wants to make this simple for me, so be it! Arius got just close enough to see the amused grin on Dregan’s face. It was a smile that Arius was accustomed to seeing in their youth spent together, a smile that let him know that Dregan already thought of himself as the winner of this fight.  
 
    His brother raised both his arms in his direction, and a dense black fog rolled from his fingertips. Unable to avoid the fog, Arius flew into its midst, and at once everything was thrown into disarray. The world had turned upside down, and it was all Arius could do to keep hold of his reins and not plunge into the storm that now appeared below him. He closed his eyes tightly to keep from looking at the bleak prospect of falling into the heavens. Before his mind could truly comprehend what had occurred, a boot collided solidly with the side of his face, sending him crashing spectacularly into an unforgiving surface. 
 
    Arius could taste blood in his mouth as he sat up, trying to shake the cobwebs off from the result of his rather harsh landing onto the mountainside. The impact of his fall befuddled the Link and Arius lost contact with Alrukar. 
 
    With his Gold dragon nowhere in sight, Dregan landed on the cliff ten feet away from Arius with his sword already drawn. The Sword of Duncar was possessed with cataclysmic amounts of evil Duncar magic. Its only match was the sword in Arius’ own scabbard, Dragons Fist, the sword that would change destiny. 
 
    Arius shook his head, resolutely climbing to his feet to face off with his treacherous sibling. Lightning flashed in the background, showing off the elaborate markings of a Duncar Shadow Priest on Dregan’s plated armor. The intricate ruins upon the plating were outlined in silver, and his long black hair billowed to the side in the wind. His pale pointed face contorted into a twisted smile, with his eyes glowing a sinister blood red.  
 
    Arius’ hand slid to his sword, gripping the hilt tightly. Connected to the hilt of the blade was the stone Dragons Fist. That Artifact had transformed his simple blade into a weapon of mass destruction. The devastating energy it lent Arius set his teeth on edge and made his irises transform into narrow wyvern-like slits. He pulled the blade free of its scabbard, directing its point at the Duncar scum.  
 
    “Even with Dragons Fist, you are drastically outmatched, Arius. I am the strongest Shadow Priest to ever walk the planet, not to mention the True Dragon. Petty Artifacts will not help you in this fight, tauclava.”  
 
    “Tauclava am I?” Arius rolled his eyes at being called an imposter. “I never wanted any of this! If it wasn’t for you, Dregan, we would never have been the two foretold in Jenukai’s prophecy. When you killed our father, you made this fucking nightmare a reality.” 
 
    “Such language, little brother! I‘ll have to teach you some manners before you die. We’ll see if all of those lessons in swordplay I gave you in our youth will save your life.” Dregan smiled that infuriatingly cocksure smile of his and bowed mockingly in Arius’ direction. The Sword of Duncar rose in both of his hands, and he advanced in an almost strutting manner.  
 
    Arius spat blood from his mouth and leapt into the air with Dragons Fist raised over his head. He swung with all of his might at Dregan’s skull, but with a quick roll to the right, the Shadow Priest dodged the attack and thrust the Sword of Duncar at Arius’ exposed middle. Summoning his Elemantic powers, Arius cast a shield of air that blocked the lunge and got his sword into the way of a blow that would have surely lopped his arm off. It was a blur of movement for the next few minutes. The two sword masters had spent years training together and were able to anticipate each other in flawless grace.  
 
    Dragons Fist began to irradiate a white glow that made it look fresh from the forge as his, and the sword’s energy rose to levels that Arius hadn’t fathomed were possible. Still the Sword of Duncar didn’t break. To the contrary, Arius could sense the sword’s evil energy rising to an unprecedented level of its own sinister proportions. The surprise of this unexpected turn of events must have been showing on Arius’ face, because through the clang of steel upon steel Dregan said quietly, “You seem surprised that the Sword of Duncar is capable of such power.”  
 
    “Even with the aid of Duncar magic, I’m going to leave your entrails all over this cliff, Dregan.”   
 
    Arius lunged with renewed vigor at the amused taunting of his brother, and he stabbed the Shadow Priest through the shoulder. Arius pulled Dragons Fist free and black blood dripped from the blade hissing, while Dregan’s arm hung to his side, useless. In shock, he stumbled backwards holding his wound and fell against a wall of rock to the far side of where their skirmish had taken place. The Sword of Duncar fell from his hands and out of his reach. Dregan stared at the wound as his black blood flowed heavily, the same color as his jet black armor. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, tauclava? Finish it as you so diligently swore that you would.”   
 
    Arius stalked towards him, slowly rising Dragons Fist above his head. His brother spat, and it hit Arius in the eye. 
 
    Wiping the spittle from his face, Arius smiled coldly. “Even in defeat, you show nothing but grace and honor.”  
 
    Wary of a surprise attack with a hidden weapon, Arius once again summoned his Elemantic power. He used an air spell to bind his older brother with invisible tendrils so he couldn’t move, or strike out.  
 
    “Pal dora unt Dracor, Pal moar ucend!” Dregan closed his eyes and bellowed.  He reopened them and looked over at Arius. “I sincerely apologize, little brother, but I really must be going.”  
 
    “You die here and now, Dregan! I’ve heard enough of the filthy language of Duncar. You were once my best friend and the person I cherished most in this world. Now, you’re completely unrecognizable to me. The Dregan I knew could have never hurt anyone in our family, let alone murder our father. I want you to know that to me this will be like killing a stranger because that’s what you are to me now. I feel absolutely no remorse or regret that it has come to this. I only care that the innocent people of this country will be saved from any further atrocities at your hand.” 
 
    Arius stood directly over Dregan and swung Dragons Fist down at his exposed neck. Right before the sword could do what was intended, Dregan’s Gold dragon burst through the rock and smashed into Arius. He was knocked airborne over the edge of the cliff. As he was falling he lost his grip on both Dragons Fist and consciousness. The last thing Arius saw before the darkness enveloped him was the ground coming ever closer.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Arius awoke with a start, completely drenched in sweat. It took him a second to realize he wasn’t actually plummeting to his demise. His heart was racing uncontrollably, and he was dizzy to the point of nausea. He put his hands on his head, closed his eyes tightly and took one measured breath after another in an effort to counteract his hyperventilation and stop the world from spinning. After a moment the world righted itself, and his senses began to come back to him. The recurring nightmare had been different that time, he realized. Dragons Fist had been in his possession. That had been a first.  
 
    The sun was warm on his face and he could hear the buzz of a lot of voices, though none were discernible. He blinked numerous times, shaking off the grog he felt. 
 
    “Looks like you came to just in time, my good man.” 
 
    Arius opened his eyes and looked over to see Miles. Of course, he was still in the Royal Box at People’s Pavilion. The massive stadium was bursting with cheering fans. The collective eighty-thousand Jenukai City citizens were there for one reason: the Ryuken championships.                 
 
    “Looks like the wine went to my head. What have I missed?” Arius smiled, too. Just a dream.  
 
    “Robik trounced Villem of Axion. He knocked him out with a nasty kick to the head in the second round,” Miles stated matter-of-factly.  
 
     “He’ll be boasting about that for years, I’m sure!” Arius let out a feigned groan of disgust. Robik was a great friend.  
 
    Behind him he heard dual sniggers. Arius finally felt stable enough to stand, so he pushed himself off his plush chair and faced his two Guyver guards standing watch at the back of the box. The twins had grown up with Robik and were overly aware of the man’s verbose and boasting nature.  
 
    “Can I rely on you two to keep him in check?” Arius jested.   
 
    The twins were identical: blonde, green eyed, tall, and lean. Hunter smirked and turned his forearms into sharp blades. Davin’s fisted hands slowly incased themselves in metal.  
 
    “I like where your heads are at gentlemen, but instead how about the usual? We’ll take him out to celebrate and buy him pints until you two have to carry him home,” Arius chuckled. 
 
    The twins grinned in joint agreement. Arius had to admit that he envied the twins and their Guyver abilities. They couldn’t use the other elements like Arius, but Guyvers were able to control and manipulate all forms of metal.  
 
    “What of Xavian’s fight with that Daggerleaf lad?” Arius asked, turning his attention back to Miles.  
 
    Miles sprouted an incredulous look at the question.  
 
    “Was it that one sided?”   
 
    “I was tempted to wake you, but Xavian ended it before I had the opportunity. Xavian was picking him apart in the standup game. He was landing at will with his jab and right cross, and the Daggerleaf guy tried to get it to the ground, but to no avail. Xavian faked the shot for the takedown, and when the kid sprawled his legs backwards to avoid it, Xavian promptly kneed him in the temple. Fight over. It never even made it out of the first round. It‘ll take house Daggerleaf a long time to live that one down.” 
 
    That was Ryuken for you. It was the sport of choice amongst the people in the seven cities of the Gaelarian Alliance. It was most popular here in the capital of Jenukai City, but Axion, Kriallis, Mayora, Athenry, Qudai and Rukari all had huge followings of the sport as well. Arius vehemently agreed with them. He was an avid fan and a fighter himself. He was quite annoyed with himself for sleeping through the first two fights of the championships, especially since dear friends and members of his own Jenukai Chosen had taken part in them.  
 
    The rules were simple enough. The fight could last as long as three rounds. Each round lasted ten minutes. The fight could end one of five ways: knockout, submission, magical attack, inability for one of the fighters to continue, or a decision that was to be made by a panel of judges if neither fighter could end the skirmish before the time ran out. Only one magical ability was permitted per round. Fighters were also made to go barefoot and shirtless. Eye gouging, scratching with nails, groin shots, hair pulling and weapons were all strictly prohibited.  
 
    Now that he was feeling better, it was easy to get caught up in the frenzy of the crowd. Arius had completely forgotten the nightmare for the moment. Instead, he focused in on the anticipation of every soul sitting in the stadium.  
 
    The din was palpable. The moment they had all been waiting for was almost upon them. Three days of fighting had brought them to a championship fight even the historians would write about. Arius was very familiar with both combatants. Ryder was a member of his own Jenukai Chosen and was a match for any warrior in the entire world, in his opinion. He had sparred with Ryder on many occasions and had taken as much punishment as he had delved out. Rufio, the challenger was equally as impressive. He was a powerful fighter who was the Sky General of the Phoenix Elite. The Phoenix Elite were an all-Fire Elemantic group of fighters and the sole protectors of the city Athenry. Arius himself had appointed the man as Sky General.  
 
    Arius leaned on the railing gazing out over the crowd onto the ring, which was a twenty foot by twenty foot tiled floor. It was a mild afternoon, and a pleasant breeze played across his face and the sun lit the stadium beautifully. A gong suddenly cut through the noise, silencing the spectators almost at once. A woman’s magically enhanced voice filled everyone’s ear.  
 
    “Ladies and sirs, be welcome! Welcome to the championship fight of the tenth annual Ryuken Tournament!”  
 
    Miles inched forward to the edge of his seat, and the twins gave up the pretense of being on guard duty and joined Arius on the railing.  
 
    The woman’s voice continued. “Let me first introduce to you, fighting out of Athenry, representing the Phoenix Elite…Sky General Rufio!” She elongated his name for dramatic effect as the crowd erupted into applause, shaking the floor beneath Arius’ feet.  
 
    It was common for fighters to make outlandish appearances into the ring, and Rufio did not disappoint. Four men carried an ornate chest between them, each with a shovel propped over their shoulders. The chest was predominantly crimson with golden phoenixes engraved onto it. The quad entered the ring and placed the chest in the center of the tiles. One of them opened it, and they all proceeded to shovel what looked like sand into a pile.  
 
    “Sand?” asked Davin.  
 
    “Not sand, you derelict. Ash!” Hunter said as he laughed at his twin. 
 
     Arius raised a hand for silence, seeing that Davin had an annoyed look on his face and was undoubtedly readying a rebuttal to the quip.  
 
    “Just watch,” Arius commanded lightheartedly.  
 
    The four men had amassed an impressive pile of ash by the time they closed the chest and walked out of the ring with it. A brief moment passed before the ashes began emitting sparks of red, gold, and orange. The flashes grew more violent until the entire mound burst spectacularly into flame. Out of the fire stepped Rufio. His wings of flame spread magnificently behind him, with his bald head reflecting the inferno. The crowd in attendance yelled and cheered wildly at the spectacle. He extinguished his wings and waved jovially to the audience in reply. 
 
    “Quite the flare for the dramatic, wouldn’t you say?” Miles asked Arius. “He certainly knows how to play to the audience. Ryder won’t be nearly as showy though, mark my words. I spoke to him a few hours ago, he’s eager to get in there and defend his title.” 
 
    As if his statement had been a cue for the announcer, the woman’s great voice boomed once again.  
 
    “Now, fighting out of Jenukai City, representing the Jenukai Chosen, your very own defending champion… Ryder!”  
 
    Ryder sprinted to the ring amongst more clamor from the crowd, wasting no time with showmanship. After vaulting into the ring, Ryder strode immediately to the center of the ring and put his chin directly into Rufio’s face, but Rufio didn’t back down at all. They both stood nose to nose for a moment, staring each other down before the referee broke them apart. They both backed to their respective corners, awaiting the start of the first round. After a short pause, the gong rang and they walked forward to the center of the ring beginning the fight.  
 
    Ryder’s long black hair was pulled into a braid. He began circling Rufio, and the Sky General put his guard up and circled with him, but Ryder was the first to engage. He leapt in and attacked with a flying knee toward Rufio’s mid-section, but Rufio was able to sidestep the attack and counter. He lunged forward and landed a sweeping elbow to the face. The elbow hit with a sickening crunch, and Arius grimaced as blood began to flow from Ryder’s nose.  
 
    “Not good. He’ll be breathing through his mouth the rest of the fight, which will make him more susceptible to the knockout,” Miles noted. 
 
     Ryder bounced back on his toes and fired off a left hook, a left body kick, and a right overhand combination. Rufio was able to block the hook but was caught in the ribs by the kick, and the overhand punch landed on his chin.  
 
    He dropped to a knee, stumbled by the blows. Ryder quickly capitalized on the attack and dove in, tackling the man for the takedown.  
 
    Ryder landed on top of Rufio and began raining down punches. Rufio covered his face and stopped the worst of the barrage from inflicting damage. A flash of fire came from him on the bottom of the fray, forcing Ryder to stumble quickly off of his opponent. The referee raised a blue flag indicating that Rufio had used his one magical attack for the round. Ryder raised both hands in front of him and used his Adimus Aura to cast forth a blindingly white energy blast, but Rufio was able to deftly flip over the attack. Again the referee raised a blue flag.  
 
    Before the energy wave could disintegrate the fans in the first rows, a protective shield popped up and absorbed the blast. Now that the magical attacks had been used up for the time being, the two combatants picked up their physical assaults. The rest of the way they traded brutal punches, kicks, knees, and elbows. The gong sounded to end the first round, the fight completely even.  
 
    Both warriors were bleeding from various wounds, but they received only a short breather. The gong sounded twice, and they continued round two right where they left off. Rufio was using his reach and height to his advantage. His jab was landing at will, and after a slew of unanswered punches, Ryder finally closed the distance and grabbed him around the waist. He lifted Rufio high over his head and brutally slammed him directly onto his head. A collective gasp shuddered through the stadium.  
 
    “Jenukai’s Wings!” Arius swore loudly. “He’s killed him!” 
 
    Rufio was visibly dazed, and he was having a hard time protecting himself from the punches that were landing on him as Ryder dove onto him and straddled him. A nasty cut had opened above Rufio’s right eye, and it was bleeding freely over his face. He kicked Ryder off and scrambled hastily back to his feet, but it was obvious that he was unsteady. His legs wobbled slightly as he tried to circle away.  
 
    Ryder sensing an advantage went on the offensive and let loose a slew of wild haymaker hooks and uppercuts. Rufio jumped awkwardly back barely maneuvering himself out of the way. As he was backpedaling, he cast forth a sword made of fire. The referee raised his blue flag yet again. Rufio took a mighty two-handed swing at Ryder, who was just able to duck and roll out of its path at the last moment.  
 
    Instantly Rufio was back on the attack. He expertly stabbed and slashed at Ryder with the skill of a blade master. Ryder was able to avoid the worst of the onslaught, but burns were appearing on his bare chest and back. For several minutes, the sword kept him at bay anytime he tried something, nullifying his ability to close the distance and counter attack.  
 
    More and more burns began to show, and Ryder was slowing down as a result. Each punch he threw looked telegraphed, each kick an exaggerated effort. Rufio recognized this and went in for the proverbial kill. He lunged for a stab through Ryder’s stomach, but he narrowly missed as Ryder miraculously spun away from the conjured sword’s thrust. Mid-spin he was able to grab Rufio around the torso. He capitalized this time by hip-tossing him.   
 
    Rufio flew through the air, and Ryder summoned two energy orbs with his Adimus Aura, which he sent colliding with Rufio before he could hit the ground. The orbs exploded upon Rufio, changing his trajectory and his velocity mid-flight. He slid on his face across the tiles all the way to the far side of the ring.  
 
    The crowd’s noise was deafening. Arius had never seen such a back and forth fight in all of his life. He found himself cheering right along with all of the other fans. Miles, Davin, and Hunter were yelling at the top of their lungs as well.  
 
    “Get up, you son of a bitch!” Arius yelled at Rufio. 
 
    “Finish him off, damn it!” Miles bellowed at Ryder before looking quizzically at Arius. “You’re going for Rufio?” 
 
    “I’m not rooting for either at this point. I just want it to keep going! I haven’t watched a fight this entertaining in years!”  
 
    Both men clapped each other on the back while Rufio made it back to his feet, only to be saved by the gong. Each of the fighters stumbled back to their corners. Even from this vantage point at the top of the stadium, Arius could see that both men were breathing heavily and sporting multiple bruises and cuts. Ryder’s red and angry burns stood out in particular.  
 
    At the start of the third round, they both strode to the center of the ring and clasped forearms, signaling their mutual respect. After the embrace, the flurry of punches resumed. Ryder struck Rufio with a four punch combination, and Rufio countered with a right kick to the ribs and a front kick to the chest. He followed it up with a spinning elbow thrust that hit home right to Rufio’s left ear. After that onslaught, the two began circling again. Feints were thrown by both, their exhaustion palpable.  
 
    Without warning, Rufio completely engulfed himself in flames. He rushed forward ablaze and pulled Ryder into his grasp, crushing him into a bear hug. Ryder let loose a cry of pure agony that hung in the air, trying in vain to push Rufio away. 
 
    As his attempts became more and more feeble, it became clear that the fight had come to a close. The referee approached the two and waved a red flag indicating the end of the fight. Rufio dropped Ryder and the flames vanished. He raised both fists into the air and half the crowd applauded and cheered appreciatively while the other half issued boos and insults.  
 
    Arius, Miles, Davin, and Hunter were amongst those cheering the outcome. They watched as Healers rushed into the ring to attend both combatants. Rufio took far less time to be completely healed of all his ailments. Ryder took just a little longer, as burns were a trickier business to be healed and removed. After the Healers were finished, Rufio strode to Ryder and lifted his arm in the air. The two spun together, taking in the admiration that the audience members showered upon them.  
 
    The four members of the Phoenix Elite that had carried in the chest of ashes rushed into the ring. Rufio clasped forearms with Ryder once more and murmured something in his ear. Ryder nodded, and they bowed to each other. Rufio’s comrades hoisted him into the air, and they trotted him around for the audience to see their newly crowned champion. The woman’s voice from earlier filled People’s Pavilion again.  
 
    “Ladies and sirs, your new champion, Rufio!”  
 
    The Sky General raised both fists as the concussive boom of applause shook the stadium. Ryder approached carrying the Sword of Ryuken. It was tradition for the fallen champion to present the sword to the victor, and Ryder dropped to a knee and held the great sword out to Rufio, pommel first. Rufio bowed deeply at the waist to his opponent and accepted it with a wide smile. He thrust the blade over his head for all to see while his brothers-in-arms shot fireballs into the sky in celebration. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    “Jenukai’s wings! You’re as ugly as ever!” Owenisis bellowed his greeting as Arius dismounted from Alrukar. 
 
    His mentor laughed heartily at his own jest as he walked out to greet his godson. His lanky frame and long legs covered the distance quickly, and the two embraced in a hug. Arius was tall, but his godfather towered over him.  
 
    “It’s good to see you too, you old pervert,” mocked Arius.   
 
    “Oh-ho! That’s like the aristocrat calling the politician fat, you bloody hypocrite,” Owenisis chuckled and slapped Arius on the back as they parted. 
 
    Owenisis winked at Arius as they walked along together. His thick brows were completely gray now, and his long silver hair was pulled into a ponytail that reached the middle of his back. “You know, I can’t have you landing that beast near my cattle.”  
 
    Arius looked over at the enclosure where his godfather kept his herd of Ranis. The shaggy creatures were portly in size and lazy in nature. As usual, they had barely even moved when Arius touched down, completely unaffected by a thirty foot tall Black dragon landing nearby. 
 
    “You keep them so drunk that it’s difficult to get a reaction out of them whatsoever.” Arius smiled and shoved Owenisis good naturedly.  
 
    “What can I say? They taste better when you feed them beer and massage them. I can’t have them tensing up while you make all that racket. It defeats the entire purpose! If my steaks have an ounce of gristle on them, I’m blaming you!”  
 
    Arius chuckled putting up his hands as if to fend off an attack. “Fair enough, fair enough. Speaking of steaks and beer, your godson is famished and thirsty!” 
 
    They made their way from the flowered meadow clearing into the dense Ghost Song Woods. After a few minutes of trudging along in an amenable silence, they came into view of the modest woodland cottage Owenisis called home. It was made of red bricks and had a single story. Its shingled roof had a lone chimney that was emitting smoke, even though it was a warm day.  
 
    On the outside it was the quaint home of an old man. Owenisis opened the chipped green door for Arius, showing the true nature of the house. Inside it was a veritable palace sporting several stories and an overabundance of rooms and luxuries. Arius couldn’t help his fascination at the abilities his godfather possessed with Caster magic.  
 
    Owenisis was probably the strongest Caster alive and a founding member of the Circle of Seven, the leaders of the Gaelarian Alliance. They were the most powerfully magical people alive in their respected crafts. More than that, they were the Architects of the Seven Cities and the reason Dantron had yet to invade.  
 
    Arius had never gotten the truth about why Owenisis had severed the Link with the Circle of Seven. Every time he brought it up, his godfather would launch into a different and absurd tale. In fact, the more Arius brought it up, the more outlandish the stories became. Sometimes out of sheer boredom he would ask Owenisis just because he knew he would be thoroughly entertained for almost an hour. So the mystery remained, and his godfather had lived in isolation, or at least relative isolation, ever since. 
 
    They walked through a lavishly decorated entryway. The thick maroon carpet sank under their feet, and a dark cherry wood paneled the wall. Burgundy lamps held Everlight Orbs of a phosphorescent golden light. Priceless oil paintings hung every few feet, and grapevines snaked their way along the wall and ceiling. Arius plucked a grape from the wall and popped it into his mouth. Red wine burst from the grape as his teeth punctured its skin. He particularly enjoyed his godfather’s wine grapes.  
 
    “Have you added to it since the last time I was here?” Arius asked as they stepped out of the entryway.  
 
    Owenisis cupped his goateed chin and tapped his cheek with an idle finger. “Hmmmmm, let me think… Oh, yes. The new library!”     
 
    He led Arius to a spiraling staircase off to the left-hand side, and they climbed several stories. After what seemed like a never-ending ascent, they finally branched off to what might have been the fifteenth floor, though Arius had lost count. Owenisis pushed open a heavy oak door, and the two peered inside. It was the largest library Arius had ever seen. Rows of books sat amidst lavish green and argent chairs and couches. Highly ornate candle holders and chandeliers kept the place stunningly bright.  
 
    “Show off,” Arius muttered under his breath.  
 
    “There are enough tomes, novels, and research volumes to keep me reading through a hundred lifetimes, Arius,” Owenisis boasted, looking overly pleased with himself. “I might actually do it too, if the finer things in life grow dull.”   
 
    In his peripheral vision, Arius spotted one of those finer things seductively swaying her way towards them from down the hall.  
 
    “Arius, it’s so nice to see you,” Soee purred.  
 
    She was carrying an ostentatious tray with two beer mugs filled with an ice cold dark ale and a pipe with broken-up purple sensimilla already packed into it. A dish with more sensimilla for further bowls sat next to a plate of honeyed dates wrapped in bacon.  
 
    Soee was erotically gorgeous and quite bereft of clothing or modesty. Her big violet eyes drank in Arius hungrily, and he could feel his face growing warmer as she looked him up and down. He tried in vain to keep his eyes from her firm and perky breasts as they bounced ever so slightly as she walked. Her dark nipples were small, and her amber skin shone with newly applied oil. Her dark hair was brushed out, and Arius could smell the rose and lavender scent it cast.  
 
    “Hello, Soee. It’s a pleasure to see you as always.” Arius bowed to her in greeting. 
 
    She strode directly to him and squeezed his manhood with her free hand through his black breeches. It rose slightly in her not-so-gentle grasp.  
 
    “Isn’t that the understatement of a generation?” She whispered in her smoky voice.  
 
    “We’ll take our refreshments in here, lover,” stated Owenisis, gesturing to the library.  
 
    Soee was first through the door from the hallway, and Owenisis gave her perfect backside a playful slap. The two men followed her to a nearby set of chairs that had a coffee table in between them. Soee bent all the way over setting the tray down, giving them a pleasant view of her slit.  
 
    “That will be all for now, Soee,” Owenisis told her as she straightened. “I have the feeling my godson has important things to discuss with me.” 
 
    “But I haven’t played with Arius in ages,” she harrumphed, pouting her full lips. 
 
    “You know I’m betrothed. Whatever would Evaline think of me if I were taken advantage of by you?” Arius teased.   
 
    “It would be our little secret, as always,” she insisted, squeezing her breasts together and brushing them along his lips. Arius blushed only a bit, but it wasn’t missed by the temptress.  
 
    “Now that is an extraordinary sight to see! Arius Jadestar blushing over my forwardness. She must be truly special if I can get turned down that assuredly.”  
 
    “It’s an arranged marriage, strictly for politics. We’ve only met the once, in truth. You know that. If you take me on a tour of the library, I’ll be more than happy to show you how little my arranged marriage means to me.”  
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea. Soee, if you would be so kind, please show Arius the new library,” Owenisis said, winking at the two of them.  
 
    “Follow me, then.” Soee grabbed hold of his hand and placed it squarely on her backside.  
 
    She led him down several rows before finally choosing a spot they could be alone and out of earshot. She pushed him hard against a shelf and kissed him passionately. Her tongue gently flicked the tip of his own tongue, and her hands went to work on his belt. Arius took the opportunity to bend down and take a firm breast in his hand, and he began suckling a nipple that became erect in his mouth as he caressed it softly with his lips and tongue. She moaned into his ear and arched her back in response.  
 
    She had his pants around his ankles in seconds. Arius’ manhood was achingly hard as she began stroking it lightly with practiced fingers. She went down onto her knees, pressing it to his stomach as she began to kiss and lick every inch of him. Arius’ eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he began to breathe heavily at the pure ecstasy he was feeling. He gently gripped her hair while she took her tongue and ran it the length of his shaft. Her hand fondled him as she continued to lick and suck him eagerly. 
 
    After a few moments of exclusively using her tongue along his length and tip, she took him completely into her mouth, able to take him all the way in. She moaned slightly while she sucked and Arius felt that warmth in the pit of his stomach telling him he was close to climax. She noticed the quickening of his breathing and pulled away for a second.  
 
    “I want it in my mouth, Arius. I want to swallow it all up for you.” 
 
    She began sucking again, but now she used both hands coaxing it forth all the faster.  
 
    “Now!” He told her.  
 
    A spasm went through him as he released deep into her throat. She knelt back and opened her mouth, sticking her tongue out and showing him she had indeed swallowed everything. He sighed happily and smiled, helping her to her feet. They walked hand in hand back towards Owenisis.   
 
    “Wait for me in my chambers tonight. It’s your turn when I get done talking with my godfather.” 
 
    After she left, Arius joined Owenisis, who was already seated. He gestured for Arius to do the same and took up the pipe, conjuring a small flame above his thumb. He lowered it over the bowl and took a deep pull. Blue smoke came out of his nose and mouth as he exhaled. A smell of spring berries filled the air. He offered the pipe to Arius, who waved it away.  
 
    “This must be serious if you won’t share a pipe with me.”  
 
    Arius took up his beer mug and drained half of it in one gulp. He wiped his mouth and sat.  
 
    “Dragons Fist.” said Arius.  
 
    “Okay? What of it?” Owenisis prodded after a moment and another draw from his pipe. 
 
    “I need to find it.” Arius stated simply.  
 
    Owenisis arched a bushy brow at Arius and set his pipe on the table. He picked up his own beer mug and took a sip while smiling in a bemused fashion.  
 
    “Well, my young friend, that’s a hell of a statement to make after I’ve had a couple tokes of sensimilla. Are you now in the business of hunting mad gods? Adimus hasn’t been seen in a decade, not since shortly after the Duncar Moon impacted upon our homeland. That particular Artifact is his creation, and when a god doesn‘t want to be found, he stays hidden until he decides otherwise.” 
 
    Arius shook his head and opened his mouth to reply, but Owenisis held up a hand to forestall him.  
 
    “You’re getting that all too familiar look of unabashed stubbornness on your face, Arius. That look has been a pain in my ass in the past, you know that?” 
 
    “I had the dream again. I was in the top box at People’s Pavilion not even an hour ago. The wine and sun must have gone to my head, because I dozed off…“   
 
    Arius retold the entirety of his premonition. His godfather listened as he finished his pipe, dumping the cashed bowl into an ashtray. They both polished off their ale, and Arius finally gave in, taking some puffs from a new bowl while he recounted every detail.  
 
    “After the final match of the Ryuken tournament I went straight to Jenukai Keep, grabbed Alrukar and flew here. I didn‘t know what else to do.” 
 
    “And here I thought you were just going to come and tell me the results of the tournament, and we’d smoke and drink ourselves into a catatonic oblivion. This makes for a far more intriguing day to say the least!” Owenisis laughed as he sat back and clasped his hands behind his head.  
 
    Arius stood up and walked to a nearby shelf and pulled a random book from it. “Corin and Horrux: Enlightened and Dangerous” was the book that caught his eye. It was one of his all-time favorites as a child. It was about a boy and his tiger cub that grew up together, causing great mischief. Arius thumbed through it, smiling as he reminisced.  
 
    “You know, Father used to read this to Dregan and I before we would fall asleep.” Arius laughed a hollow and mirthless laugh at the thought. “Trust me, after discovering the only way for me to kill Dregan is to steal a weapon from a deranged god, a catatonic stupor is exactly what I need. Tell Soee that we’re going to need a cask of this ale brought to your study. We’re going to need two steaks and an entire cigar of sensimilla before we eat all of it. I won’t be able to fly in that state, so I‘ll be bedding down here for the night, thank you very much.” 
 
    “If we’re going to do this, we’ll do it right,” said Owenisis. “I just invented a new liquor. I’ll have a bottle brought up as well.” 
 
    Arius smiled in appreciation. “Looks like I’ll need a couple days to recover after this.”  
 
    Owenisis stood, clapping him on the back. “I settled in the Ghost Song for this reason. After all that conformity I suffered through with the Circle of Seven, all I wanted was seclusion with my beautiful wives, great food, and an overabundance of debauchery. I loved your father, but he and I never had the amount of fun that you and I do! Gods rest his soul, he was a droll bastard!” 
 
    After their meal, several drinks and pipes followed in rapid succession. The two sat in a companionable silence in his godfather’s study basking in digestion and inebriation. Arius contently stared around at Owenisis’ collection of trinkets and oddities. In the corner, there was a tank of vivaciously bright and exotic fish swimming amongst equally bright coral and foliage. On the writing desk sat orbs with swirling lights of every hue. Diagrams of animal’s anatomy and bones that had been left spread out for study were everywhere as well. A clock with an elaborate set of gears ticked time off on a face that Arius wouldn’t ever be able to comprehend. No fewer than thirteen hands showed what time only the gods knew it was. A cacophony of notes and drawings were haphazardly spread out all over the place as well.  
 
    They sat on cozy chairs, and a merry fire blazed on the hearth. They both were assuredly feeling the effects of the liquor his godfather had created, the ale, and the sensimilla. Owenisis suddenly doubled over, laughing hysterically. Arius gave him a quizzical look at the robust outburst.  
 
    “Do you remember when we were in Mayora for your last birthday?” Owenisis slurred.  
 
    “Jenukai’s Wings! Don’t remind me!”  
 
    Arius tried to stand, but his godfather’s study whirled like the world spinning off its axis. He quickly regained his seat, though not as graciously as he might have ten or so drinks ago. He hiccupped loudly and reached for his mug, raising it to his lips only to find it disappointingly empty.  
 
    Owenisis laughed all the harder seeing Arius fall back into his seat, pointing at him repeatedly. 
 
    “We were in that shithole gambling pit. Bloody hells, what was it called? Oh yes, Alexis Ponds! You and Hunter were wrestling in the suite, and he picked you up and flung you through the wall! Everything that wasn’t bolted down, we, or rather you, managed to break or overturn! You even ran off with that dancer, and it cost all of us one hundred and fifty gold crowns. That was an expensive dancer!”  
 
    Arius grinned as he finally managed to sit up into a more dignified posture so he could regain his footing. He stumbled over to the cask in the corner of the study and refilled his mug with the sweet dark ale.  
 
    “It only cost so much because I fell asleep during her dance. When she woke me up she asked, ‘Shall I keep going?’ I didn’t want to be rude, so of course I implored her to continue.”  
 
    “You are always the consummate gentleman, Arius!” 
 
    They both broke into gut-busting laughter.  
 
    “On a serious note, what are you going to do, young one? I’ve had the displeasure of meeting Adimus, and saying that he is unbalanced is frankly an injustice to the unbalanced. He’s extraordinarily unpredictable and morose. He won’t be easy to find.” 
 
    “I think I’ll start in Calrisan,” Arius said with a nod, sobering slightly as the mood in the room became somber.  
 
    “The Maji? Well, I certainly understand your logic. Their Seers were, after all, the ones who brought Jenukai’s prophecy to the attention of the masses. A word of advice, if I may?”   
 
    “Always. Hence my impromptu arrival upon your doorstep this afternoon.” 
 
    “Calrisan fought a long and blood stained civil war over that prophecy, as you well know. The effects of that war are still felt to this very day. A winged race has a wall separating The City in the Sky in half, for Jenukai’s sake! If you do indeed head there for your answers, I suggest approaching the Raachon faction. They will be more receptive and empathetic to your plight than their blonde haired and green eyed cousins to the north.” 
 
    “That is good advice,” Arius nodded, stretching languorously. “Now, I have a beautiful woman awaiting me in my chambers. I better get up there before I fall victim to zombie cock.” 
 
    Owenisis smirked. “Oh I don’t think zombie cock will be an issue. That liquor has been enhanced by my own hands to make sure you perform… admirably.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Xavian walked amongst the shadows of dead giants. The sun had almost dropped beneath the horizon of the Machi Plains, named after the colossal herd animals whose skeletons now littered the sea of tall grass. The near-extinct creatures’ fossils were clustered together for hundreds of miles between the oasis city of Mayora and the canyon metropolis of Rukari. The massive bones were like a city themselves, a dead and abandoned city.  
 
    Everyone avoided this portion of the plains where the skeletons lay in their eternal slumber. If people thought that coming here would upset the gods, then Xavian wouldn’t begrudge them their ignorance. The truth was, he enjoyed his solitude, and the Machi Graveyard was his favorite place to attain just that. He’d left behind even his Blue Dragon Rotu for this excursion.  
 
    He was a tall and lean lad of around twenty-two. He had tanned skin and jet black hair that always looked windblown. His crystal blue eyes were sharp, and he scanned his surroundings perpetually looking for a threat of any kind. He had an affinity for black that was obvious in the way he dressed. As per usual, he was draped in light black wool from his hood, down to his boots. His cloak was drawn tightly around him, and he shivered slightly as he walked. He was thin-blooded due to the all the time he’d spent in Mayora’s stifling heat and humidity.  
 
    The sun had gone all the way down as he walked deeper into the boneyard. It was a quiet evening, save for his footfalls through the tall grass. A cool breeze blew out of the east, and the wind manipulated the grass, making it sway like a gentle tide.  
 
    The moons would be up soon, or at least the ones that remained in orbit. They would be his three silent companions watching over him in the night. More often than not, they were the only company he could tolerate.  
 
    Tonight’s expedition to the plains wasn’t just about solidarity, however. He adjusted the quiver of enhanced arrows on his shoulder and checked the tautness of his bowstring. The conditions were perfect for the testing of his arrows. 
 
     Xavian was a deadeye archer and a powerful Elemantic on top of that. He had secretly been developing a hybrid magic using both powers. Through his experimentation with the hybrid magic, he had discovered a way to manipulate and enhance inanimate objects. As deadly as he was with a bow, he had found a way to become infinitely more dangerous with what lay in his quiver.  
 
    After walking for an hour or so, he finally came upon his favorite spot. This particular skeleton had obviously been the alpha male of the herd, as the skull sported a pair of horns that easily stretched twenty-five feet across and twenty feet high. None of the others had antlers a tenth that size. He patted the skull as he approached.  
 
    “Hello, old friend,” he said quietly.  
 
    Gazing around the plains, Xavian decided the light wasn’t quite right yet. The cloud cover was too dense, so he would have to wait until they cleared and all three moons were at their zenith before starting.  
 
    He scaled the skull and vaulted over the top of it onto the seventy-foot-long spinal column. Putting both arms out for balance, he traversed the spine like a bridge, gathering speed until he was practically at a full sprint. Once he reached the ribs, he hung his quiver and bow on a disc and flipped into a rib and laid into it like a hammock. Putting his hands behind his head as he leaned back, he listened to the wind and the insects buzzing contentedly in the grass. He closed his eyes and let out a sigh of relief, and for the first time in as long as he could remember, he let himself truly relax. 
 
    He idly contemplated his earlier fight in the Ryuken tournament. He loved fighting, but he despised the fame it earned him. In truth, being adored had always made him supremely uncomfortable. Anyone who bestowed any affection or adulation upon him, not just fans of Ryuken, made him feel tense and boxed in.  
 
    During combat, the crowd would blissfully disappear from his attention, and Xavian could slip into an adrenaline fueled trance. The noise and the distractions became a distant hum and were replaced with his pounding heart and his calm, even breathing. Unfortunately, once the fight concluded, the incessant clamoring of the spectators would return, and his head would begin to throb. Even now, hours after the fight, he still felt that familiar dull ache behind his eyes.  
 
    Xavian let his thoughts drift even further, back to his days as a sell-sword. He wholeheartedly missed his mercenary lifestyle. It had offered him the freedom and the life of a man that could do as he pleased. It was a selfish life once he actually contemplated it long enough, but he didn’t care.  
 
    As a mercenary, he had fought mostly for the nobles. If anyone could understand the need for fulfilling selfish wants, it was that crowd. Back before the Duncar Moon had changed everything, the nobles had fought endlessly over land, titles, honor, and sometimes just for the hells of it. He had been happy to drift freely among their callow and petty squabbles. He had been quite happy collecting their gold too. 
 
    All alone out in the middle of the plains, Xavian could admit to himself that he was only half ashamed that he missed the nonchalance and capriciousness of that life. He could never return to it, not now that he had a life full of responsibilities. That damned moon crashing down had forever put an end to the notion of having loyalties that revolved solely around himself.  
 
    Arius had been the one to seek out Xavian’s services. He remembered the night he had met Arius as though it were yesterday. He had been in his tent, camped alone in the Ghost Song woods in between contracts minding his own business, when he heard the snap of a twig outside. Without warning a tall, well-built man around Xavian’s own age with brown hair and brown eyes ducked into the tent.    
 
    He strode in like he owned the place. The stranger had a clean-shaven face and was wearing a purple vest with a black undershirt. His black breeches were tucked into knee-high black hunting boots. Though the young man carried no discernible weaponry, Xavian’s trained eye saw in his stance that he was dangerous. 
 
    Most would have been dumbstruck by such an abrupt arrival, but not Xavian. He sprung from his cot with his bow in hand and wasted no time drawing and launching an arrow at the stranger’s head. It should have struck him in between the eyes. Instead the shaft bounced off an Air shield.  
 
    “There’s no need for that,” Arius stated mildly. 
 
    “Who the hells are you to impede on my privacy and tell me what there is, or isn’t a need for?”  
 
    It was the biggest reaction anyone had gotten out of Xavian in years.  
 
    Arius simply sat down on the floor of the tent with his legs crossed and his arms draped around his knees.   
 
    “I promise I‘ll keep this as brief as possible. Care to sit?” he asked, gesturing at the cot.  
 
    Xavian remembered just gawking at the man at first. He was flabbergasted that this stranger had so easily deflected his arrow and was now taking his ease inside his tent. He finally found his tongue and sputtered, “How did you manage to enter my tent without making a sound until the last instant? I have impeccable hearing.” 
 
    “We can get into the semantics of my arrival later if you wish, Xavian, but I’m not really here to divulge my stealth techniques. I’m here to… proposition you.”  
 
    Xavian slowly lowered himself back onto his cot, propping his bow against the tent’s canvas. “How do you know my na--”  
 
     “Once again, the details of my arrival and how I know so very much about you can be discussed in due time. I’m here to offer you a chance to make a difference in this world you so arrogantly take for granted. I’m here to make you a general in my army.” 
 
    “Who in the hells are you?” Xavian asked once more.  
 
    Arius proceeded to introduce himself and explain what he and his army were pledged to do. Xavian had heard of Arius, the Bastard Prince of Axion and his Jenukai Chosen.  
 
    “I certainly have no love for Dantron and especially no love for Duncar, but a general in your army? You don’t even know me.” 
 
    Arius cocked his head to the side, studying Xavian for a good long minute.  
 
    “Keep in mind that your reputation precedes you, Xavian. I know that you are a phenomenal archer and a cunning warrior. More than that though, credible sources have given you notoriety as a brilliant leader and tactician.”  
 
    This time Xavian cut him off. “Credible sources? You mean spies? You should know that I detest spies and the lowlife bastards that use them.” He emphasized the word bastard to see if he would get a rise out of the man, but Arius continued nonplussed.  
 
    “You’ve led five bands of mercenaries throughout your young career, most notably the Battalion of Martyrs. The Martyrs never once lost a battle, or turned their coats during a contest while you were their leader. Those are traits nonexistent among sell-swords. You even led them for three years, when mutiny is more prevalent to mercenaries than boozing and whoring. You, my friend, are a rarity that I can turn into an extraordinary asset.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve certainly done your homework,” Xavian admitted grudgingly.  
 
    “I always do. Now, I typically don’t work with mercenaries, but in your case I’m happy to make an exception. The pay will be infinitely better than your days as a hired bowman, but more than that, you can help someone besides yourself for a change. The   people of Gaelaria are in dire need of protection, but more than that, they are a people who are in need of hope. You can help guarantee that they have a future.”  
 
    Xavian sat there mulling over what Arius had offered him. 
 
    “I don’t require an immediate answer,” Arius said after a few moments of silence, and he stood up to take his leave. “If you are indeed interested, you can find me at Jenukai Fortress in Jenukai City.” 
 
    As Arius turned to leave, Xavian asked, “So, how did you manage to appear out of thin air as it were and meet me tonight?”  
 
     “Let’s just say I have a powerful ally in these woods.” Arius offered him a sly smile before slipping out of the tent.  
 
    And just like that, he was gone, spirited away to wherever he had come from. 
 
    Xavian was snapped out of his reminiscence when he realized an unnatural silence had befallen the plains. The steady buzzing and chirping of insects had ceased completely. He listened hard for a sound of any kind, but there was nothing. His eyes had adjusted a bit to the pressing darkness, and he sat up and squinted into the night seeking the source of the sudden hush.  
 
    A pair of glowing green lights had appeared in the darkness directly to his right. Xavian strained to make out what they were before realizing they were eyes. He was being watched by something in the darkness. He adjusted himself so he was crouched onto the balls of his feet, readying himself in case he needed to spring into action. The eyes were at least two hundred yards away by his estimation, and they didn’t move or even blink. He was being hunted.  
 
    Xavian slowly reached up and grabbed his quiver and his bow, subconsciously checking that his throwing knives and two short swords were in their proper places.  
 
    Just as he pulled an arrow out of the quiver and knocked it to his bowstring, a dozen more pair of eyes flashed into view all around him. He did a quick three sixty-degree scan of his surroundings and calculated that eighteen figures had him surrounded. Guttural growling and primal snarls broke the silence. The hair on Xavian’s neck stood up of its own volition at the terrible sounds. A howl pierced the night and the beasts charged in unison.  
 
    Xavian got his first glimpse of the predators that had stalked him to his sanctuary. They were all a minimum of fifteen feet tall, with most of them standing taller than that. They were exceptionally long limbed and hairless. Each of them had dark skin and elongated heads that held bat like ears. The nearest beast had its teeth bared, and he could plainly see all of their fangs were akin to daggers. More frightening than the teeth were the claws, each of which were the size of his torso. 
 
    It wasn’t how he originally planned to test out his new arrows, but Xavian figured that this was as good of a way as any. He drew and loosed a fire arrow. It struck home on one of the charging monsters, and the flames engulfed it immediately. It screeched a shrill death cry before hastily crumpling into a pile of smoldering ashes. Its packmates went into a frenzy, howling and roaring in a chilling display.  
 
    Xavian quickly hooked his bow and quiver to his shoulder straps and leapt up, grabbing handholds on the spinal column above him. He swung his legs backwards and forwards, building up momentum until he was able to catapult himself into a backflip. He landed atop the dead colossus and pulled his bow out again, but his time he drew forth a mimic arrow and loosed it at the first members of the pack that began to climb after him. The astonishing speed and dexterity with which these creatures were able to move was truly horrifying. The arrow, once in flight, split into ten and pincushioned three of them.  
 
    Four down, fourteen to go, thought Xavian.  
 
    He sprinted the length of the spinal column while keeping a wary eye on his pursuers. They all had made it onto his Machi skeleton, so he pulled and released an ice arrow as he ran. It caught one in the head, encasing it entirely as it fell to the grass. When it landed, its head exploded into a pile of crystallized mush.  
 
    Sweat dripped from Xavian’s brow despite the coolness of the night, and he wiped it away with his sleeve irritably. If the smallest drop fell into his eyes, it could bluster a kill shot. In a situation such as this one, he couldn’t afford to be anything but perfect.  
 
    Now that he had ascended to the high ground, he let loose one shot after the other. Target seeker arrows locked onto his attackers even if he missed; he rarely missed, if ever, but they were a blessed convenience in these bizarre confines. They would follow unrelentingly until his target had a hole punched into it. Four more of the monsters fell to the Target Seekers.  
 
    Ten to go. 
 
    He cursed himself for not bringing more arrows. He had only two more fire arrows, one ice arrow, and a secret weapon that might be able to make all the difference. If those wouldn’t do the job, it would be just his short swords and throwing knives to see him out of this with his hide intact. Frankly, he did not like his odds, even with half a quiver left.  
 
    Despite his attention to detail, one of them had snuck up from underneath his position while he was firing on the rest of the pack. It grabbed ahold of his leg, and the pain of its grasp was absolutely excruciating. The long claws ripped directly through his calf, nearly to the bone.  
 
    Xavian cried out in alarm and pain while he tried to maintain a foothold. Losing his balance, he teetered awkwardly and fell over backwards, but the monster held him unmercifully tight. As he was dangling upside down about thirty feet above the ground, his remaining arrows spilled onto the long grass.  
 
    Shit!  
 
    Xavian managed to snatch one just before it fell out of his reach. His breathing was labored, and he was getting dizzy as the blood rushed to his head. He knew his senses were dulling considerably because his next move was rash and reckless. He looked up into the ominous green glow of the eyes of the beast that had his leg in a death grip, and an unmistakable laugh came from between the sabers it had for teeth. Xavian didn’t bother thinking about the repercussions; he knocked his lone arrow and shot it into the thing’s throat.  
 
    It dropped him, and he fell a long way, landing with a sickening crunch onto his back. All the air exploded out of his chest, and flashes of light erupted into his vision.  After a split second of panic, thinking he had punctured his lungs, Xavian was finally able to expel a gasp through gritted teeth.  
 
    Xavian was a gifted Elemantic, and he reached for that power, intent on ending the fight here and now. Instead of finding his powers ready to wield, they slipped away from him like trying to grab a gust of wind. He had taken too much physical damage and his magical abilities were being affected as a result. He blinked and groaned, and the panic arose anew as he realized he had lost his bow somewhere.   
 
    There was no time to be immobile, so he pushed himself up, ignoring the almost crippling pain that shot through his back and ribs. The only thing that enabled him to spring back to his feet was the massive amount of adrenaline that coursed through his veins like a lightning strike, just like the way he felt during a Ryuken match. Adrenaline wasn’t an infallible ally though, and the unfortunate truth was that his battered body would betray him soon enough. He slipped into the calming trance of battle and focused, assessing his circumstance.  
 
    Time to move.  
 
    The damnable creatures were closing in quickly. They all roared and screamed murderously at him. Xavian scanned the ground quickly, searching for his bow and scattered arsenal, but all he could see was the tall grass. He cursed under his breath and dropped down to a knee, pulling out throwing knives that were concealed in his boots. Two of his ghastly assailants were almost upon him.  
 
    He emerged from the grass, letting both daggers fly. They tumbled through the air, taking one in the eye and the other in the belly, but the one with the dagger protruding from its stomach never even broke stride. As its fellow abomination toppled into its path, the thing barbarously tore its brethren in half and threw the carcass aside.  
 
    Xavian gaped wide-eyed as it jumped dozens of feet into the air and landed on top of him. They rolled over each other as the beast snapped its jaws at his face and exposed neck. He was barely able to hold onto its long ears, wrenching its head back with all of his capacity. Its breath was as rank as a battlefield after the crows had had their fill of the fallen.  
 
    Xavian put his boots on the beast’s stomach and pushed the dagger in farther before kicking with all his might and flipping it off to the side. He propelled himself quickly back to his feet and pulled forth his short swords. The beast had regained its footing far faster than he was able to and was hacking and slashing at him with those mountainous claws before he could adequately defend himself. He took deep gashes across his cheek and the top of his head. Hot blood gushed from both wounds, pouring into his eyes and impairing his vision completely. That guttural laughter sprang up around him again. 
 
    They’re toying with me. 
 
    He stumbled forward blindly, trying unsuccessfully to stem the blood flow into his eyes. In that moment of weakness, the pack rushed in simultaneously. Sporadically he would catch glimpses of the demonic abnormalities as they would rush by, tearing and biting into his flesh. Xavian took several more gashes across his entire body before he finally succumbed to the pain and blood loss.  
 
    He pitched forward onto his face, trying desperately to crawl to safety. He gripped the bloodied grass and dragged himself a few bedraggled feet when his right hand grazed something. His bow was miraculously within reach! He grabbed it tightly like it was the floating wreckage of a ship and he was drowning in a tumultuous ocean.  
 
    Xavian was suddenly seized by his waist and ripped into the air. The beast that held him was the biggest of the bunch and it lifted him to eye level, locking stares with him. It curled its lips back and distinctly smiled at him. Xavian broke into a cold sweat; he had never seen a more frightening thing in all his life.  
 
    “We eat you now, human,” it said in a grating and unnatural voice, drawing out the words.  
 
    Xavian instinctually head-butted the creature as hard as he could. The beast’s teeth crumbled from its mouth, and its agonized screech permeated the night air. It lifted him with both claws above its head and flung him as if he were a child’s doll.  
 
    He flew at a stunning velocity towards the Machi skeleton where the melee had begun. He held on desperately to his bow with his off hand and straining, he stretched out with his right hand trying desperately to grip a branch of the antler. His hand caught hold, but his momentum swung him at an alarmingly steep angle up and away so he lost his hand hold. He spiraled up and over into the Machi’s spine and bounced a few more feet before he could completely halt his trajectory. Xavian spat up blood and coughed harshly, dizzy beyond belief.  
 
    Despite the landing, his bow was somehow still extraordinarily clutched in his left hand. Xavian’s body was on fire from multiple lacerations, and he knew it wasn’t long before he would bleed to death. Every breath was torturous to his broken ribs, and if his lung had not been punctured previously, it was most assuredly now. He looked up to see those green eyes were slowly making their way towards him out of the night. Xavian snapped his bow to his shoulder strap, resigned to make a last stand. If he were to die, he would die fighting.  
 
    He rolled over and hung for a second before dropping down from the giant’s bones, landing in a crouch. Every muscle in his body flared into white hot pain, but he cast aside his weaknesses and stood tall. Spitting up more blood, he wiped his mouth and then pulled out his last two daggers and trudged towards his fate.  
 
    As he limped along, his boot trod something in the grass. He quickly bent down to see what it was.  
 
    An arrow!  
 
    It was the arrow he’d hoped it was. He pulled forth his bow and knocked the Heaven’s Hammer arrow, waiting for his vile quarry. They didn’t make him wait long. Growling and drooling, they stalked behind their now toothless alpha. They began to spread out when Xavian raised his bow. He drew and fired.  
 
    Lightning burst forth from his bow. A vivid light flashed, illuminating the plains all around him, and Xavian put his hand over his eyes to shield them. When the darkness returned and his eyes had readjusted, he saw the lightning had pulverized everything in its path. Patches of fire smoldered in the tall grass. The pack of monsters was now only a repugnant pile of smoking carnage. Xavian’s legs trembled, unable to hold him upright any longer. His strength finally abandoned him, and he collapsed to the earth, ready to die.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Make no mistake, the war is coming to Gaelarian soil.”  
 
    A bead of sweat broke out on Landran’s brow, and embarrassment welled up inside of him as realized he’d been gesticulating to the crowd with the stump that was all that remained of his right arm. He quickly recoiled the severed limb and blushed. He was right-handed, and it was a lifelong habit he’d been unable to break. Truth be told, he was not the finest public speaker around, either. The small assembly of Jenukai City’s most powerful people there for his demonstration was making him quite nervous.  
 
    The Hall of Seven, where his demonstration was taking place, was hedonistic beyond belief. Its upscale nature wasn’t helping his nerves whatsoever. Four marble pillars held up a vaulted ceiling that was fifty feet tall. The ceiling itself was elaborately stained glass that stretched on, depicting the dragon god Jenukai blessing his two Emperor Dragons just outside the city walls the day Jenukai City was christened. The walls were marble as well. Life-sized crystal dragon skulls lined those walls with Everlight bulbs clutched in their jaws that flashed orange, red, and yellow, giving them the illusion that they were breathing fire. 
 
    Strategically aligned fountains in the floor sent water dancing and crisscrossing continuously around the amphitheater. Behind the dais where he stood were dual scarlet tapestries that stretched from floor to ceiling, decorated with Jenukai’s ornate symbol in grey. 
 
    It was the definition of a “who’s who” atmosphere within the confines of the meeting. Sitting alone in the front row was Dara of the Circle of Seven, Watcher and Architect of Jenukai City, not to mention his own mother. He wanted very badly to impress her this day. Standing behind her was the leader of the Blood Reign and her omnipresent shadow, Akaris.  
 
    The Blood Reign were the personal bodyguards to the Circle of Seven. Akaris was an imposing figure in his grandiose battle armor. The elaborate plate was bedecked in the Jadestar colors, which were black and green. His Mask of Divinity, which gave him his remarkable powers, was all black with the Jadestar seven-pointed star in green making up the face. His Divinity Blade, which he wore strapped to his back, was easily as long as Landran was tall.  
 
    His half-brother Arius was curiously absent. So, too, was Xavian. It was unlike the two leaders of the Gaelarian army to miss something this important. Miles and Razmuson sat in for them, which did nothing to quell his anxiety.  
 
    Looking around the auditorium, he spotted other notables among the assembly members. Kellis, the Grand Chancellor of the Baehadahn, was in attendance. The Baehadahn was the second highest authority in Jenukai City, behind only Dara and the other Circle members. The Baehadahn was a council of elders who handled mostly matters of commerce, trade, and other day-to-day things that kept a metropolis as large as Jenukai City running smoothly.  
 
    Jeradel from the Eye of the Hall of Seers was also there. Landran had also seen Karyse, who was the Head Mistress of the Healers Guild. He did his best to hide his disdain at the sight of her.  
 
    Every noble house that took up residence in the city was present as well. Representatives from houses Greydawn, Daggerleaf, Amberthorn, Trueforce, Ravenwatch and Nightshard all sat scattered throughout the seats. They were all there to see his new inventions, which made his unease spike at the thought.  
 
    Landran took a few calming breaths, cleared his throat and continued. 
 
    “Our intelligence puts Dantron’s armada at more than four thousand dragons. That’s nearly two times more than our own. We’ve taken some impressive strides in closing the gap in this arms race, though. Last year alone, we were able to successfully breed and Link twelve hundred dragons, bringing our fleets total to twenty-three hundred. My hopes are that I can add an additional seven hundred dragons to that number. I’m overly optimistic these goals can and will be reached.” 
 
    Landran paused briefly to sip from his water glass before continuing, as his nerves were giving him awful dry mouth. Unfortunately, he drank too quickly, and the water went down the wrong pipe, causing him to sputter loudly and embarrassingly. After a moment of considerable hacking and blushing, he tried his best to carry on in as strong a voice as was possible. A mousy quaver was all he managed.  
 
    “The Dantron invasion force has but two cities left to subdue before they focus their full attention on Gaelaria. Jaren Mar is on the brink of collapse and surrender according to multiple sources, and Tryss, who has been our mightiest ally over the course of these trying times, will fall within the year. Ten years of war and preparation has brought us to this one unavoidable moment: full-scale invasion. When Dantron does assault our homeland, the Jenukai Chosen and the rest of the Gaelarian army will have some surprises for them.” 
 
    Behind Landran, the scarlet tapestries pulled back like curtains, revealing a Red dragon in its prime. It was Landran’s own mount, Incendiary. Red dragons weren’t as large as Black or Gold dragons, but they were equally as loyal and vicious. He turned to his steed and beamed with pride, forgetting for the moment that he was a nervous wreck. He glanced back at his audience, who, for the most part, had bored and indifferent expressions on their faces.  
 
    It was a testament to how much the world had changed in the last ten years. Not one member of the assembly even flinched at the sight of a twenty-foot-tall dragon. They all looked upon his demonstration as if he had just revealed a Ranis calf. It seemed human beings could get used to anything if they were subjected to it for long enough.  
 
    “As you all well know, the Link was our first monumental achievement in using dragons for warfare. For example, through the Link I can tell my dragon is hungry and thinks some of you look appetizing.” He paused for laughter that didn’t come, and his nerves frayed a little more.  
 
    “So, um, the next two things I have to show you will be a triumph equivalent to the Link. Without further ado, I give to you the Genai Forms.”  
 
    Through the Link, Landran sent a command to Incendiary. Genai Sphere!  
 
    Behind him there was a loud pop. Where the dragon once stood was now a hovering orb no bigger than a man’s skull. The assembly gasped in shock as the orb zoomed around Landran and shot out amongst the crowd sitting throughout the Hall of Seven.  
 
    To me! Landran commanded mentally through the Link. Incendiary zipped back to hover by his side.  
 
    “This form is called the Genai Sphere,”  Landran announced. 
 
     His confidence was significantly bolstered at seeing that he now had an engrossed group of spectators.   
 
    “Obviously a twenty- to thirty-foot dragon can’t exactly fit into our homes, or live in our basements. For an armada the size of ours, the Genai Form is an invaluable tool. Jenukai Keep can now house every dragon we have ever bred.” 
 
    An excited buzz was filling the hall. Landran kept talking, hoping his explanation of this invention would quiet them down.  
 
    “The Genai Sphere can also be used to communicate with people across small, or great distances.”  
 
    At that moment, the doors at the entrance of the hall swung open, and another Genai Sphere entered. It flew directly to Landran, hovering in front of him. A swirling mist in the Genai Sphere formed itself into the face of his good friend, Robik. Robik smiled at Landran, showing innumerable gaps where teeth had once resided. 
 
    “So are they impressed yet?” asked the friendly giant.  
 
    “Hello to you too, Robik. You have to ask them that,” Landran replied, gesturing again with his stump to his now-enthralled audience. Robik’s ethereal face in the sphere did a one-eighty turn and acknowledged the crowd.  
 
    “Impressed?” 
 
    The assembly burst into laughter in response. 
 
    “If you would be so kind, Robik, would you mind coming down to the Hall of Seven and helping me with my demonstration?”  
 
    “On my way, sir!” The face in the Sphere winked out, and the two orbs began to chase each other around the hall while Landran went on with his demonstration. 
 
    “Now, while we wait for my assistant to arrive, I’d like to quickly exhibit the last use of the Genai Sphere. As you just witnessed, Robik and I were able to communicate from across Jenukai City. The Genai Sphere can also be a useful tool in the art of espionage. If you listen closely, you will notice that neither orb makes a sound while they dart about.”  
 
    He paused so the audience could listen.  
 
    “Through my Link, I can use the Genai Sphere as my eyes and ears. Since my rotund adherent has yet to arrive, I was wondering if I could get one of you to do me a favor.”  
 
    The young representative of house Amberthorn leapt out of his chair, emphatically waving his hand. Kal Amberthorn was about sixteen, making him the youngest head of house of all the nobles. The lanky blonde headed youth had more pimples than facial hair, but he would suffice in this instance. 
 
    “Very well, Kal. I’m going to close my eyes and plug my ears. I won’t be able to hear or see a thing. You will hold up an unknown amount of fingers behind your back and whisper the amount that you’re concealing to your neighbor. I’ll count to five. Ok? Ready?”  
 
    The youthful noble nodded energetically, signaling he was indeed ready.  
 
    “Ok, then… One…Two…Three…Four…Five” 
 
    Landran closed his eyes and tapped his Elemancy. A dome of air and water surrounded his head, cutting off his hearing. He sent through the Link his orders for Incendiary to see and hear on his behalf. The orb rocketed off and began its circuit around Kal. Through the, “eyes” of the Genai Sphere, Landran could see and hear much better than he would have been able to of his own accord. In his mind’s eye he saw that Kal was holding two fingers behind his back. He strained to hear the whisper and caught it just barely. “Four,” Kal intoned to a fellow Amberthorn sitting to his immediate left.  
 
    Landran sent a return command to Incendiary through the Link. He opened his eyes and smiled at the crowd, banishing the Elemantic helmet.  
 
    “Our young friend did an excellent job! Thank you, Kal. Now, the moment of truth! Behind his back he was holding two fingers. Is that correct, Kal?”  
 
    The boy said nothing. 
 
    “He’s gone shy on us! Are you silent because you held up two fingers, but told your neighbor you were holding four?”  
 
    The boy’s jaw dropped, and he blushed a furious shade of crimson.  
 
    “How did you know that?” he sputtered.  
 
    The assembled dignitaries applauded politely. Kal grinned at the response from the crowd and took a deep bow before returning to his sit.  
 
    “The Genai Sphere is and will be a tool that can help us win this war. However, the Genai Form is a plural invention.” 
 
    As was planned, Robik chose that moment to stroll into the hall. The Ryuken fighter was easily seven feet tall and three hundred and fifty pounds. His skin was charcoal black, and his even darker hair was pulled into a long braid. He wore a brown vest extensively covered in grease and ale stains that showed off his heavily muscled arms but barely contained his protruding belly. A green kilt swayed as he walked on bare feet.  
 
    Oh hells, I hope he’s wearing underbreeches beneath that thing. 
 
     Over his shoulder Robik bore the weight of a gigantic club, and it swung around dangerously, nearly knocking out some of the more prominent onlookers as he made his way to the stage and taking his place next to Landran on the dais. The hulking mass of humanity smiled excitedly and belched his greeting to the crowd. The two Genai Spheres joined them and begun flashing a silver light. Another pop pierced the hall, and smoke bombarded Landran and Robik. They both coughed violently and waved the smoke away as best they could.  
 
    The smoke finally dissipated after a few moments, revealing two prodigiously armored figures standing next to them. Both stood taller than Robik by more than a head and wore armor that made Akaris’ seem dull in comparison. Landran couldn’t suppress the boyish grin that crept onto his face. He’d been waiting months to unveil this particular version of the Genai Form. 
 
    “This is the Genai Defender form. The Defender is roughly ten times stronger, faster, and more agile than any human warrior. All Genai Defenders are Adimus Aura capable as well. Robik here will now help me to validate these claims.” 
 
    Robik hoisted his club off his shoulder and strode with an autocratic bounce to his step to one end of the stage, while Landran sent Incendiary in his Defender form to the other. Landran stood between them like a Ryuken referee. The nobles in attendance began cheering and clapping as if they were at People’s Pavilion.  
 
    “In this corner, fighting out of Jenukai City… Robik!!” Landran played along in what he hoped was a worthy announcer’s voice.  
 
    Robik raised a fist in salute to Landran and then to the crowd. He bowed to Incendiary and set himself up in an attack stance with the club held before him in both hands like a sword. Landran whirled towards Incendiary. He was now truly having fun with his presentation.  
 
    “Fighting out of Jenukai Keep, my very own mount, Incendiary!” 
 
    Robik didn’t hesitate. He rushed the Genai Defender and raised the club over his head, bringing it down with all his might. He struck home a blow on Incendiary’s helm that would have killed a mortal being. Instead, the club shattered and splintered in every direction.  
 
    The Defender stood its ground without stumbling. Its helmet wasn’t even dented. Robik blinked in surprise. His shock was short-lived, though, as he wound up and threw a sweeping right hook that Incendiary nonchalantly grabbed in mid-swing. The dragon then hoisted Robik into the air like a harmless child that was throwing a temper tantrum.  
 
    Astonished murmurs erupted from the crowd. They knew how heralded of a fighter Robik was. Landran didn’t want to disappoint them, so he improvised slightly on he and Robik’s plan. He felt bad doing it, but he mentally ordered his dragon to throw Robik across the stage anyways. The Defender hefted the giant and effortlessly tossed him several feet before he landed with a resounding crunch into a crumpled heap.  
 
    “Ow!” Robik roared.  
 
    Landran rushed over in a laughable attempt to help his friend back to his feet. Having him catapulted wasn’t the best idea. Robik’s disarrayed kilt was displaying the fact that he hadn’t worn underbreeches after all. Landran blanched at the unpleasant view and laughed despite the inappropriateness of the situation.  
 
    “That was not a part of the plan!” Robik groaned as he struggled back to his feet, clutching his vast backside. 
 
    “Got the point across though, didn’t it?” Landran asked, nodding toward the crowd.  
 
    The majority of them had abandoned their seats for a better view of the demonstration. Robik shook with laughter and bowed once again, this time a little more gingerly.  
 
    “The demonstration will conclude with the two Defenders engaging in a little hand-to-hand combat. Nothing too serious, mind you. They will spar just enough to provide an example of their agility and quickness.”  
 
    Both men hopped off the stage, giving the dragons the room they needed to maneuver about. The Defenders charged one another and began a fight that was merely a blur of movement. The heavy clang of metal on metal was the only indication that blows were being struck. Landran tried without success to track the skirmish. He looked at Robik, whose dumbfounded expression confirmed he wasn’t the only one.  
 
    Enough! He commanded through the Link. Both Defenders abruptly backed off, awaiting orders. Stunned silence filled the hall as Landran took his place back on the dais.  
 
    “So are there any questions?”  
 
    The silence stretched on for a moment more before Dara stood and swept out of the hall without a backward glance, Akaris hard on her heels. Before Landran had time to contemplate the ramifications of this development, a dozen hands shot into the air demanding his immediate attention. Wary once more after seeing his mother’s reaction, he set about answering the onslaught of inquiries.  
 
    Hours after the demonstration, the elation Landran had felt earlier because of the success of the Genai Forms had worn off. He looked down at his stump and felt a familiar wave of melancholy washing over him. He sat alone in his chambers that he shared with his wife, Kania. Their suite was located in Jenukai Keep, which sat at the very top of the largest man-made structure in the known world, Jenukai Fortress. He stood at his window, gloomily gazing out over the vast capital of the Gaelarian Alliance.  
 
    The view itself was breathtaking, but it did nothing to elevate his rapidly decreasing mood. Jenukai Fortress easily dwarfed the city walls, which were five hundred feet tall and another hundred thick. Landran was able to see the Emerald Plains that surrounded the city walls and stretched all the way to the horizon. The grassy landscape was just about to swallow the sun. 
 
    The city below him had grown calm as twilight approached. Directly in front of him, the mighty gates to the city were closing for the evening. Landran turned his gaze down upon one of the Garden Parks, which were probably the grandest wonder in all of Jenukai City. Each of the Seven Cities had one, but Jenukai City sported two. The Gardens were ingeniously crafted by the Kallians, a master Elemantic race who designed them as a way to outlast elongated sieges on a city. Both Garden Parks were twenty-mile squares of land that held copious amounts of crops, livestock and water. They could keep a population this size well-fed and watered for generations. 
 
    To his left, the bells of Jenukai Temple tolled, announcing the start of its nightly mass. Those unable to fit into the temple would spend the early evening praying in Jenukai Square a few miles off to his right. He could see thousands of people piling into the square that very moment. 
 
    Landran stared past the square to the Healers Guild. He silently cursed the witches in that place. His right arm was useless now, all because they hadn’t been willing to take a risk. The Duncar attack that severed his arm had been laced with a deadly poison. The witches told him that if they regrew the limb, there was a “chance” the poison would spread to the rest of his body and kill him in a matter of days. Kania had even taken their side and refused to let him have the opportunity at being whole again. He had since forgiven Kania. After all, she was only concerned for his well-being. The Healer witches were a different story, though. He would never forgive them as long as he lived. 
 
    Landran had been a renowned warrior before a Duncar assassin who had come to slay Arius changed all that. It had been a warm summer night almost two years ago when his life had changed forever. Landran and Kania had joined Arius in his chambers for a quiet dinner. Around the second course, the servant clearing the table suddenly lashed out with a sword that he had somehow concealed beneath his apron.  
 
    The assassin smashed Arius in the face with an elbow, knocking him out of his chair. Just as the hitman was about to stab his dazed half-brother, Kania took the wine decanter from off the table and smashed him over the head with it. The cutthroat dropped his sword, but was able to backhand her out of the way, and Landran rushed to their aid. He seized the man by his collar and spun him around, punching him squarely in the jaw. The assassin fell away, crashing into the wall in front of the table.  
 
    Making sure Arius and Kania were safely behind him, Landran snatched up the fallen blade and kicked the table in the direction of the rogue. The assassin leapt over it with ease, and as he was soaring over the table the man threw a vial of something towards Arius and Kania. Landran dove and knocked it out of the air with his right hand, but the vial exploded on impact and green flames had engulfed his entire arm. The pain had been unbearable.  
 
    Arius was back on his feet by that time with his nose shattered and bleeding freely. He had acted quickly by grabbing the tablecloth and he helped Landran to beat away the flames. The assassin had conjured two daggers and tossed one at Arius’ head while he was distracted with saving Landran, but he swung the sword and batted it out of the air while still aflame. The assassin then charged at Arius in a desperate attempt to stab him, but Landran stood and defended him, lopping off the man’s head before he was able to get within striking distance of his half-brother.  
 
    After that, Landran and Arius hastily checked on Kania. She was fine, but insisted on fetching a Healer for them. As they waited for her to return, Landran assessed their wounds. Besides Arius’ broken nose, he was otherwise unharmed. It now slanted to the left at a nauseating angle, but besides that he would be fine. He handed him a handkerchief to stem the blood flow.  
 
    As for himself, his arm still felt as though it was on fire. He glanced down and to his horror the skin of his arm was literally falling from the bone. At that moment, shock had overwhelmed him, and he collapsed into unconsciousness.  
 
    Landran recalled that he woke up several hours later in his own chambers with Arius and Kania at his side. Kania explained how the Healers had tried everything, but were unable to save his arm. They amputated what was left of the limb, and Arius had given him the assassin’s sword in thanks for saving his life.  
 
    Landran turned away from the window and studied the sword he had won for his valor. The blade was blacker than a moonless night, and upon the hilt was a shrunken skull. He walked over to the washstand near the wall that held the sword and studied himself in the mirror. His face was gaunt, and worry lines crossed his brow. Heavy bags under his green eyes made him look years older than twenty-one. His brown hair was noticeably thinner as well. Since he lost his arm, it looked like he had aged twenty years. He sighed and splashed water on his face from the basin with his remaining hand.  
 
    “Don’t like what you see?” the skull on the sword inquired. “You look like shit if you ask me.”  
 
    Landran toweled off his face and looked over at the sword.  
 
    “You always seem to know what I am thinking, don’t you? Is that because you’re a figment of my imagination?” 
 
    The skull cackled its unhinged and high-pitched laugh at him.  
 
    “Yes, yes. I am in your head, aren’t I? Though the sad truth for you is that I am all too real, you pathetic wretch. Do you intend on sitting in here, sulking all night as usual? When will you see that destroying the witches and taking your revenge on them is what you need to do?” 
 
    “I cannot and will not kill any of the Healers, you putrid blade!” Landran sobbed, and he pulled the sword off the wall and stuck the point to his own neck. “I’m tired of you always poking and prodding me to do your will. I’ll end it now and you won’t be able to torment me any longer with your insanity.”  
 
    “You are too weak to kill yourself, Landran. You are too afraid of death to face the consequences of plunging me into your throat.” 
 
    “I’ll throw you out of this window, and you will be someone else’s burden.”  
 
    Landran turned slowly looking over the precipice, extending the blade with his left hand so it was hanging over the growing darkness of the night. 
 
    “You lack even the courage to live without me, don’t you, Landran? I feel the doubt in your mind. You might be able to lie to yourself, you coward, but you can never lie to me!” 
 
    At that, Landran collapsed onto the floor weeping, repeating over and over for several minutes, “You’re right, you’re always right!”  
 
    Eventually he got back to his feet and lovingly placed the sword back onto its display on the wall.  
 
    “I will destroy the witches, don’t you worry. I’ll find a way to kill every last one of them!” 
 
    Behind him Kania entered the room. She gave him an inquisitive look and asked, “Who were you just talking to?” 
 
    Landran wiped his eyes quickly. “No one, my love. No one. You must have been hearing things.” 
 
    In his mind he heard the sword say, “No, you’re the one hearing things.”  
 
    Its maniacal laughter rang in his ears long into the night.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    It took three days for Calrisan to appear. The magic of the floating island kept it well hidden. Owenisis had assured him that it would appear at this exact location, just not when. So, much to his chagrin, Arius knelt beside Alrukar in the snow at daybreak, impatiently waiting for the City in the Sky to crest the horizon. His dragon growled deeply, and through the Link Arius could feel his steed’s frustration. They both yawned heavily in unison.  
 
    “I share the sentiment, my friend.” Arius stood and patted his dragon’s leg. Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, he trudged to a nearby tree to empty his bladder.  
 
    They had spent a miserable three nights camped far to the northeast at the highest elevation in the Wolf Tears mountain range. Freezing his ass off didn’t even begin to describe how cold he felt. He ached from head to toe, and the thought of sleeping in a tent another night only dampened his mood further. Arius despised roughing it and loathed rising before the sun exponentially more.  
 
    It was with a vexed demeanor that after breaking camp and packing for the third straight time that he mounted Alrukar, hoping that this was the day Calrisan finally showed itself.  
 
    Alrukar stamped his feet in an effort to keep them warm in the ice, and Arius could feel his dragon’s irritability through the Link. Arius sent back a mental image of both of them warming themselves on a pleasant beach somewhere. In response, the dragon shook himself much like a dog might after being bathed, trying to unseat his master. The Link was quiet, but the message was loud and clear. Don’t tease me with images of places we can’t actually be. Arius couldn’t help but laugh good-naturedly at his mounts brooding sense of humor.  
 
    Fortunately, after only half an hour of groggily watching the horizon, he spotted it. They would have to move quickly. It would only be a few brief moments before the city would be hidden again.  
 
    Through the Link, he commanded Alrukar to take flight. The Black dragon was only too eager to spread his vast wingspan and began beating them up and down. The pines surrounding the snowy little clearing they had briefly called home swayed dramatically, threatening to be uprooted because of the sudden and violent wind. Alrukar then rumbled forward into an awkward gait for about a hundred yards and flung himself into the air, smoothly catching hold of an updraft that carried them blissfully away.  
 
    Arius couldn’t help chuckling to himself at how clumsy Alrukar was when he wasn’t airborne. In flight, his dragon was nothing short of majestic, but when forced to rely on his legs, it was a comical sight indeed. Alrukar sensed his derision and barrel rolled a few times to let Arius know he didn’t appreciate the slight.  
 
    “Whoa! Easy my friend, it was only an observation,” Arius laughed, and Alrukar gave him a mirthy grunt in reply through the Link.  
 
    The frigid morning air did an excellent job of completely waking Arius up. He felt rejuvenated and alert as they sped towards the awe-inspiring home of the Maji. Alrukar’s spirits seemed to be on the rise also as he rose and dove a few hundred feet in quick bursts.  
 
    “Nothing too fancy now, it’s far too early in the morning for stunt flying,” Arius grumbled over the rush of wind. Through the Link, Arius felt the dragon equivalent of a sarcastic eye roll in reply.  
 
    Arius banked his mount to the south of the city to avoid being blown out of the sky by the Korii faction. He was resigned to the notion that he could possibly have to sit down with their leaders, but in the meantime he wanted to avoid drawing their ire upon him. The Korii had a no-fly zone over the northern section of Calrisan that they strictly upheld. He decided that Owenisis had the right of it, and the Raachon were friends in a way. He hoped they would be happy to help. 
 
    Calrisan itself was a mountain of a city stacked upon vapor. His destination was the sky docks and landing platforms on the edge of southern Calrisan. Once he arrived, it took him five minutes of circling to get clearance for landing from the pair of Raachon guards that flew out to meet him. They had black feathered wings, which meant they were not of the royal bloodline. While they waited, he asked them questions regarding news in the city, but received only stony expressions in the way of answers. After his eighth circuit of the landing platforms, a succession of flashing lights shot out at them like a meteor shower, indicating he had been granted clearance. The two Maji led him to a warehouse where he could temporarily store Alrukar until other arrangements could be made.  
 
    Once they were situated in the hangar, he gladly stripped off his cold weather gear. The weather was always perfect in Calrisan, and he was starting to sweat profusely under his furs and multiple layers of undergarments. Searching his pack for more suitable garments, he decided it best to look the part of First Knight of Gaelaria. He donned a high collared scarlet dress shirt that was trimmed in black along the neck and sleeves. Next he pulled on baggy black breeches that he tucked into his best knee-high black boots. The ensuing garb was strictly ornamental. One of his prize possessions, his father’s pocket watch, went into his breast pocket, while he also added black suspenders and a highly ornate pin displaying Jenukai’s symbol and his rank that he fastened to his collar. He knew his hair was windblown, but he didn’t have the time to properly oil it. Instead he took some water from his canteen, poured it into his hands and did his best to tame it.  
 
    “How do I look?” he asked Alrukar rhetorically after he was finished. “Don’t eat any Maji while I’m gone, you hear?”  
 
    Alrukar bent his neck down for a nuzzle, and Arius assured his friend he would return soon. Arius sent a command through the Link for Alrukar to sleep and his massive companion was only too happy to oblige. He contently folded his wings and lay down, using his tail to cover his eyes.  
 
    As he was walking down a ramp from the platforms Arius gazed over at the sky docks, where he took note of the Storm Barges of the Aernilles. The Aernilles were a race of Air Elemantics that were rarely seen in the world below. These were no trading vessels, either; these were war ships he was looking at. Arius was intrigued to see that the Raachon were allying themselves with the Aernilles. The Maji, both Raachon and Korii factions, had pointedly avoided taking sides throughout the course of the war. Perhaps now the Raachon at least saw that staying neutral wasn’t an option. 
 
    Putting politics and war out of his mind for the moment, Arius took in a deep breath of the crisp, fresh air. He stretched his sore muscles while getting his first glimpse of the south side of Calrisan in more than two years.  
 
    Skyscrapers and palaces of the purest white and silver and the most ornate spiraling glass crowded the skyscape. Maji walked and flew about their business just like every other city Arius had ever been to --Well, perhaps flying wasn‘t that ordinary --  but the majesty of this skytropolis always made it feel grandiose to him.  
 
    Tarnishing the view a bit, Arius could see Korii’s Wall in the distance. The monstrosity separating the two races of Maji cast an ominous shadow over even the highest edifice in southern Calrisan. It was a constant reminder of the perpetual strife that existed between these people. 
 
    He shouldered his pack and made sure his sword was safely tucked away. Weapons were outlawed in Calrisan for visitors until the Talon Watch, the Raachon royal guard, searched you and approved them. The only other exception was if you were a personal guest of the royal family.  
 
    Arius had barely made it off the ramp and into the outskirts of the city before the Talon Watch had him thoroughly surrounded; a dozen heavily armed Watchmen to be precise. Bows knocked with arrows were all drawn and being steadily aimed at his heart. They all had shining black hair and royal blue eyes that were narrowed in suspicion. They also bore the silver wings that marked them of the Raachon royal bloodline. Their cousins, the Korii, had wings of gold in their royal bloodline. Luckily for Arius, all the guardsmen’s wings were folded around flamboyant gray and navy armor; if their wings were displayed it would mean that they viewed him as hostile and were at liberty to use force.  
 
    Arius smiled warmly and raised his arms in mock surrender at the Raachon princess. She was the only one unarmed among his welcoming party. Bowing deeply, he addressed her, speaking the Maji’s formal greeting.  
 
    “Upon Jenukai’s winds I rode. Lost. Searching for his domain. His winds have shown me here. Is this the sanctuary that I have sought?” 
 
    Karena Alunna bowed back to him, unfolding her resplendent wings. Karena was as regal and stunning as he remembered, and like all of the angelic looking Maji, she towered over Arius. She too responded using the formal greeting.  
 
    “Search no more weary traveler, for you are in his sanctuary. Jenukai’s winds have guided you true. Be welcome.” 
 
     Formalities aside, Karena folded her wings back and beckoned him forward. “Your pack, please, Arius.” 
 
    Arius handed it over, and she tossed it back to one of the Talon Watchmen, who quickly inspected its contents before handing it back. He nodded in assent that nothing was amiss or awry.  
 
    “You may keep your weapons.” 
 
     Arius bowed slightly in thanks and hooked his scabbard onto his back.  
 
    “To what do we owe the honor of the First Knight of Gaelaria coming to Calrisan?” she asked in a politely interested voice.  
 
    “I seek an audience with your father. It is a matter of an urgent nature,” Arius replied as they walked side by side down a crowded boulevard. The Watch kept a tight circle around them, and they had not put away their bows. They kept a keen eye on the shops and passersby.  
 
    “Unfortunately, that may take some time to arrange, Arius,” Karena said. “My father hasn’t taken an audience in over a month and has barely been seen at all in a year. He will only speak to his own advisors, and he consults with them sparingly or not at all. Things have changed drastically since you were last here. Father has grown… mistrustful of outsiders. Well, more mistrustful, I might say. I think the latest news of the war has shaken him to the core. If mighty Tryss can fall, so too can Calrisan. 
 
    “Father has become extraordinarily abstemious regarding his dealings with foreigners from below,” she continued. “He understands the need for allies to a degree, but he has so far only reached out to the Aernilles. I admit that the Aernilles are loyal and powerful, but even our combined strength isn’t enough to keep Dantron at bay. I fear that a divided Calrisan will ultimately be our undoing.”  
 
    Arius listened intently while she spoke. The Maji were a proud race, almost to a fault. They had stubbornly shunned every offer of a coalition the Gaelarian Alliance had ever extended to them since the beginning of the war. Now that Aequin Alunna had succumbed to common sense that his race would not be spared the tribulations of war, a pact between Gaelaria and Calrisan might finally be negotiated. Arius had not come here for that, but perhaps the timing was right to begin negotiating. Calrisan would be a vital ally to Gaelaria, and Arius felt his hopes rising at the thought.  
 
    “These issues will need to be addressed once I sit down with Aequin. I assure you that Gaelaria wants nothing more than to aid Calrisan in any way we are permitted. For now I just want to freshen up a bit. Please, tell your father that I will await his summons at the Emperor’s Gail. If that pleases you, princess?”  
 
    Karena nodded solemnly. “Are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable at the palace?”  
 
    “I appreciate the kind gesture, Karena, but I do have a forty-foot-tall dragon I need to also find lodging for. I know of your father’s, ah, intolerance for that kind of houseguest.” 
 
    Karena smiled a sad smile. “You know how my race is, Arius. They feel that they alone should rule the skies. As voluminous as the sky is, in the hearts of my people there is no sharing what they believe to be theirs. I fear that particular prejudice will never be discarded. Shall we escort you to your inn?” 
 
    “I must respectfully decline, Karena. I know the way.”  
 
    With another deep bow, the circle of guards parted, and Arius excused himself. Before he could walk away, Karena grabbed his arm and drew him close. Bending down, she whispered into his ear. “Be mindful of your surroundings during your stay, my old friend. I fear Calrisan isn’t secure…” With that she was ushered away by her guards.  
 
    Arius considered Karena’s departing warning as he made his way into the heart of southern Calrisan.  
 
    Is any place truly safe anymore?  
 
    Gaelaria, for example, had remained virtually untouched by the war, but that was only because Dantron meant to make an example of his homeland. Dantron was so confident of their undisputed victory that they had allowed The Circle of Seven to construct the Seven Cities and to amass an army and dragon armada without interfering. They were complacent in conquering every other nation one by one, saving Gaelaria for last. Gaelaria had tried without success to aid Tryss, but in the end The Circle of Seven had ordered Arius to concentrate on solidifying Gaelaria’s own defenses.  
 
    After walking for a quarter of an hour, Arius spotted the Emperor’s Gail. The inn was five stories tall, and the sign portrayed a member of the Raachon royalty with a gold crown on his head in mid-flight.  
 
    All the inns in Calrisan were immaculate, but what made Arius frequent the Emperor’s Gail were the dragon hangars that they alone rented out. He nodded to the young, black winged guard at the door and entered the common room. The inn was richly decorated with hardwood floors and priceless area rugs that were like ostentatious little islands for the two-top tables that stood in neat rows throughout the room. The innkeeper obviously had an affinity for frilly blue because the tablecloths and padding on the furniture were all variations of that color.  
 
    The inn was unsurprisingly quiet for this time of day. It was mid-morning, so the few patrons that were there either sat at the bar eating breakfast or stooped in high backed chairs near the fire enjoying hot wine or coffee. A human waitress in a flowing dress the color of the tablecloths with a white apron greeted Arius. She was a cute little thing, he noted. He guessed she was probably around eighteen, with curly blonde hair she wore up in a bun that seemed inadequate to the task of subduing such long hair.  
 
    “Welcome to the Emperor’s Gail. My name is Mya. How can I be of service?” She curtsied in a distracted sort of way and drew out a pad and quill. 
 
    “Hello, Mya. I’ll be needing a word with the proprietor.”  
 
    Arius handed her a gold crown. She took the coin and told him that she would return with the innkeeper shortly. It was obvious she made good money because she didn’t even bat an eye at the gaudy tip. She recommended he wait at the bar, and after his last few nights spent lying in a snowbank, he was only too happy to oblige her. By the time the innkeeper tapped him on the shoulder, he had already enjoyed two cups of a rich Athenrian coffee with a considerable amount of whiskey mixed in for good measure. His sour mood from earlier had dissipated halfway through the first mug.  
 
    “So, I suppose you’ll want a permit to house that beast across the street?” Vontes asked in his sardonic voice. 
 
    Arius spun on his barstool and fixed him with a warm smile.  
 
    “There’s no rush, I’ve just ordered a third coffee. Please, join me.” 
 
    Vontes was one of the few human business owners in all of Calrisan. He and his wife had once been wealthy merchants from Petra. When the moon came down on the capital, they had been tending their vineyards outside of Axion and had escaped with their lives, if not their livelihood. With his home and businesses in ruins, Vontes knew that war was coming, so he took his wife and their remaining fortune and fled to Calrisan. Every crown he had ever made had gone into the Emperor’s Gail, and though he complained endlessly about its costly upkeep, he was unabashedly proud of his acceptance into the Maji’s society.  
 
    Vontes was everything Arius thought an innkeeper should be. He was fat and grumpy, with sparse gray hair and an insatiable appetite for gossip. He took an empty stool next to Arius at the bar and ordered himself a cup of tea.  
 
    Without preamble, Vontes launched into a long winded rant.  
 
    “It’s about time you came back, you know,” he began. “Those lousy hangars have been vacant since the last time you and your commanders came! I’ve been forced to use them as storage. I was just telling the wife the other day that if a patron didn’t come in this very week asking to rent one, I was liable to burn them down and collect the insurance. Just kidding, of course, but it has been a rather lousy year for business. Alunna isn’t letting in foreigners the way he used to. The locals are gracious and they usually go out of their way to eat here, but that basically sums up the business I partake in these days. Had I known it would be like this I would have become a chef, not an innkeeper. Not that I would need to with the way Raina cooks.” 
 
    He paused briefly to sip his tea. This was usually how his conversations went with Vontes. The innkeeper complained for fifteen minutes before getting into any truly enthralling information. Arius nodded and grunted with half and ear while Vontes went on and on about minute issues like his favorite team in the fast-paced sport of Siege, or how hard it was to find human employees in Calrisan. The Maji were happy to eat at the Emperor’s Gail, but no self-respecting Maji would ever work for a human.  
 
    “Noric, the lad guarding the door, only took the position because he has a clipped wing and is unable to join the Talon Watch,” he added. 
 
    “How is your wife?” Arius asked, setting his finished cup down and waving away a fourth the bartender began to fill. He was beginning to feel warm in the face and slow of wit, and he reminded himself that he still had things to do before he settled in for the rest of the day.  
 
    “You smell that breakfast?” Vontes asked.  
 
    Arius took in a deep whiff and smiled at the delightful aroma drifting from the kitchen. 
 
     “That’s how she’s doing! That woman is the reason I’m still in business. Her marvelous cooking has made my inn the envy of all of south Calrisan. But you’re not interested in my wife’s culinary expertise are you?” He lowered his voice to a near whisper, looking around as if everyone in the inn were eavesdropping. “The truth of the matter Arius is that the city has grown dangerous. That’s right. The royals are being assassinated at an astonishing rate by Jenukai knows who. If only that were the end of it, though. High-standing members of society’s elite have turned up missing, too. Why, just four nights ago Peria Alluna, who, if I’m not very mistaken, is third in line in the succession... or is she fifth? Hmmm… Well, anyhow, the poor girl was found by the Talon Watch with her wings ripped off her body! Her poor head was smashed in as well. Simply a ghastly thing to happen!” 
 
    Arius had to hide his surprise at this bit of information. The politics in Calrisan could be brutal, but harming the royal family was considered to be off-limits.  
 
    “That isn’t even the worst of it” Vontes continued. “Romil Varso, the head of the largest bank in all of Calrisan, died almost a month ago now. The reports said he had choked to death while snacking in bed. The Healers, of course, double-check everyone, and my sources told me they discovered that he had been force fed coins until his stomach exploded. Anybody who is anybody won’t leave their palaces and mansions at night now. Even during the day they insist on walking around with heavily armed escorts.” 
 
    Arius had suspected something was off. Karena had never met him under such a heavy guard before. Still, he would never have guessed that it was something so heinous. This certainly explained why King Aequin had become so paranoid.  
 
    Vontes went on. “Everyone thinks it’s the Korii. They think that the peace treaty has been broken and that it will be civil war all over again.” 
 
    Arius accidentally interrupted him by thinking out loud. “Or someone wants the two factions to believe that the treaty has been severed, turning the two against each other for someone’s own hidden agenda or personal gain.” 
 
    Vontes wiped sweat from his brow. “Oh dear! I certainly hope that neither is true. That would undoubtedly be the end for my inn!” 
 
    Arius laughed and clapped the man on the shoulder, getting up to go collect Alrukar. 
 
     “At least you don’t have your priorities muddled. Have my pack and the paperwork for the hangar sent up to my usual room, if you wouldn’t mind. I have a beast to accrue.”  
 
    Vontes assured him he would take care of everything, so Arius took his time walking back to the sky docks. Heeding both Karena’s and Vontes’ warnings, he made sure his sword was loose in its scabbard; after all, there was no use being careless. While he walked, he saw for himself that things were definitely out of sorts. He had never seen so many bands of armed Maji during his previous visits. The tension in the morning air was palpable, and he received many icy and challenging glares from the winged locals he passed.  
 
    Once Arius arrived back at the docks, he studied the Aernilles working their ships. They were all rather tall and lanky with skin like that of someone with albinism. Their hair color ranged from outlandish green to blue to orange. All of the Aernilles that was gathered at the docks, man or woman, had vibrantly elaborate tattoos from head to toe in colors just as shocking to the eye as their hair color. They all carried two wicked looking curved blade at their hips as well. Arius had heard that Aernilles warriors were cunning and dangerous, but he never had the honor of fighting one personally. Apparently they used crescent shaped discs to fly on wind that they manipulated with Elemantic air. Even just glimpsing them from afar, he got the sense that they were formidable warriors.  
 
    Instinctually, he closed his eyes and cast forth a power probe with his Adimus Aura and discovered a hint of battle magic in all the Aernilles present. That took him slightly aback. He hadn’t realized the Aernilles were capable of wielding the Adimus Aura. Like the Maji, they kept mostly to themselves in their homes in the Athenry Mountains, so what knowledge he did have of them was extremely limited. Perhaps he shouldn’t be that surprised after all. Races like the Maji and Aernilles worked hard to keep outsiders away and were bound to have their secrets.  
 
     Arius mused if it would be possible to have the Aernilles leader present at his meeting with Aequin. As he collected Alrukar and traversed the skyscrapers on his flight back to the inn, fatigue began to wear on him, and all he could think about was getting in a nap on a nice feathered mattress. By the time he had Alrukar stowed comfortably away across the street from the Emperor’s Gail, he was feeling drowsy, and he let all thoughts of alliances and politics drift away like smoke in a lazy breeze.  
 
    Arius reentered the common room, but Vontes was nowhere to be seen. Instead, a shy human waitress with dark hair and that baby blue frock told him his room was ready.  
 
    “Have a bottle of your finest red wine sent up and a plate of whatever the lady of the house is making for lunch,” Arius told her. 
 
    His room was on the top floor, so he avoided the stairs, instead making use of the lift. Exiting out of the modern convenience, Arius traipsed to the end of the hall to his room, eager for his pillows.  
 
    He was humming a bawdy tune he had once heard as a child about a girl whose blouse blows off at a windy picnic when he turned the knob and pushed open the rich oak wood door to his suite. Sitting on his bed was a golden winged Maji. All fatigue rushed out of him in that instant, replaced by the predatory instincts of a trained soldier and killer. Arius pulled forth his blade and kicked the door shut behind him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Who the hells are you?!” Arius demanded of the Korii stranger.  
 
    The man wore a green tunic covered in golden scroll work, golden breeches, and a devious smile. Perhaps in his mid-twenties, he lounged as if this were his suite. He appeared to be unarmed, but Arius kept his sword leveled at him all the same.  
 
    “Now is that anyway to treat a distinguished guest such as myself, Arius? Brandishing weapons before offering refreshments is considered to be a grave insult amongst my people.”  
 
    The Korii flipped his long platinum hair in an effeminate manner, and his jade colored eyes studied Arius with an amused gleam.  
 
    Arius was tired, and he definitely wasn’t in the mood for any whimsical back and forth that this man had to offer. He swiftly closed the distance between them and jabbed the point of his sword into the Korii’s throat, putting a slight pressure to show he wasn’t playing games. A trickle of blood appeared and ran on to the man’s fine kirtle. The strangers amused air instantly shifted to shock and then to outrage.  
 
    “How dare you!” the Korii royal spat venomously.  
 
    “I asked who in the hells you were, and I expect an answer. If you don’t provide me your name and a sufficient explanation as to why you are sitting uninvited on my bed by the time I count to ten, I am going to open your throat and worry about the repercussions afterwards. One, two…” 
 
    “Fine! Have it your way,” the man hissed. “I am Gretidor Sollis. The Gretidor Sollis, true heir of Calrisan. All of Calrisan, mind you. Now, lower your sword… Now, damn it!” 
 
    Arius shook his head. Instead, he pressed a tad harder. He knew this pompous asshole was telling the truth. He had read numerous and detailed intelligence reports on the Korii royal family, but because he was less than thrilled at the invasion of privacy, he was content to let the prince sweat it out for the moment.  
 
    “Sorry, but I don’t think that you’re currently in a position to dictate to me, your majesty. Why exactly have I been graced with your presence, anyhow?”  
 
    “You certainly have earned your reputation, haven‘t you? Very well. My father, he sent me as a liaison. You have officially been summoned to stand before Regius Sollis Trueborn. You are to come with me at once,” Gretidor said, practically oozing with indignation.  
 
    Arius kept his sword unsheathed, but he removed the point from the prince’s jugular and slowly backed into a lounge chair across from the bed. Gretidor pulled out a golden laced handkerchief and dabbed at the blood and gouge the sword had left. His face was flushed, and if looks could kill, Arius would have dropped dead on the spot. 
 
    “Why didn’t your father send word via courier? Why would he send his only son and heir into the realm of his archenemy?”  
 
    “Because I was simply dying to meet you, you great louse. The fabled Arius Jadestar in the flesh, as it were. Or rather Arius Kinless. Or do you prefer Bastard Prince? Which is it that you go by these days?” Gretidor said mockingly. 
 
    “Kinless. I’ve abandoned my surname.” He said distractedly. “Just what in the hells is so important that you have had to sneak into my suite like some common assassin and spirit me away this very moment? Couldn’t we set up a meeting in a more official capacity? I‘m exhausted, and I‘d very much like to rest before I have to meet with anyone. And that includes your father.“ 
 
    Gretidor shook his head regally and crossed his legs so a high heeled boot dangled while he spoke.  
 
    “As for your first question, I haven’t the slightest idea why my father has sent for you. Your second question is far easier to answer, though. My father wants to avoid the pomp and circumstance that would be caused by a public meeting between the two of you. There would also be endless speculation on the part of both factions. More importantly, you will come because he commanded it. Here, your station within the Gaelarian Alliance has no meaning. You are our guest and will abide by our laws. You know very well that if you refuse a summons whilst in the city by either king, your life is forfeit.” 
 
    Arius knew the truth of Gretidor’s statement, so he nodded in resignation.  
 
    “I won’t deny your father his audience. I’m more than happy to accommodate him. However, if we’re to leave this instant, I’ll need a way over Korii’s Wall. I can’t imagine your father is willing to allow a dragon into his no-fly zone, regardless of the haste in which he requires my presence.” 
 
    Gretidor waved away the notion like it was an annoying insect.  
 
    “Transportation to and from northern Calrisan has been arranged. Your carriage awaits, Kinless.”  
 
    With that, the Korii prince stood and swayed to the open window. Without even a backwards glance, he leapt out, spreading his wings and flying up towards the roof. Arius sheathed his blade, went to the window, and reluctantly climbed out after him.  
 
    “Egotistical bastard. What a shitty week. First, I had to sleep in the fucking snow and now this? Wrong king, but a summons is a summons, I suppose,” he muttered to himself grouchily.  
 
    The roof was only a few feet above him, so he used the storm drain to hoist himself up onto the inn’s gable. Gretidor was true to his word: a carriage of sorts was waiting for him. Four white winged Maji servants gripped long handholds that were fastened to it. It looked more like a trunk with windows than a carriage, but Arius didn’t remark on the accommodations as he entered and took a seat across from Gretidor. 
 
    The carriage lurched slightly as the four Maji outside wasted little time getting them airborne. Just as Arius was about to ask Gretidor how he managed to fly in and out of southern Calrisan undetected by the Talon Watch, Arius watched from the window as the servants’ white wings turned to black. 
 
    “That’s a convenient trick,” Arius said, nodding out the window.  
 
    Gretidor leaned forward to look at what Arius had noticed and smiled while he leaned back. He studied Arius with an autocratic look and nodded to himself as if he had come to some unspoken conclusion. Gretidor pressed a button on the wall next to him, and a small table slid out of a compartment between them. He pressed another, and a rack holding several bottles of wine and glasses lowered from the ceiling onto the table top. 
 
    “Despite your savage first impression, I think I may grow to like you after all, Kinless. Don’t worry yourself too badly over our ability to Shift. The Raachon can do it as well. It was discovered back during our civil war, and it’s merely our little way of keeping tabs on one another. You’re just now seeing it because we’re a very tight-lipped society, are we not? We purposefully showed you Shifting as an act of good faith on our part. My father and I think you will be extraordinarily useful to us and, of course, we to you. In the meantime, I have an important question I need to ask of you…” 
 
    “And what query would you ask of me, Sollis?” Arius raised an eyebrow, genuinely intrigued.  
 
    “Which varietals might I tempt you with?” Gretidor pulled forth a bottle of wine and two glasses.  
 
    “Oh, I supposed an Axion Blue, or a Sparkling Amber from Jaren Mar wouldn’t be amiss right now,” Arius replied, laughing good naturedly despite his animosity earlier.  
 
    The flight should have taken only minutes, but it appeared Gretidor was insisting on a full tour. The journey took the better part of an hour, and by then the two men had consumed three bottles of exquisite wine. At first they drank to fill the awkward silence that permeated the cabin. The atmosphere inside the carriage had started out icy and distant with Arius feeling a sense of trepidation at the upcoming meeting. As each glass was emptied, a camaraderie often inspired in men who have had too much to drink began to develop between Arius and Gretidor. Before long, they were joking and sharing stories.  
 
    Arius had never been to northern Calrisan before, so once over the wall he found himself studying the architecture.  
 
    “It looks exactly the same.”  
 
    “Well, of course it does. Remember that before Korii’s Wall went up, Calrisan was one epic city,” Gretidor said as he giggled into his glass.  
 
     “I know it shouldn’t surprise me, but I guess the angst that exists between your two factions makes it seem like you aren’t related at all. I feel as though we’ve flown into uncharted alien territory.”               
 
    Gretidor sipped his wine before replying. “I can see why an outsider would think that way. For us, it’s just the way things are. The separate way we live is as natural to us as our wings or the clouds in the sky. Perhaps I shouldn’t be divulging this information to you, but oh, who cares! I can always tell my father that you got me drunk and used clever subterfuge to coerce the information out of me.”  
 
    Even though they were alone in the carriage, Gretidor lowered his voice in a conspiratorial air.  
 
    “Change is coming, Kinless. Like all change, it’s inevitable. The reason my father summoned you is because he needs you to convince Aequin to meet with us. My father intends to unite Calrisan!” 
 
    “But why would your father call upon me to arrange something so momentous?” Arius blurted, his eyes growing wide.  
 
    Gretidor downed the remnants of his glass, wiping his mouth on a sleeve and directing an exasperated look Arius’ way.  
 
    “Apparently you’re the prophesized Champion of Light. Our civilization basically divided itself on your behalf, Kinless! Who better to bring the Maji as a united people into the war that will ultimately decide the fate of the known world than you?”  
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t mention that insufferable prophecy while I‘m in this state. I do my very best to deny its existence on a daily basis,” Arius said, groaning as the bile rose in his throat.  
 
    They touched down a few minutes later in a high walled courtyard at Korii‘s Palace. Between the wine and Gretidor’s admonition, Arius was slightly dazed as they exited the carriage. He barely registered the courtyard’s lavish green covered with its aesthetic fountains and statues. The palace doors opened, and for the second time that day Arius was surrounded by armed Maji. This time it was the Korii’s version of the Talon Watch. The Trueborn were notoriously fierce fighters and guardians. Their bronze and jade scaled armor had the Sollis sunburst displayed on their breastplates, and it made the Talon Watchmen’s detailed armor seem bland in comparison. The entire guard had their golden wings displayed, and he fought the impulse to reach for his sword. Arius looked to Gretidor, wondering if he was about to be taken into custody.  
 
    “Stand down. This man is an invited guest and will be handled with care,” Gretidor declared.  
 
    The lead Trueborn stepped forward and dropped to a knee. He bowed his head and folded his wings; the other guards followed suit. Gretidor seemed to cherish being bowed to, and he let the Trueborn kneel for a few minutes before bidding them to rise. 
 
    “On your feet, Captain Kutala. You can worship me later.” Gretidor gave the captain a smoky look before turning his attention to the palace.  
 
    He smiled wickedly at the newest arrivals as they poured into the courtyard. From behind the Trueborn, Arius watched as several scantily clad men with white wings holding trays of refreshments joined them. As the guards situated themselves around Gretidor and Arius, the servants all bustled forward eagerly, offering more wine, cheese, and an assortment of pastries. 
 
    Gretidor held out his hands for the servants, who wiped them clean and toweled them dry. He beckoned for a servant to do the same for Arius, who politely declined. Instead Arius concentrated on not laughing at how frivolous Gretidor’s lifestyle was. 
 
    To each their own, he thought 
 
    Another servant handed Gretidor and Arius an overflowing goblet of wine, and Gretidor wrapped his arm in Arius’ and led him into the entrance of the palace.  
 
    “Drink up, Kinless. We’ll be meeting with my father shortly. He’s very impatient to finally have the chance to sit and talk with you.”  
 
    Arius took a healthy gulp of the blood red varietal and felt his head growing heavier. All at once the world began to dim and his hearing became muted. He looked at Gretidor who smiled encouragingly as they walked along the pristine halls of the palace. Gretidor’s face began to stretch and the tapestries and paintings along the walls began to shimmer and sway in a pleasant sort of way.  
 
    Arius heard someone laughing hysterically. He glanced about trying to see who it was before realizing it was him. All of a sudden, the room was spinning out of control, and he attempted to hold onto Gretidor to keep from being swept away into the whirlpool that had just replaced his equilibrium. The laughter was growing fainter, and Arius was wondering just what was so funny before he finally succumbed to the drug that had been in his wine.  
 
    “You actually drugged him?” said a frantic and unfamiliar voice.  
 
    Arius had regained consciousness, but for some reason he was having the most difficult time opening his eyes. It was very much like trying to draw oneself out of a bout of sleep paralysis. He strained and strained before finally opening them with great effort. He squinted but couldn’t make out the two silhouetted figures who had their backs to him. All he knew was that he was laid out on a sofa somewhere.  
 
    He closed his eyes again and tried to remember what had happened, but thinking made his head throb terribly. After a moment something came to him. It was vague, like recalling a dream he might have had once long ago. He seemed to remember a Korii meeting him in his suite at the Emperor’s Gail.  
 
    But that’s ridiculous, isn’t it?  
 
    “You commanded me to, remember father? Frankly I thought that was an ill-advised order from the outset.”  
 
    Arius recognized Gretidor’s fair voice, and everything came back to him in a rush. The Emperor’s Gail, the carriage ride and all the wine. For the moment, he decided it best to lay back and keep his eyes shut and listen while he collected himself. His sword was laid across his chest and he wasn’t manacled, so at least he had that going for him.  
 
    “I implied that you should drug him only if he was unwilling to come with you, you fucking inept fool! If you ruin this for me, Gretidor, I swear on your mother’s eternal soul that I’ll have you giving blowjobs in Mayora’s slums for silver pennies before the day is over!” 
 
    “Oh, father, don’t be ridiculous. You know very well that I would do that for free.”  
 
    Gretidor’s feminine giggle was cut short by a series of loud and brutal slaps. A resounding crash, followed by racking sobs told Arius that Gretidor was unable to stand up to his father’s abusive onslaught. 
 
     “You will not speak that way to me, you little faggot! To say my patience with you is waning is the understatement of the millennia!” Regius roared at his son. “Since you are my lone heir, I’ve been forced to live with the fact that you’re a prissy little cocksucker, but that will not be the case for long. If I have my way, I soon will be in negotiations with Aequin to marry Karena Alunna, uniting the bloodlines. She will provide me a strong heir. One who is actually capable of carrying on our legacy instead of dropping to his knees to please my guards. 
 
    “Now, get to your feet and go see if he has a pulse,” he commanded. “The last thing I need is the Circle of Seven finding out that their First Knight has come up missing anywhere within Calrisan.” 
 
    Arius had heard enough. He sat up and opened his eyes, and an opulent bed chamber came into focus. He witnessed Regius standing over his son with his sublime wings displayed like the rising sun. In his rage, he hadn’t noticed as Arius gripped his scabbard and rose to his feet.  
 
    Arius struck out with his Elemantic powers. He drew all the air in the room to him, and once he had collected every wisp, he focused it into one powerful blast and propelled it at the unsuspecting king with the force of a cyclone. The Elemantic air roared like thunder as it smashed Regius and rocketed him into a nearby wall with a booming crash. The king ricocheted off and lay in a twitching heap. Arius cringed at the raucous noise he had just made. The Trueborn would soon be here. He had mere minutes to get some answers out of Gretidor before he was taken into custody. 
 
    “Oh, no! Oh, no! What have you done to my father, Kinless?” Gretidor wailed at Arius.  
 
    “Since it appears that I’ve been poisoned and kidnapped by the two of you, I think I’m going to be the one asking the Jenukai’s damned questions here,” Arius said in a dry but firm tone. 
 
    He went and helped the battered prince to his feet. Gretidor’s perfect hair was a mess, and both of his eyes were blackened. As he gripped his hand, he could feel that the prince was shaking badly. Arius hoisted him to his unsteady feet and helped him into a nearby reading chair.  
 
    “Your father was making a valid point before he accosted you. Was it really necessary to have me drugged? I did come with you of my own accord after all.” 
 
    Gretidor wiped his tear-stained face and tried to brush his hair with his hands without much success.  
 
    “I apologize, Kinless, I really do. Unfortunately, you were nothing more than a casualty in the ongoing pissing contest that my father and I wage upon each other on a daily basis. I knew it would enrage him if I drugged you despite his orders for me to call it off if you came on your own, so that’s exactly what I did. I fully intended to make it up to you, of course.” 
 
    Arius laughed despite the predicament he was in. “Of course you will. You can start by helping me drag your father onto this couch you had me laid out on. We must hurry. The Trueborn will be here any second.” 
 
    As soon as the words came out of his mouth, Captain Kutala opened the door and peeked into the room. He took one look at the unconscious King, and his eyes bulged to the point where they might rupture out of their sockets. He burst into the chamber and slammed the door shut behind him, pressing his back against it as if to barricade it. 
 
    He looked to Arius and then to Gretidor with a wild expression on his face. “What can I do to help, your majesty?” 
 
    “Well, if Kinless here hasn’t already, we may have to kill my father.”   
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    The lengthy hallway leading to the throne room was packed with bloodied guards making their final stand. Their haggard breathing and disheveled appearances spoke to how hard they had fought to defend their city. They were all willing to die for their king and for Tryss; they had proven that beyond a doubt.  
 
    Admirable, thought Dregan, but futile nonetheless. Every guard in the hall had their weapons leveled in his direction. To their credit, he didn’t see one frightened face in their midst. He saw only grim acceptance of their fate.  
 
    Dregan was literally covered from head to toe with the gore of their fellow comrades. The fighting to take the city had started at dawn, and night had fallen hours ago, but that meant nothing to Dregan. He had long since lost track of the time and the amount of men he had slaughtered.  
 
    Saevo, one of his more deplorable Blood Priests, sidled up from behind him and whispered into his ear. He had almost forgotten that his generals and Priests were with him.  
 
    “Shall I annihilate them with an Eternaflame potion, my lord? I brought one vial of it for an occasion such as this. If I toss it into that hallway, every guard standing in our way will be cremated instantaneously,” the man wheezed.  
 
    Dregan shook his head in a distracted sort of way. In a voice just above a whisper, he spoke more to himself than to the Blood Priest.  
 
    “You would deny me my fun, Saevo? How very selfish of you.” 
 
    He briefly considered killing the Blood Priest for speaking to him without permission. Perhaps later.  
 
    “Don’t you see, Saevo? These men are the most loyal to Tryss and to that blathering idiot, King Ortalis. I want Ortalis to hear the death cries from his perch atop his throne at the end of this hall. I want him to feel every mortal wound I inflict, every life that I end. It’s because of his selfishness that it came to this. He should have knelt to Lord Rathe months ago, but instead he lets his people be slaughtered like livestock out of his own sense of callow pride. For his arrogance, he will suffer the deaths of these men at my hands before I depose him from his kingdom and his life. So unless you would like to join him, I suggest you back away from me now, worm.” 
 
    “As you command, Lord Dregan.”  
 
    As Saevo bowed and backed away, the first wave of guards cast out valiant battle cries and charged fearlessly at Dregan. He bowed slightly to them and raised the blood-stained Sword of Duncar in defense. Three men reached him first, and he separated the frontrunner’s head from his shoulders with a casual flick of the wrist. The other two were able to keep their heads, but lost both arms apiece.  
 
    The next two guards who attacked tried a high-low maneuver on him. Dregan kicked the spear that was aimed to hamstring him aside and skewered the man through the heart. He then kicked him in the stomach and used that momentum to help wrench his blade free. He was just able to get his sword up in time to parry the two-handed axe that was whistling through the air towards his skull. The guard wielding the axe wasn’t quick enough after the deflection to protect his exposed middle, so Dregan slashed him across the belly, and his innards spilled out onto the snowy marble tiles of the hallway.  
 
    He dispatched six more guards who had the audacity to try taking him together. Two more were disemboweled as he opened them up with expertly aimed slices, while the rest were cut down before they even had a chance to put up a decent fight. 
 
    “Are these your very best, Ortalis?” he roared. “They’re all pathetic! Send me your elite, damn it!” 
 
    In response, the throne room door opened, and four hooded figures came out and forced their way through the throng of defenders. They stood quietly defiant at the front of the crowd, waiting for Dregan to approach. The Shadow Priest walked casually over the bodies and the bloody mess and into the hall to confront the newcomers. He dragged his sword tip across the tiles, and it threw up sparks in his wake.  
 
    The four new wardens dropped their hoods and stepped forward, spreading out so they surrounded him completely. Dregan recognized these men; rather, he recognized their garb and distinct facial tattoos. According to the rumors he had heard, their tattoos told stories of their most epic battles and conquests. These men had copious amounts of their face covered with ink, telling Dregan that each of them had many excellent stories to tell. He would let them recite them to him with their blades.  
 
    They wore all blood red armor that was so dark it appeared black, while each was armed with a slender great-sword that was nearly as long as Dregan was tall.  
 
    Ghost Lords.  
 
    These were revered holy men who lived and breathed by the sword exclusively. Even blade masters were known to seek out the Ghost Lords for training long after they had been granted the rank of Master. Ortalis had apparently spared no expense. Just one Ghost Lord bodyguard would cost as much as a small kingdom.  
 
    Dregan could hardly believe his good fortune. A deranged smile traversed his face, and a reckless feeling came over him. His adrenaline skyrocketed, and his heart hammered in his chest. He had waited impatiently for a challenge of this magnitude all day long. 
 
     “Good evening, Masters,” he said, bowing deeply in respect. “It will be a great honor to have died by your swords, or to slay you with mine.” 
 
    Wordlessly, the four Ghost Lords bowed in unison and began to circle him, while Dregan waited with barely reined in patience for them to strike. To the left out of his peripheral vision came the first blow, a swipe that was almost too fast for him to register. His sword met the attack just in time, but he wasn’t quick enough to avoid the other three men. They took keen advantage of the openings left by his initial defensive. Dregan took a slash across his cheek, a stab to his thigh, and a gash that lopped off a portion of his right ear; his first wounds of the day. He felt the heat from the blood of the wounds, but his adrenaline fueled body didn’t register the pain… yet. 
 
    “That‘s perfect!” he exclaimed. He laughed wickedly and licked the blood that ran from his cheek onto his lips.  
 
    Now that the introductions were out of the way, he launched his own offensive onrush. He feigned a stab to the Ghost Lord on his right and lunged instead, spinning with a backhanded attack towards his right, only to be parried himself. The four Ghost Lords fought as if they were one, attacking and defending in perfect cohesion. After only a few short minutes, Dregan had absorbed a cut on his left forearm, and his ribs had taken a nasty slash as well. Despite his minor injuries, he had managed to delve out some punishment of his own. All four Ghost Lords were bleeding freely from various wounds, but it wasn‘t enough. They were getting the better of him, and they knew it. 
 
    Dregan had never been bested in a sword fight before, so his rage had taken completely over by then. He snarled like a beast, and using his brute strength, he charged forward and kneed one of the Ghost Lords in the stomach, which doubled him over. As the man spewed forth the contents of his last meal, Dregan drove his sword downward into the base of his skull. He ripped the sword away, and the man’s head came with it.  
 
    Dregan pulled the head from his sword by its hair and threw it with all his might, cracking another Ghost Lord squarely in the face. The sword deity grunted in pain and made the deadly error of flinching. As he did so, Dregan stuck the Sword of Duncar through his eye, and a fountain of crimson painted a gruesome masterpiece upon his ornate Shadow Priest armor. 
 
    As the second Ghost Lord sputtered and died, the other two launched themselves into a whirlwind of attacks. It was all Dregan could do to simply keep them at bay. His saber moved with a frenzied tenacity, but these two demons of the sword were always a step ahead of him. He felt almost like he was telegraphing his movements for all the effect they were having.  
 
    He hadn’t realized it because he was so intently focused on the fray, but the remaining Ghost Lords had cunningly backed him into a corner of the hallway. He cursed himself for making such an elementary mistake, allowing his movements to be so expertly controlled. With his back pressed to the wall, Dregan struck out desperately trying to create separation from his opposition as well as his surroundings.   
 
    His attempt to use his strength to bully his attacker to his immediate left proved to be a fruitless endeavor. His powerful swings were knocked aside so nonchalantly that he felt like a newly trained novice with a wooden sword being taught a valuable lesson by a bored instructor. He was reminded of his days as a youth spent in the practice yard at the Tower of Axion being taught a similar lesson by his old teacher. Master Armsman Uyn would thrash him without mercy if he grew too cocky. He also remembered how Arius would cheer him on, thinking that Dregan was the best swordsman alive. 
 
    Back in reality, Dregan finally came to the conclusion that he couldn’t keep this up without irreparable consequences befalling him. These weren’t wooden swords he was dealing with, after all. It was time for something drastic. He reached out to his ubiquitous supply of Duncar magic and mentally prepared himself for the excruciating pain involved with the particular spell he was about to perform.  
 
    Instantly his veins felt like they were coursing with acid. Every nerve ending he possessed felt like they were host to a thousand daggers stabbing into his soul all at once. Through this catastrophic pain, he still had to keep up with the brutal swordplay that was taking place. The only thing keeping him alive at this point were his instincts and perhaps luck. He had absorbed a lot of punishment while preparing the spell, and blood loss was becoming a real concern. Its dizzying effects were already hampering his vision quite severely. 
 
    Even though the agony of the spell made it feel like it took an eternity for it to complete itself, in actuality it was only a minute or two. Over the clash of swords came a terrible ripping sound. Worse for Dregan, there was a ripping sensation to go along with the noise. From his body stepped his Duncar Twin. An exact replica of himself, armed with a Sword of Duncar of its very own, his memories, fighting skills and magical adroitness. The proverbial playing field had been leveled.  
 
    Ghost Lords were said to be known for their abilities to mask their emotions, but the shock that shown visibly on these men’s faces proved that even the most infallible personas could be taken aback.  
 
    Dregan and his Duncar Twin shared mirror smirks with each other before pressing forward on the offensive. With his Twin’s help, Dregan quickly had the advantage. The Ghost Lord he was fighting was giving up ground rapidly and losing his composure by swinging wildly. Dregan had run out of patience. so he struck swiftly and brutally. He sidestepped a stab that was heading towards his collarbone, and he reached out and grabbed a hold of a panel of his foe’s armor, spinning the man around and opening his throat from ear to ear in one fell swoop. Dregan let go and the Ghost Lord fell face first like he was diving into the pool of his spilled life force that had begun collecting at their feet.  
 
    Dregan looked over in time to see his Duncar counterpart separating his opponent’s sword hand from his arm. His Twin was enjoying similar results, albeit in a far more unhinged fashion. Once he had his opponent disarmed, both literally and figuratively, the Twin began chopping at the Ghost Lord like he was felling a tree for firewood. After a few dozen unruly aimed hacks, the last Ghost Lord was reduced to nothing more than a pile of misshapen limbs among his ruined armor.  
 
    “Unnecessarily vicious, but it got the job done. Congratulations,” Dregan said as he walked over and clapped his Duncar Twin on the shoulder. 
 
    As it was about to reply, Dregan proceeded to drive his blade through its stomach and out its back. He twisted his sword for good measure to make sure it was dead. It slumped to the ground, eyes still locked on his face as it drew its last breath.  
 
    “Your assistance was most appreciated.” 
 
    Dregan found it disconcerting to say the very least to kill a mirror image of himself, but the spell would have quickly drained his life force, feeding it to the Duncar Twin. Dregan couldn’t have the doppelganger taking his place and his glory. As he pulled the Sword of Duncar free, it hissed and smoked as the Twin’s blood ate away at the steel like a raging fire melted skin from bone.  
 
    It was another distasteful but useful trait of the spell. Any damage done to the Twin couldn’t be inflicted without consequences to the attacker. Dregan wiped the blade clean on his deceased assistant and turned his attention to the remaining honor guard. The dozen or so remaining guards had backed themselves as far away from him as possible. The bravery they had displayed just moments ago had evaporated like water during a drought.  
 
    “Saevo!” Dregan sheathed his sword, turning and walked back towards his Priests and generals.  
 
    The slimy Blood Priest all but sprinted to obey. “Yes, my Lord?”  
 
    “I’ve grown bored with my little sport. You may use your potion now. And do be quick about it. I‘d like to present the city to my Master before sunrise.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, my Lord.” The dumpy little man giggled and wrung his hands in delight.  
 
    From within his dark green robes the Priest produced a miniscule vial of a swirling blue concoction. He held it lovingly, his breathing growing more rapid as a manic gleam entered his small watery eyes.  
 
    “Oh, do get a hold of yourself, Saevo. It’s just murdering a few guards, nothing to get aroused about.” 
 
    The Blood Priest removed the stopper, took a few steps into the hallway, and said over his shoulder, “You might want to step around the corner, my lord. The backlash from the blast could be quite extensive.”  
 
    “Nonsense. I will watch from here, you insipid little shit,” Dregan said. “Throw it. Now.” 
 
    Saevo didn’t wait for further instruction. He chucked the vial into the middle of the compact group of guards and scuttled back just behind where Dregan stood waiting. The Blood Priest covered his ears and shut his eyes tightly. Dregan, on the other hand, held his ground without flinching, wondering how effective the potion would be.  
 
    The guards all tried to scramble away, but their final attempt at self-preservation was for not. The vial landed, and sound ceased to exist. A silence that Dregan could only describe as deafening washed over the hallway, and then without warning, the ear shattering explosion that followed it was a million thunderclaps at once. A blinding white and golden flash of raw energy exploded, causing the ground to erupt around him. Dregan threw his arm over his eyes and conjured a magical shield to protect his face from the light and the intense heat that was bearing down on him.  
 
    As he opened his eyes, Dregan first made sure all of his limbs were in their proper places. Seeing that he was indeed intact, he then surveyed the decimated hallway. It was completely unrecognizable. The brilliant marble flooring and the priceless tapestries that had lined the walls were reduced to ash and rubble. The remaining guards were nowhere to be seen. They had been vaporized, as Saevo had promised. Through the dense dust and smoke caused by the explosion, Dregan could just make out that the doors to the throne room were hanging precariously off their hinges. It was amazing they hadn’t been blown completely off.  
 
    “Shall I knock and see if anyone is home, gentlemen?” Dregan asked as he made his way deeper into the corridor.  
 
    He had to step carefully, as there was ample amounts of debris and wreckage strewn about. He produced a handkerchief from his gauntlet and used it to cover his mouth from the incessant dust that had been kicked up by the blast. When he finally reached the throne room doors, he casually tucked away the rag and knocked, which caused the doors to finally admit defeat and fall over.  
 
    Dregan stuck his head into the lavishly decorated throne room. It was heinously decorated in his opinion. The purple and black that made up Tryss’ flag was all over the place. Banners of the Tryss serpent entwined upon a sword, which was Ortalis’ coat of arms were proudly hung all over the room. As he took in the distasteful décor, he caught his first glimpse of the royal family since their negotiations had failed a few months prior. Not surprisingly, they were alone.  
 
    “Care to invite me in, your majesty?” 
 
    Ortalis, the battle-hardened king, stood with his massive arms crossed in front of the Throne of Tryss, his great sword hanging from its scabbard at his side. He was a giant of a man, but he was definitely past his prime. His bald head was a canvas to at least a dozen battle scars, and his thick black beard was heavily flecked with gray. He still had the shoulders of a warrior, but his stomach bulged like that of a king. Behind him on the throne sat his weeping wife, clutching her two young sons. One of the boys was only a toddler. 
 
    Ortalis addressed him in his deep and commanding voice, but Dregan wasn’t paying attention to the king. He was intently focused on the sons being sheltered by their mother. Both boys regarded Dregan with terrified looks and clung tighter to the queen. The age difference between them was about the same as he and Arius. 
 
    Instantly memories from his childhood flooded his mind. Ortalis was still droning on about something, but Dregan was too lost in his past to notice what the monarch was saying.  
 
    The two of them were only three years apart in age. Arius had followed him everywhere, his loyal shadow. They had been an inseparable duo growing up. Much like these two boys must be, mused Dregan. Do they swim together in the summer, or steal cakes from the kitchens like he and Arius had? They would be learning the sword together soon, just like he and Arius did under the tutelage of Master Uyn. He could hear Arius’ laughter when they would run off after being caught sneaking looks at the young ladies who were skinny-dipping in the Bay of Kings where the Tower of Axion resided.  
 
    How strange that he would have these memories now. Dregan needed to focus. He cleared his mind in time to catch the last part of Ortalis’ rant.  
 
    “… your murderous band of sycophants may have taken my city, but mark my words, tyrant. You will pay for your crimes!” 
 
    Just as Dregan was about to deliver his retort, the older of the two boys climbed down from his mother’s lap and ran to his father’s side. He looked defiantly at Dregan and said, “I won’t let you hurt my brother, or my mommy!” 
 
    Something inside Dregan snapped. He heard Arius screaming, pleading for his help. “Brother, where have you gone? Brother? Help! Someone has killed father!” Darkness swallowed Dregan then.  
 
    Out of the oblivion he had succumbed to, Dregan felt that someone was shaking him urgently. And then he remembered. Arius had needed him. He contently stroked Arius’ hair like he always did when his little brother needed reassuring. 
 
     “Don’t worry, brother. I’ll protect you,” he muttered dazedly.  
 
    But that wasn‘t Arius’ voice that he was hearing now.  
 
    “My Lord? My Lord? You must wake up! Lord Rathe is entering the castle now.” 
 
    Dregan opened his eyes to find himself sitting on the Throne of Tryss. Saevo was there trying to wake him up. He pushed the Blood Priest harshly away from him. He looked around not understanding where all the blood had come from. There was so much blood, it didn’t make any sense.  
 
    Ortalis was dead at his feet where Dregan had last seen him. His throat had been ripped out by some kind of beast, it appeared. To his right he could see the queen’s body. Her head had been caved in by someone’s boot.  
 
    Where are the children?  
 
    Dregan looked wildly around trying to spot Ortalis’ sons. There by the throne room doors he spotted two small forms lying in a pool of blood. Both boys had been decapitated.  
 
    He stroked both boys’ hair as their heads lay in his lap, repeating over and over, “It’s ok, Arius. I’ll protect you.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    We’re already too late! Kable’s master’s voice announced inside his mind. 
 
    Kable never could understand how his master was able to speak to him just by using his brain, but it wasn’t up to Kable to figure those kinds of things out. Leldric Veus was a mighty Zedd’Kaul Caster, and Kable was just a Roan, a hulk that was meant to protect his Zedd’Kaul master at all cost. Nothing more, nothing less.  
 
    The Oath made sure of that. Nothing more, nothing less. Kable had long ago given up trying to understand Casters. They could do impossible things, and Kable could bend a man in two. That was the way of the world. 
 
    Kable growled to himself, cracked his mammoth knuckles, and went sprinting towards the alley across the street where his master had disappeared into. He got really nervous when Master Veus was out of his sight. Kable wiped the sweat from his brow as he ran. The awful heat and humidity always distracted him, and his master was always yelling at him because he couldn‘t ever concentrate.  
 
    They’d been waiting on this dank and sweltering street corner all afternoon, waiting for a sign of that blasted Lurk his master was so desperate to find.  
 
    Lurks were doppelgangers. Kable had no clue how he was to spot a man who could change what he looked like on a whim in the middle of a city like Mayora, but he didn’t ask questions. His master wanted him dead, so Kable would break him. Simple as that.  
 
    When he asked Master Veus how he was to know what the Lurk look liked, Master Veus had said, “Because he has the stench of the Circle of Seven all over him.”  
 
    He still wasn’t sure what that meant.  
 
    As Kable rumbled into the alley, he spotted his master with his hood drawn back, revealing his short platinum hair and stern face. He still appeared immaculate in his Caster garb, even as he knelt down amongst the refuse and filth of the putrid-smelling alley to inspect a corpse.  
 
    As Kable approached Master Veus, the Caster caught his eyes with his piercing, diamond-eyed stare and held up a hand, forestalling any questions Kable might have. He’d been punished many times for asking questions out of turn, so he stayed quiet, trying his best not to tremble from intimidation under his master’s scrutiny.  
 
    The corpse was a man in fine clothing, too fine for the Veyor district where they currently were. This was a part of Mayora that was seedy at best. No one of repute would be found in this place; Master Veus had said so himself. The dead man had shoulder-length charcoal hair and wore fancy silks of teal and purple showing dried blood from over a dozen puncture wounds on his torso.  
 
    Leldric turned his attention back to the man, and Kable took up a spot nearby where he could keep an eye on his master as well as the mouth of the alleyway. A stunning magenta glow surrounded Leldric as he spread his hands above the man’s head, and Kable’s eyes grew wide. He knew he should be watching for danger, but he was fixated as his master’s hands began to coax forth what looked like a sickly green fog from the man’s death stare.   
 
    His master gathered the strange mist into a sphere that hovered over his opened left palm. He gracefully regained his footing and pulled his hood back over his head despite the intense heat and humidity of the afternoon. Kable never could tell, but by the way the Caster never sweated, he suspected his master was impervious to temperature. 
 
     Leldric approached him with a look of revulsion on his face. “Now that this distasteful business is complete..” he muttered, trailing off. 
 
    He brushed his robes off and handed the sphere to Kable. It felt cold and wet in his hands, almost slimy to the touch. Kable shuddered slightly at the feel of the strange magic in his hands. Seeing his master perform magic was one thing, but handling something magical made his stomach twist into a knot.  
 
    “It would have been far easier to extract this while the man was still alive,” Leldric explained, “but it appears we were a few hours too late for that. Nonetheless, with this we’ll be able to relive this man’s last memories. If my assumptions about him are correct, they will be able to confirm our quarry’s current form. You will eat the entire sphere, Kable. After you have consumed every bite, you will feel yourself being drawn into the dead man’s soul. Whatever you do, do not fight it! I will be reliving his last few moments on this plain of existence through your eyes. If you fight it, the memory will become fragmented, and it will be useless to me. Do you understand?” 
 
    Kable nodded uncertainly, but didn’t voice his displeasure or confusions at the prospect of eating a man’s last memory. He was far too wary of incurring his master’s wrath to object openly.  
 
    The Roan dwarfed all humans. Despite being brutally strong and a full three feet taller than Leldric, he was no match for a Zedd’Kaul’s power. That was why the Roan had been enslaved with such ease. Kable had been born into a race of the most feared warriors to ever exist, but they had been no match for an entire race of Casters.  
 
    He quickly devoured the sphere. Before he could ask if he had done the task correctly, the sun seemed to turn off, and the world went completely black. Kable felt as though he was being crushed by a tidal wave. The mist shot directly into his lungs, and he couldn’t breathe as a terrible weight settled upon his chest. His lungs screamed in protest as the foreign magic filled them to capacity. He tried to cry out, but his senses were no longer his own. A bundle of emotions that he couldn’t explain burst into his skull. The terror and terrible anxiety that flooded into him were almost as bad as the overwhelming sensation that he was drowning.  
 
    I told you not to fight it! Relax, I will protect you while you are in the domain of his soul.  
 
    Kable relaxed slightly, and a wave of euphoria began to take the place of the dread and sense of being swept away. Vibrant colors of every hue mushroomed into his vision, swirling together for what seemed like ages without rhyme or reason. Kable lost his sense of self. Euphoria and nothingness were one and the same now.  
 
    After floating along in the abyss of the dead man’s soul for what seemed like an eternity, broken images started to form. A crowded tavern… A greasy meal consisting of some heavily seasoned red meat… A magnitude of scantily clad tavern girls…. Multiple glasses of wine…. Stumbling out to a dimly lit alley to empty a full bladder…. A hooded figure stepping into the moonlight of the alley…. A hooked dagger catching the moonlight…. A struggle for the dagger….  Blood… My blood?….. A young man standing over a fallen figure with wild red hair and freckles…. The Lurk! 
 
    Kable opened his eyes and was shocked to find himself on his knees in the same alley with the sun practically in the same place it had been when he had eaten the sphere.  
 
    It’s been years since then, hasn’t it?  
 
    “You did very well, Kable.” 
 
    He was exhausted, but he looked up to see a rare half smile on Leldric’s face. “I will be able to find the Lurk within the hour, I suspect.”  
 
    He was relieved to have pleased his master, but because he was so heavily fatigued, he wasn’t sure he could stand. It was as if he had been fighting for days and days without a single moment to rest. He couldn’t let his master down, so he pulled forth the remaining bit of strength he had and raised himself unsteadily to his feet. Leldric waved a hand apathetically, and Kable’s fatigue melted away. 
 
    “As you know, I’m unable to heal you, but your strength should be replenished at least until we complete our task. Follow me.” 
 
    They spent the next few hours searching the Veyor district’s many taverns and whorehouses. Leldric had somehow been able to conjure the Lurk’s form using the same mist that Kable had consumed. He would summon it from his palm to show various tavern owners, or pedestrians.  
 
    Later still, they stood on a side street near a highly frequented fighting pit. Because of the heat, Kable was starting to grow impatient. He was thinking of beating a few answers out of the dirty beggar his master was presently questioning, regardless of whether the man knew where to find the Lurk.  
 
    Suddenly, a blonde woman from the foot traffic, dressed in a body suit made of fishnet, grabbed Leldric’s robe by the sleeve and drew him away from the vagrant. Kable almost smashed her pretty little face, but his master shot him a stern glare that halted him in his tracks. She whispered into Leldric’s ear for a few minutes and departed as quickly as she had appeared. Leldric waved Kable over.  
 
    “It seems our slippery little friend has been spotted down near Garal Cove. He apparently is a regular in a tavern called Cod Guts. It’s time to find out why The Circle of Seven has sent this creature to Mayora without first getting permission from the Kaul’Celum.”                
 
    As they journeyed to the Garal District, the sun mercifully began to sink beyond the far away ocean horizon. The perpetual heat and humidity that ravaged the city every single day was something Kable had never been able to grow accustomed to, even though he had lived his entire life in Mayora. He much preferred the cool nights the bay city offered. A pleasant breeze would soon come off the sea, and Kable would be able to finally relax and concentrate on the task at hand.  
 
    Kable liked coming to the poorer districts of Mayora because it always reminded him of his youth. His father Doarn had raised him in Qoroz, not far from this very district. All the poor districts had the same destitute look and feeling to them.  
 
    This district could have passed for a dozen just like it. They all had one room huts, shacks and garbage lining the streets. All the locals were bedraggled and poor. Occasionally a food cart selling fried fish would appear or a meager garden stand selling shoddy fruits and vegetables. That’s how the honest folk of the district would try to make a living. The not-so-honest simply resorted to thievery, prostitution, or begging.  
 
    He and his master walked through without being harassed by anyone, though. Hawker, thief, harlot, or beggar walked cautiously at the sight of them. A Zedd’Kaul and a Roan bodyguard were not something these lowly folks were accustomed to seeing. For the most part, they gave them plenty of mistrustful looks but a wide berth to go with them. A good thing too, as Kable would have hated to hurt folks like these. They were just trying to survive.  
 
    There was barely any Roan left at all compared to when they had been a mighty warrior society. Kable remembered asking his father long ago before he had taken The Oath why there were so few people like them. That was when he had first learned that he had come from a once proud race, not slaves. He could still hear the rare joy that had entered his father’s mighty voice as he told his only son of his heritage.  
 
    Kable liked to think of that story and of his father reciting it to him in their dismal shack. He hadn’t cared then about how he lived; he had just been a boy who was happy to be with his father. He could picture Doarn even now after so many years since he had died. He looked exactly how Kable looked now.  
 
    Kable was bald, but he’d never had much hair to begin with. He had been nine when he received the family tattoo. It covered every bronze inch of his chiseled form. The only thing he didn’t have was his father’s voice. Leldric said his voice matched his dim Ranis calf eyes, whatever that meant. But Doarn’s voice had been powerful, deep and charismatic. He remembered how his father would beam before he told the story of the Roan and how Kable would scoot close so he wouldn’t miss even a single word.   
 
    “Son, we weren’t always lowly slaves to those bastard magicians. Witch Kings, phaw!” He would spit at the name when he knew nobody was watching.  
 
    “Before they blinked their damned city on top of Mayora, we were a mighty race of warriors the likes the world has ever seen! During those days we lived apart from the Gaelarian Alliance. Back then we’d even gone to war against them. Fought them all the way to Petra we did. You see, they weren’t the Seven Cities then, they were a bunch o’ nations that just called themselves a bloody alliance for propriety’s sake. By the way, propriety to them meant kissin’ Petra’s shiny ass! Ha! 
 
    “Anyways, where was I? Oh, right! You see, son, the nations was run by the nobles in them times. So it was easy for us to take ‘em on one by one. See, they’s too prideful then to stand together and fight us. Not tils we were knocking on the High King’s front door did they decide to unite against us. We fought ‘em for close on three years before they finally had enough and asked for a treaty. In the end we agreed to the terms they laid out for us. Truth be told, the war was almost lost for the Roan. We were too far from home and they kept hittin’ our supply caravans. We probably would o’ starved out. Or eaten the miserable damn fools we killed! Ha! 
 
    “In the end though, they paid us handsomely to join their little alliance. We’d come to their aid if they needed us and we were granted land that stretched nearly to Rukari. Those were prosperous times for us, son.”  
 
    Doarn’s voice would always grow somber as he reached this part of the story. 
 
     “A few years of relative peace after that had made us soft! We’d grown fat and arrogant. We wasn’t ready when we saw those Zedd’Kaul appear outta thin air that day. Who knows how the hells they got here. Maybe they’s from one of the hells… who knows? Before we knew it, they were ripping the bay and the city to shreds. Brought them undead with ‘em too. Says they‘s protected us from ‘em. Never bought that lie, but we‘s paid for it all the same. 
 
    “They conquered us in less than a day. They saw us as useful tools and swore us to The Oath. The majority of us fought on rather than agreeing to The Oath, but they slaughtered those who wouldn’t bend knee and serve without question. Finally after seeing how our struggle woulda cost us every’n, the rest of the clans wised up’n and took The Oath. Words that you’ll speak when you’re old enough, son. ‘To unquestioningly fight for and die for our Zedd’Kaul masters. To protect and honor them when they are defenseless against a foe. One Roan to watch over one Zedd’Kaul for as long as they draw breath in this existence.’” 
 
    “Snap out of it!” Leldric hissed. “I need you focused while we are in the tavern. The Lurk may have changed forms since last night. 
 
    Kable hadn’t realized it as he was thinking about his father and his story, but they had made it to the tavern, Cod Guts. The sign had a fish sitting on a stool holding a mug of ale in its fin. He blinked stupidly at Leldric and nodded. He cracked his knuckles and made sure his wicked axe that hung at his waist was within easy reach.  
 
    He ducked through the doors first to get a look at how many people were there. The gloomy and grimy tavern was packed from wall to wall. A rowdy band of mostly drums and string instruments was on the tiny stage, and pipe smoke hung heavy in the air. Everyone was either at a table drinking or wildly dancing to the tune the band was playing. Kable didn’t have an ear for music, so he did his best to ignore the song and listen for any instructions Leldric might plant into his head.                
 
    As Kable was squinting through the haze of purplish smoke that dominated the air in the room, Leldric cried out in his mind.  
 
    There!  
 
    Leldric shouldered past Kable, and the drinking pit went deathly silent as his master pointed towards the dancing patrons. Kable blinked stupidly again, thinking for a moment that his eyes were playing tricks on him. Every person in the room sat completely frozen in place like statues made of flesh and blood, except for one man. The Lurk looked wildly around the suddenly quiet and motionless room.  
 
    He tried to make a break for the back of the place, but his master waved his hands, and the Lurk was floating upside down over the crowd of immobile dancers, squirming like a fish on a hook. Leldric strode to a nearby table with four chairs that was occupied by one lone drunk. His master sat, and the Lurk crested across the room over the stationary people and was neatly placed into the seat opposite the Zedd’Kaul. The Lurk looked uneasily at the unmoving man and licked his lips. Kable had seen this trick many times before, and he knew his master had this Lurk as surely as if he was tied to that chair. The Lurk licked his lips nervously again as if he was about to speak, but Leldric held up a hand.  
 
    “If you would, Kable, some wine for me and our little friend.”  
 
    Kable walked toward the bar, careful not to touch anybody who was frozen in place. It took him a while because it was so crowded, but he managed to get to where he was going without knocking into anyone. Once behind the bar, he grabbed two mugs and poured until they were full of a thick dark ale. His master didn’t drink ale, so he began to worry since that was all the tavern had. He served the Lurk first, as was proper according to Leldric, and then handed the other over to his master, who didn‘t comment on the refreshment.  
 
    Must be waiting to punish me later, Kable thought grimly.  
 
    Leldric finally pulled his hood back, revealing a displeased face. Kable flinched involuntarily and shied away from the table. He’d seen that look before and knew it meant trouble. He was just glad that it wasn’t directed at him for once. 
 
    “I’m going to release your bonds now, Lurk. If you try in any way to escape, or to attack me, my Roan will break every single bone in that body you are imitating.” He paused, studying the Lurk for a moment. “I can see by the sweat that has appeared on your brow that you can in fact feel pain. That is good to know. Displease me, and you shall feel plenty of it.” 
 
    Leldric picked up his glass and took a sip, nodding for the Lurk to do the same.  “What is the name that you are called by The Circle of Seven, Lurk?” 
 
    The doppelganger picked up his glass and downed it in one go. His hands were shaking as he set the glass down.  
 
    “They call me Lint, sir.” 
 
    “How apropos. Are you familiar with the power of a Caster, Lint?” Leldric asked with a scowl.  
 
    The nervous little Lurk simply nodded in reply. 
 
    “That is well, because I’d hate to spend the preponderance of our meeting threatening you. Know that whatever answers I require from you will be given, either by force…” he gestured toward Kable, “or through more creative means.” He waved a hand, and the Lurk cried out in pain.  
 
    “But I’m sure that neither of those tactics of extracting information will be necessary. You are here without permission, Lint. As I’m sure that you are aware, the Circle of Seven does not rule Mayora alone as it does the other Seven Cities. The Circle does indeed have a representative, or Architect if you prefer, but he acts in accord with the Kaul’Celum. One such as you, Lint, is not allowed into Mayora without our elders first granting you permission. The Kaul’Celum would have informed me of your presence if you had been granted access to the city. So in short, you are an uninvited guest that has committed murder among us. I would know why.” 
 
    Leldric tapped the rim of his mug and pushed it towards the Lurk, who emptied it promptly. He placed both elbows on the table entwining his fingers together in front of him, staring unblinking at the Lurk. After a moment of silence, the Lurk wilted under the intensity of his glare.  
 
    “The man I assassinated was a Dantronian scout. There are two in Mayora and who knows how many more in the rest of the Seven Cities for that matter. Tryss has fallen. I don’t know if you knew that?”  
 
    Lint looked to Leldric, seeking a reaction perhaps. He received none. 
 
    “Anyways, just like Lord Rathe promised ten years ago, he said he would conquer the rest of the world before he turned his attention to Gaelaria. Well, now that the last true test to his army besides Gaelaria is out of the way, he’s keeping his word. The invasion will begin before the month is out, I suspect. The Circle has me and the rest of my race hunting scouts to make sure they get as little intelligence as possible before they strike. From here, I’m to go to Axion.  
 
    “The Circle wanted me to eventually reveal myself to your Kaul’Celum, but you got wise to me before I could finish my job. That’s it, Caster. That’s the whole story. Funny you should sit me at this table, though,” Lint said, nodding to the drunk sitting next to it. “He was my final target.”  
 
    As smoothly as butter on a hot knife, the Lurk jumped out of his chair and planted a knife into the patron’s temple. A cloud of smoke burst forth where Lint had been, and Kable lunged to grab a hold of him, but found only an empty seat. Leldric banished the smoke, and the Lurk was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Master, where did he go? How did he escape you?” Kable asked, spinning around and trying to look in every direction at once. He was completely dumbfounded. No one had ever escaped his master before. 
 
    Leldric stood, placed his hood back over his head, and walked to the door and out of the tavern without a word. Kable hurried after him, worried that his master would leave these poor people forever frozen in a shithole called Cod Guts. As the door shut behind him, he heard the band pick up right where they had left off. Kable smiled to himself. His master had shown those people mercy after being slighted. That was a rarity when it came to Leldric Veus.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Xavian floated along the cusp of oblivion. Half formed memories and visions coalesced in his mind. At the moment, he was an orphan boy again. That familiar sense of living everyday frightened and abandoned while roaming the streets of Mayora was like a second skin he had never been able to shed. He was half starved, looking for shelter and begging for food. That, or he was hiding from the predatory gangs and bullies that stalked the districts. As he did so often as a child, he fled from the horrible memories. 
 
     The next moment, he was a sell-sword captain again. Some said he was the youngest in the history of the world. He led mercenary bands to victory and riches in a hundred different campaigns. He had endlessly warred among the nobles in their Succession Wars. Xavian recalled being in the service of countless houses such as Bloodlance, Knightedge, Trueforce, Griffineye, Amberthorn, Swiftfox, and Stormhawk. He had fought for and against every single noble house over that five year span, it seemed. Their alliances with each other changed even more than the mercenary bands they employed.  
 
    That faded as well, and all of a sudden he was on a knee, fist to heart taking the oath with thousands of others in Jenukai Square in the heart of mighty Jenukai City. He sweared allegiance to the Circle of Seven and pledged his life away to protect the Seven Cities and serve the Gaelarian Alliance unquestioningly.  
 
    Countless other moments of his life came and went. The time he Linked with Rotu, his Blue dragon for the first time at Jenukai Keep, atop Jenukai Fortress flashed before his eyes… Taking to the air astride Rotu alongside his brothers in arms, Arius, Miles and Landran played across his vision… Learning the art of Elemancy from his mentor Razmuson in his enchanted chambers.... Studying with Arius… 
 
    Words that he couldn’t quite comprehend floated along the outside of his visions. 
 
     “They were here... He is gravely hurt. He looks to have lost an alarming amount of blood… Look, he is burning with fever… Dare we move him?… We can construct a litter from the tall grass… The Wanderers we saw are close. They can do more than we can… Then we must hurry, his time is short…” 
 
    Stark terror filled Xavian as he was surrounded by a pack of beasts. He was unarmed, and he had nowhere to run or hide. He knew that death was eminent. Suddenly, two silhouetted figures appeared in front of him between the monsters. The mysterious entities spoke together in a commanding voice. 
 
    “You cannot dwell here in your past. If you stay here in this state, you will not survive. We will show you the way out.” 
 
    A doorway appeared from out of nowhere behind the figures, and they strode through it as the pack drew nearer. Hastily Xavian followed suit.  
 
    The two apparitions began to frequent his dreamscape. With every delusion, they would suddenly appear and implore him to leave behind the past and follow them towards salvation. The mysterious doorway always swallowed them, and Xavian was compelled to pursue. The shifts of memory eventually ceased altogether, and he lost track of the amount of portals that his two cloaked companions had escorted him through. At times, he wondered if this abyss was one of the hells. Wherever it was, he somehow knew he couldn’t escape it without their aid.  
 
    The omnipresent darkness stretched on in an everlasting onslaught until Xavian was convinced that the world had lost all its light and only he and his guides existed. He strained to see their faces as they shepherded him through nothingness, but they never turned back to regard him. They just kept moving relentlessly onward. He stumbled blindly along in their wake, yet he somehow trusted that they were his beacon and deliverance from an eternity in this place. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Xavian finally asked after what seemed a lifetime. 
 
    “A sanctuary.” His guides echoed each other, still refusing to turn and acknowledge him.  
 
    Xavian began to grow increasingly weary with each step he took, and racking pain began to envelop his entire being. Excruciating jolts of agony threatened to send him back into delirium.  
 
    For the first time, he looked down to inspect himself and was aghast at what he saw. Dozens of deep lacerations covered his torso, arms, and legs. Blood flowed from his wounds like a grotesque river, and he was swallowed up by the blackness. Gasping for breath, his lungs refused to draw in any more air, and the two strangers were growing further and further away. He could no longer keep pace with them. His strength had failed him. He tried to call out for help, but all that came out was a muted and strangled cry. Collapsing finally, he fell through infinite amounts of darkness. 
 
    Plummeting through the blackness, Xavian began to hear a beautiful, yet haunting voice singing ever so softly.  
 
    Surely the voice must belong to a goddess.  
 
    The ballad that the goddess sang was wordless, but Xavian did not care. It was the most beautiful sound he had heard in all his life. Everything but that melody was driven from his thoughts. Contentedly listening to the singer for a few moments, he realized he was no longer falling. In fact, he seemed to be lying on a soft mattress.  
 
    He opened his eyes and regretted it immediately. Wherever he was, it was pitch black, but not like the starkness of the place he had just escaped. His head was roaring at him, and he felt like his eyes would explode as a result. Despite all that, he felt unabashed relief to be free of that world of shadow.  
 
    He was indeed laid out on a very soft mattress, and a cool washcloth was strung over his eyes. His memories came back to him in a dizzying torrent. He remembered how he went to the Machi Graveyard after the Ryuken tournament to test his arrows and the vile creatures that had attacked him there. Xavian shuddered at the very memory of the pack of living nightmares. 
 
    “So, you’re finally awake,” came that melodic voice belonging to the singer from somewhere nearby.  
 
    A gentle hand pulled the washcloth from his eyes, and Xavian blinked a few times. At first his vision was blurry, and he couldn’t make out his surroundings very well. After a moment, everything cleared, and he got his first glimpse of the choralist. Clad in a snowy white shift, she was achingly beautiful.  
 
    She had golden curls that tumbled to her shoulders, and her face held slightly tilted eyes that were the color of the sea. Her skin was milk colored, and she was short of average height. Though her shift covered her from her neckline to her bare feet, it did not hide her taut slenderness. He noticed that she wasn’t quite looking directly at him but was staring off at a place just over his head. 
 
    Looking down at himself, he realized under his blanket he was completely nude. Lifting the sheets and peeking under the covers, he saw that all that clothed him were a considerable amount of bandages and wrappings. 
 
    Beyond her, the room was like that of a cabin on a ship, narrow and compact. The room was sparsely furnished and plainly decorated. Much like a ship, it also looked as though everything was bolted, or strapped down. A fire blazed in a small fireplace, yet Xavian shivered despite the obvious heat in the room’s tight confines.  
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked, worry evident in her tone.  
 
    She stared unblinkingly just past his face at the nightstand, revealing a murky whiteness to her irises he hadn’t noticed prior. He felt a pain flare that had nothing to do with his wounds. This stunning creature was blind.  
 
    “Like I was ravaged by wild animals,” Xavian intoned in an anemic voice, remembering his frightening encounter again.  “Who are you? Where am I?”  
 
    “You are among the Solrei,” was her only response. She turned away from his sick bed and walked with a sure foot to a nearby rocking chair where she sat facing him. 
 
    “The Wanderers? How did I come to one of the Nomad Fortresses?” 
 
    Wanderers was an unaffectionate term used for the Solrei. The Solrei were a society of people that had left the protection of the Seven Cities for what they deemed freedom. They believed that the people in the cities were little more than prisoners to the Circle of Seven and that everyone had a right to live as they saw fit. Most people from the cities viewed the Solrei as anarchists who were too ignorant to accept help. Xavian privately agreed with the Solrei, though.  
 
    There were several different bands of Solrei that had constructed the Nomad Fortresses. Xavian had once heard them described as mobile castles. They were said to be pulled along by living Machi, which was something that he was very eager to see.  
 
    “Two Joran found you and brought you here,” she replied.  
 
    “The Joran?” Xavian asked incredulously, straining to prop himself on an elbow. He grunted as his ribs and sternum flared into pain at his outburst. It earned him a creased frown and furrowed brow from the woman.  
 
    “That’s impossible,” he continued in a calmer voice, settling himself gingerly back on the mattress. “The Joran are pledged to guard the Duncar Core and are bound to it for life.” 
 
    “Exceptions can be made in regards to their boundaries, sir… Speaking of which, do you know the story of the Duncar Core?” she asked.  
 
    “I know the basics, I suppose,” Xavian replied, reciting text from a history book he remembered. “Everyone does, even the smallest of children do. The Duncar Core is what everyone now calls the impact zone of the Duncar Moon. The Duncar Moon is the source of Duncar Magic, whose power has been amplified a hundred fold in its users because of the proximity in which it can now be tapped by those that can conjure its power. Ten years ago the moon crashed into where Petra once stood, and The Core tainted the land around it, from what I hear. The air itself is supposed to be poisonous and the vegetation, too. That’s why the Joran wear those strange masks, so they can breathe near the moon. Outlandish plants and monstrous creatures dwell there now, so Jenukai created the Joran to keep watch over it. They keep people out and the monsters in.” 
 
    “The basics indeed.” She took on a lecturing tone as she began. “Gaelaria had been at the height of its power when the moon came crashing down. The then-capital Petra was widely regarded as the most grandiose and prosperous city in all the world. 
 
    “What few knew before the disaster was that prophecy was about to be actualized. Throughout history, prophecy has been viewed by the masses as fanciful fiction from stories. The Maji fought their civil war over Jenukai’s premonition, yet the Dragon God’s words meant nothing to the rest of the world because centuries had gone by without it coming to fruition. Nobody heeded the Maji, and that was our downfall. 
 
    “It all began with a Duncar Shadow Priest. Verscei was the very first of his kind. He was unimaginably powerful in the occult magic, and he had taken a keen interest in the Jenukai Prophecy while everyone else ignored it. What few know is that he was so strong that he was able to capture Jenukai’s Emperor dragons.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” Xavian cut in. “The Emperor dragons are hundreds of feet tall and are supposed to be as powerful as the Circle of Seven combined.” 
 
    “That’s right. So it gives you some perspective into the strength that Verscei was able to wield. The two were taken and kept prisoner while Verscei plotted and schemed for over three years. Using torture and treacherous Duncar tricks, he coaxed forth everything he could from them about Jenukai‘s vision.  
 
    “While the Shadow Priest schemed, he also quietly amassed a small army of followers before he finally struck at Petra. His plan had been to bring the Duncar Moon to hover over the capital of Gaelaria as a symbol of his ultimate victory over those who he viewed had oppressed him and his zealots since the dawn of time. Had Rathe, who was his apprentice at the time, not betrayed him, the plan would have succeeded. Instead we are left with something worse: the Duncar Core.  
 
    “Since that disastrous day, the power of the moon has corrupted the land around it. Even the portion of the sea where it lies is infected. At first the taint spread only a few miles from the Duncar Core. Now it has expanded so far that the monstrosities born from its defiled ground roam almost completely unchecked. When these abominations were first discovered, it was a relief when we found that they could not stray from the Core because they could not breathe the untainted air. That is no longer the case. My brother and I had been tracking a Slayer pack that escaped from the Core to where it had stalked you out on the plains.” 
 
    “You are a Joran?” Xavian asked quirking an eye at her disbelievingly. “All Joran are men, everyone knows th--” 
 
    “My mother used to tell me, ‘You can fill an entirely new world with the things that you do not know, or understand,’” she said flatly, interrupting him. “You would do well to heed that advice in this instance, I think.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Xavian replied, nodding slowly. He had managed to prop himself onto his elbow facing her without too much difficulty while she recited her tale. “You and your brother, you said?” 
 
    She nodded in response. 
 
    “Well, you both saved my life, so I’m inclined to trust you. You also said that you and your brother were tracking this pack of… Slayers?” 
 
    “Yes, the largest pack I have ever seen. Usually they hunt in groups of five, six at the most, but they are savage and brutal to even their own kind. An alpha Slayer is impatient, and if prey cannot be found easily, it will slaughter its own pack mates as often as not. The pack my brother and I sought had roughly twenty or so Slayers in it.” 
 
    “Eighteen. There were eighteen of them,” Xavian said softly.  
 
    “After we found you, we discovered no trace of their tracks leaving the bone yard, and yet we found not a hint of their remains either. It was as if they had simply vanished. Can you recall what happened? I must admit that I am beyond curious.”  
 
    “I do remember, but I will only tell you under one condition,” Xavian said in response. 
 
    “And what would you ask of me?” she replied, a small smile was there and gone so fast Xavian wasn’t sure whether or not he had imagined it. 
 
    “When I’m done ,you give me your name. Mine is Xavian.” 
 
    It took the better part of an hour for him to recount all the details. He left nothing out. For reasons he could not explain, Xavian trusted this woman implicitly.  
 
    It must be the shock of my encounter. Nobody gains my trust this quickly.  
 
    Once he was done with the gory details, she sat there silently rocking back and forth in the chair staring fixedly at her lap.  
 
    “That is quite remarkable, Xavian. You are quite remarkable. And very lucky might I add… My name is Spector.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    “And how do you propose we move him from the chambers?” Kutala asked in a strained voice. 
 
     He looked like he was about to be sick as he helped Arius carry King Regius onto the sofa. Mere minutes had passed since Arius’ attack had rocked the palace on its foundation.  
 
    “I suppose we could chop him up into tiny little pieces and hide him in some luggage,” Gretidor said facetiously.  
 
    Arius, who was dragging the unconscious king by his underarms while Kutala carried his legs, opened his mouth to tell Gretidor to shut up and got a mouthful of golden feathers for his efforts. Perturbed, he spat them out and shot a glare at the prince. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Arius muttered as he and the Trueborn captain finally succeeded in laying the king down. He knuckled his back as he straightened and shot a wary glance at the door to the king’s sitting room.  
 
    “We have to get him out of here before he wakes up…”  
 
    If he wakes up! Shit, there’s a lot of blood coming from that gash on his head, and his face is a mass of bruises and bumps. A fine mess you've gotten yourself into this time!   
 
     “… Is there a back way out of here?” 
 
    Neither Gretidor nor Kutala said anything. They both just stared at Regius in shocked horror.  
 
    “That wasn’t a rhetorical statement!” Arius exploded. “Your Trueborn brethren are going to be coming in here anytime now. Either we’re going to have to convince the lot of them that all this blood coming from their king is due to an accidental fall and that all these feathers strewn about are because he is molting, or we’re going to have to fight our way out of here. I don’t relish either idea, frankly, but unless we all start doing some very quick thinking, those are our only options.”  
 
    “I always knew it would come to this, but I just never thought I would be the one to do it,” Gretidor said with a shrill laugh, his eyes popping.  
 
    He was hyperventilating and tears streamed down his face, but after a moment the prince took a visible hold of himself. His breathing had evened and his tears had stopped, leaving only blotches of red on his cheeks. Placing his hand on his chest, he said, “I must be composed for this.” 
 
    Standing from the reading chair he had been occupying, Gretidor strode with a determined step to his father’s side. The young prince knelt down and pulled forth a handkerchief from his breast pocket and began gently, almost lovingly dabbing away the blood and sweat from Regius’ face. So softly, Arius had to strain to hear it, Gretidor began whispering to his father in a tender murmur.  
 
    “You never once loved me, did you? You never let a chance slip to tell me how much of a constant disappointment that I was to you. You always told me that my mother died of shame, the shame of having a weakling son such as myself. You said that it was my fault that she died and left you the burden of raising an ‘inept faggot.’ All these years I have had to look upon this face of yours and bare the scorn and ridicule etched there. I took the terrible abuse, both verbally and physically, because deep down I knew you were right about me. You were always right about me and I’m sure you will take solace in that, but I will never endure your abuses again father!”  
 
    The whole time Gretidor whispered to his father, his voice had risen higher until he was screeching into his father’s ear, spittle raining down on the king’s brow and closed eyelids. Before Arius had a chance to stop him, Gretidor pulled a knife from under his coat and began viciously stabbing his father in the face. He howled madly as he relentlessly stabbed Regius’ countlessly. By the time Arius gripped Gretidor’s wrist and tore the blade away, the damage had already been done. The king’s face was an unrecognizable ruin of blood and puncture wounds.  
 
    Roughly, Arius shoved Gretidor away, and the prince fell hard on his backside. Kutala was there in an instant, standing protectively over his prince with his arms and wings spread to their maximum.  
 
    Just as Arius was about to ask just what in the hells Gretidor could have possibly been thinking, the Trueborn took that moment to storm into the king’s chambers. The six guards who entered stood frozen in shock. One circuit glance at his surroundings and Arius could understand their reaction. He stood over the deceased corpse of the Korii King with a blood stained knife in his hand, and the heir to the throne was also covered in scarlet from head to toe being shielded from a seeming assassin by one of their own.  
 
    “He fell and has been molting!” Gretidor laughed shrilly. He looked quite mad as he half-cackled and half-sobbed uncontrollably, drenched in his father’s blood.  
 
    All six guards had their swords in hand in a flash and started advancing on Arius with their white wings spread. He dropped the knife hastily, backing away with both of his hands in the air. He was so focused on the guards in front of him that he hadn’t been paying any attention to Kutala and Gretidor. As he backed further away, he suddenly felt something very sharp press into the middle of his spine. Glancing back over his shoulder, he was astonished to see that Kutala had his blade on him.  
 
    “This is the only way, Jadestar!” Kutala whispered urgently. “You have to subdue all of us and get the prince to safety! These men are loyal to Regius, not Gretidor. They won’t hesitate to execute you both, so you have to get out of here immediately before more come! Nod once if you understand.” 
 
    Arius nodded curtly. 
 
    “Good, now…”  
 
    Kutala never finished his statement. Arius spun with alacrity and punched the captain of the Trueborn as hard as he could. He cursed loudly, shaking out his hand as the Maji crumpled to the floor. He was knocked out cold before he even struck the ground.  
 
    Arius kicked Gretidor, and the prince whined at him in response. He kicked him again and gestured sharply with his head for him to get on his feet and to stand in the corner of the room behind him. Shoving Gretidor with his boot for good measure, he unsheathed his sword from the scabbard on his back and faced down the guards who were now spreading out to surround him.                
 
    Reaching out for Alrukar with the Link, Arius only hoped his steed would arrive in time to get him and Gretidor out of this mess in one piece.  
 
    You will know where to find me, he thought at Alrukar.  
 
    It wasn’t with words that his dragon communicated with him, but with instincts and half formed visions of how the dragon interpreted the world. Alrukar sent back through the Link a reply that meant in no uncertain terms, “I am on my way!” 
 
    “Drop your sword now, you are under arrest for the murder of King Regius Trueborn!” the nearest guard shouted at him.  
 
    “Is this how you treat all your guests, Gretidor?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it…” the prince started. 
 
    “That was a rhetorical statement, fool. Just be quiet and hope that we survive this. Jenukai knows why I don’t just leave you here to the mercy of your father’s lackeys after what you just pulled…” 
 
    At that, the guards rushed in. The first Maji to reach Arius lunged at him with a wild stabbing motion. Arius lunged forward into the thrust, and with his off hand he grabbed hold of the guard’s sword arm and wrenched it at a severe angle upwards. His opponent’s sword clattered to the floor, and the Trueborn cried out slightly but was silenced as Arius shoved him away unarmed and slammed the flat side of his blade against the back of his skull. The blow rendered him senseless.  
 
    Arius cursed again, re-sheathing his sword. He only had to subdue these Maji, not kill them. He had other means to achieve that goal.  
 
    Tapping his Adimus Aura, the battle magic cascaded into him. The air itself around him fluxed, and every hair he possessed stood on end as the magic built in him like a thunderstorm. The energy streaming from his pores crackled, and his entire body blazed with heat that made him shimmer like a mirage. He held onto the energy until it felt like he would be annihilated by its power.  
 
    Finally, he let go of his restraint on his abilities, and with both his hands outstretched, he slammed an energy blast into the ground at his foes’ feet. The oncoming Maji were flung dozens of feet into the air, and all the glass from the windows exploded. The palace itself shook like there was an earthquake, lurching violently for half a minute or so.  
 
    Breathing as if he had just run for miles, Arius probed with his Adimus Aura, checking for signs of life. Everyone in the room had a pulse except Regius. The attack had rendered everyone comatose, including Gretidor. The prince lay slumped against the wall with his head lolling against his chest. Arius jogged over to him and knelt in front of him, shaking him by his shoulders. 
 
    “Gretidor, wake up! Wake up, damn you!” Arius reached back and slapped the prince so hard his palm stung.   
 
    Gretidor’s eyes opened slightly and started to drift shut once more. Arius slapped him again, this time exponentially harder.  
 
    “How dare you?” Gretidor exclaimed in his most indignant voice, his eyes finally sliding into focus. He put his hand on the palm print that blazed on his cheek.  
 
    “Shut the hells up, Gretidor. I just unleashed an attack that is going to draw every guard in this place. It’s time to go.”  
 
    Arius growled as he hauled Gretidor to his feet by his collar, and he dragged the prince to the nearest window and peered out. He estimated that they were perhaps fifteen stories up. The door to the chambers flung open, and a stream of Trueborn came pouring in. Out of his peripheral vision, a giant shadow covered the grounds below.  
 
    “Our ride is here.” Arius grabbed the prince by the scruff of his neck and threw him out of the window. Discharging another Adimus Aura-infused blast over his shoulder at the new arrivals, Arius jumped out after him.  
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Arius landed gracelessly with a thud onto Alrukar’s back, and the impact drove the air from his lungs. It took every bit of his strength to hold on as his mount climbed steeply into the air. Once they had put some invaluable distance between themselves and the Korii royal palace, Arius finally looked wildly around for Gretidor. The Korii prince dangled limply from his blood-spattered coat in Alrukar’s jaws. Laughing and smirking slightly, Arius patted Alrukar’s neck appreciatively.  
 
    “That was two spectacular catches, my friend! You couldn‘t have timed that any better!”  
 
    Arius was only able to revel in his narrow escape for the few seconds it took to look behind him and see the staggering number of Trueborn soldiers that were surging towards him. His grin slid off his face, and he cursed loudly in annoyance. 
 
     Dozens of guards were emerging from the window he had just escaped from, and it looked as though the entire Korii army was taking flight from the palace grounds in pursuit. From his vantage point, a few hundred feet over the palace, it looked like Arius had just enraged a hive of wasps.  
 
    “I’m quite capable of flying on my own, you know?” Gretidor drawled loudly.  
 
    Ignoring him, Arius glimpsed Korii’s Wall off to the west. It was around a dozen miles away, he surmised.  
 
    Even if I do manage to make it to the wall without being dragged out of my saddle, there’s no guarantee that the peace treaty will hold and these bastards won’t chase me into the Raachon side. 
 
    As if Gretidor had read his mind, he chimed in on the situation in that insufferably haughty voice of his. “They won’t rest until I am in their custody. You as well, for that matter. Patricide is highly frowned upon when the victim happens to be the dictator of an entire nation. Have this beast release me at once, and you will earn a full pardon when this is all sorted out.” 
 
     “You really are a deluded debutante, aren’t you?” Arius spat. “I’m not looking after your wellbeing because I have an affinity for spoiled little shits like you, Gretidor. And I’m definitely not doing it because Kutala asked me so very politely to whisk you away to safety either. You’re my leverage, or hostage, however you prefer to look at it. Whatever twisted game that you and your father were playing just put me in the worst predicament I could have possibly been in while coming to Calrisan. Frankly, I have my own interests to look out for at the moment, and you just became a colossal liability in achieving what I’m after. So do me a favor and just shut the hells up and hold on!” 
 
    Alrukar growled sinisterly at Gretidor, as if to enforce Arius’ diatribe, and the Black dragon veered dramatically westward toward Korii’s Wall. As he did so, he whipped the prince rigorously about, shaking his head like a dog with a bone in its jaws to add to the effect.  
 
    Shooting frantic glances over his shoulder at the enumerable stalkers soaring swiftly on his tail, Arius unsheathed his sword and readied himself for the inevitable onslaught. His Adimus Aura was already primed and ready to go, so yet again Arius’ tapped his infinite and awesome supply of war magic. His aura crackled, and light exploded forth from his person in blinding incandescence. The sun sat at its apex, but it paled in comparison to the blazing beacon Arius had become. Rage and adrenaline were a constant when wielding the Adimus Aura, so Arius let his fury take complete control.  
 
    Rational thought became a distant thing; he had become a creature of pure animal instinct. A bestial roar ruptured forth from the depths of his soul, and he yelled in unmitigated defiance as the Trueborn attackers swooped in on him and Alrukar.  
 
    The Korii Maji warriors were all armed, either with spears that were almost half as long as Alrukar or catchpoles that were just as rangy. They flew in a battle formation that Arius recognized as a tactic called the Bird and the Worm. Five Trueborn each flanked him on either side of Alrukar, while a dozen or so paced them from both above and below. The idea was that they would all converge upon them at once, overwhelming both steed and rider. Through the Link Arius forewarned Alrukar of the impending maneuver. The dragon had seen its ilk before and snarled viciously his reply.  
 
    The wind howled in his face, and squinting against it, Arius clutched his reins with his offhand and gripped his sword hilt tightly. He braced himself, and Alrukar barrel-rolled abruptly to his left. The mighty Black dragon, with its overlapping plates of razor sharp scaled armor and his massive size, easily shredded through the Maji assault. Gretidor thrashed and wailed in terrified outbursts, but Arius paid his captive no heed whatsoever.  
 
    A barrage of spears came whistling at his head, but with his Adimus Aura at its peak, Arius conjured forth a shield of raw energy that incinerated the projectiles. Even a few unlucky Maji that collided with the shield were evaporated. The Korii abandoned their feeble attempt at an organized offensive and began to swarm him in droves. In response, Arius summoned skull-sized orbs of energy that he slammed into the swooping masses mercilessly. Whenever an orb struck a dive-bombing Trueborn, the result was a concussive explosion that eradicated all that came in contact with it.  
 
    If an orb was unsuccessful, his sword was not. Arius felled countless Korii with an array of expertly aimed hacks and slashes. He severed golden and white feathered wings from shoulder blades, sending their owners plummeting hundreds of feet to the ground below. His saber tore through limbs in eruptions of blood and feathers while he adeptly and dexterously kept spearhead and catchpole alike from sneaking through and causing him damage or unseating him.  
 
    Alrukar jetted them towards the wall unrelentingly. Through his onset, it was almost impossible for Arius to discern how long he had fought or how close they were to reaching southern Calrisan. Time ceased to exist for him in moments like this. When the shadow of Korii’s wall washed over their battle and a war horn blazed over the clamor, he blinked in surprise. Taking his eyes off his opponents for a fraction of a second, he was shocked to see black and silver winged Maji joining the fray, coming to his defense.  
 
    Alrukar crested Korii’s Wall unencumbered as the two factions engaged each other over the exact middle of Calrisan. His pursuit had ceased, but his true troubles had just begun. Staring fixedly at the chaos that just ensued off over his shoulder, Arius grimaced in disgust. A frenzied battle was now taking place on his behalf. Hundreds of Korii and Raachon Maji had just taken up arms against each other, completely shattering their peace treaty that had lasted for generations. 
 
    Turning to face Gretidor, he exclaimed loudly over the rush of air that swept him deeper into southern Calrisan. “Well done, Gretidor, you pretentious ass. You just single handedly started another civil war between your peoples. I hope you’re pleased with yourself.” 
 
    “I am,” Gretidor replied simply. He turned as best he could in Alrukar’s clutches, and he had a delighted smile carved on his smug face.  
 
    “You see, Bastard Prince, Arius Kinless, Arius Jadestar, whatever useless title you go by these days, this had been my goal from the start. You played your role beautifully by the way, might I add. So valiant! So cunningly audacious! Bravo! Bravo! You were the perfect little scapegoat.” 
 
    That was all the taunting Arius was willing to endure. Copying his attack on King Regius from earlier, Arius summoned his Elemantic abilities. He drew in as much air from his surroundings as he could possibly hold. Instead of releasing what he had gathered in one gust like before, he began to form the element into a club of sorts. He lashed out, bludgeoning Gretidor over the head with it, knocking him out cold. The prince slumped further in Alrukar’s jaws.  
 
    Alrukar grunted at him, and through the Link Arius felt a sensation of relief because the prince had finally grown quiet. Arius laughed wearily, running his hands through his windblown hair.  
 
    “I know, I know. I should have done that from the beginning.”  
 
    A short time later he stood before the Raachon princess, and as Arius had expected, she was none too pleased to see him.  
 
    “And your first instinct was to bring him here?” Karena Alunna screamed, gesticulating wildly as she harangued him fiercely, standing in front of the Raachon royal throne.  
 
    “When we were young, you were prone to idiocy, and I see absolutely nothing has changed in the subsequent years!” she continued. “You land that creature on our green and you literally drag the unconscious heir of northern Calrisan into my throne room and dump him on the dais like he was yesterday’s garbage. Not to mention the reports streaming in from all over the city bringing me news that a battle is being waged between Korii and Raachon armsmen over that horrid wall as we speak!” 
 
    Arius flushed in embarrassment, letting the tirade wash over him. She was right of course. Everything that had happened since he touched down this morning in Calrisan was undeniably his fault. Besides, it was in his experience that it was always wise to keep quiet when a woman was on a tangent the likes of this one. However, like a fool he opened his mouth to get in a word edgewise and received a look that cooled him to the marrow for his efforts. He snapped his mouth shut promptly. 
 
    “Don’t you even dare think about speaking in my presence, Arius Jadestar! I’ve half a mind to toss you and that prince,” --  she spat the title, refusing to acknowledge Gretidor’s unconscious form --  “in our dankest cell in the deepest part of the dungeons.” She sat down hard in the throne and stared daggers at Arius.  
 
    The palace of the Raachon Maji was every bit as luxurious as their Korii counterparts. Arius stood upon a priceless marble floor, with an immense mural of the Alunna coat of arms, a silver full moon bordered by a pair of titanic sterling wings, displayed in the middle. Black marbled carvings of Maji dotted the walls as well, wielding argent weaponry and depicting legends and past rulers among the Raachon. The throne itself was a work of art too. It was gilded intricately with masterworks of birds of prey. Arius felt very much like a worm those birds might snack on at that moment. 
 
    More than two dozen of the Talon Watch surrounded him on the vast mural, their wings displayed to their greatest span, swords leveled unflinchingly in his direction. One word from Karena and they would execute him on the spot. Perspiration cascaded down his face and the length of his spine as he worried she might actually give the order.  
 
    When had it become so damn hot in here? 
 
    At that moment the throne room doors burst open.  
 
    “Who dares interrupt me while I’m in an audience--” Karena cut off her lecturing and her scowl turned to shocked disbelief in an instant. She stood bolt upright as her father, King Aequin Alunna, strode purposefully towards the podium.  
 
    “Father! What a pleasant surprise-” 
 
    As one, every guard in the chamber folded their wings and sheathed their swords, dropping to a knee with their right fist pressed to their bowed foreheads. Arius bowed deeply at the waist, and Karena bobbed a quick curtsy. She moved aside as her father ascended the steps, taking his place on the throne.  
 
    Aequin Alunna was an imposing figure in his stately black silks, which were liberally laced with complex gray stitching. His long onyx hair hung to his shoulders and had only the slightest hints of white beginning to touch his temples. His severe blue-eyed stare took in Arius from boots to disheveled hair, measuring his appearance. Arius had been in the presence of Jenukai, the Dragon God himself, not to mention the Circle of Seven countless times, so he was no stranger to commanding figures. Despite his experience with worldly and vastly important leaders, he shifted his feet uneasily under that imperious gleam all the same.  
 
    After a moment of silence, the king finally addressed Arius in a no-nonsense, baritone voice.  
 
    “Grace favor you, young Arius, and be welcome to my halls. It is a great honor to have Gaelaria’s own First Knight and Sovereign General here in our presence. My closest advisors have informed me that you are responsible for the troubles currently plaguing my kingdom. Is this correct, General?” 
 
    Arius sighed audibly before nodding. “Yes, your majesty. The fault lays at my feet.” 
 
    Aequin studied him for a moment before continuing. Arius thought for just an instant he noted an amused sparkle in those penetrating blue eyes.  
 
    “Fear not, lad. You aren’t nearly as guilty as you seem to think you are. Even as we speak, the fighting has ceased, and the peace treaty will be honored regardless of today’s little… skirmish.” 
 
    “But father, they broke the treaty into miniscule shards by entering Raachon airspace! Do you intend to just ignore this slight against our people?”  
 
    If Karena had been angry before, it was nothing compared to the pure venom she had just spewed at her father, yet the king didn’t even look in her direction.  
 
    “Karena, send for someone to rouse our stately guest here,” he intoned, nodding toward Gretidor. There’s a visitor inside the palace that will be very interested to speak to him.” 
 
    “But father…” Karena began. 
 
    “Run along now, and quickly. We have matters of import to discuss and very little time with which to do it.” 
 
    Without a backward glance, Karena hiked up her flowing azure gown and stormed out of the throne room. On her way past Arius, she managed her frostiest glare yet and a sniff that echoed in the silent chambers. Clearly she did not agree with her father in that Arius was even remotely guiltless when it came to the catastrophes of the day.  
 
    “While my daughter fetches a Healer for the prince, I would be extremely grateful to hear your renditions of the events that led to the first case of open warfare among the Maji in centuries,” Aequin said. “Spare nothing in your telling, if you would be so kind.” 
 
    Arius nodded in acquiescence, and without preamble, he launched into his side of the story. He started from the beginning with his meeting with Owenisis and how he was searching for the mad god Adimus. He divulged how he and his godfather thought that the Maji Seers were his best option in finding him. By the time he finished up with his landing on the Raachon palace green and hauling the unconscious Korii prince into the Raachon royal chambers, Karena had returned with the aforementioned Healer.  
 
    The Healer of course was a human female; all of them were. She wore the plain scarlet dress of her guild and was grandmotherly in appearance. Her hair was pulled into a neat little white bun, and she shuffled along behind Karena seemingly without haste. Wearing a wrinkled yet warm smile, she nodded to Arius and winked. Karena kept shooting the woman irritated looks but said nothing outwardly about her obvious frustrations regarding the slow pace.  
 
    Healers were revered worldwide for the stunning and invaluable gifts they bestowed upon its population. Disease had been completely eradicated and was a thing of the past. Even injuries, from the most minor of cuts to broken necks, could be fixed like they had never happened. Everything short of death was curable to these amazing women. Even more astonishing was that they took no payment from anyone that they cured. Karena took her place standing next to her father on his throne as the Healer finally reached Gretidor.  
 
    “Oh my, what have we here?” the Healer queried in a thin, reedy voice. “Looks like a nasty bump on the head.” She clicked her tongue and tsked slightly. “No matter, I’ll make him as good as new again.”  
 
    Arius had seen Healing done innumerable times while being a veteran of the war efforts that had gone on the last decade. That being said, he couldn’t help himself as he looked on in wonder as the soft glow of Healing surrounded her and she knelt beside Gretidor, placing his head in her gnarled hands. The glow enveloping the Healer slowly spread the length of his body, and a gentle humming sound permeated throughout the room. In seconds, Gretidor’s eyes sprung open, and the Korii prince sat up slowly with the help of the Healer.  
 
    “You are going to need plenty of food and rest after that, young man. You had yourself a fierce concussion, but you needn’t worry about that now.” She patted him amiably on the cheek, straightened slowly and shambled towards the king even more slowly. The old Healer inclined her head slightly at Aequin, a nod befitting her station. Healers curtsied to no one, not even kings. “Will there be anything else, Majesty?” 
 
     “That will be all, mistress Hana,” Aequin nodded back. 
 
    As the Healer Hana shuffled her way back out of the chambers, Aequin turned his full attention to Gretidor, who was still sitting on the marble floor blinking stupidly at his surroundings.  
 
    “On your feet, Prince Sollis. You will not lounge about here,” the Raachon king commanded in a stately voice. “You will stand next to General Jadestar and keep your mouth shut. If not, I have a cell being prepared for you this very moment. Your reputation as an acrimonious fool is well known, and that kind of behavior will not be tolerated. Do I make myself clear?”  
 
    Gretidor regained his feet and made a mocking bow to the king, but he did as he was ordered by keeping quiet. As he approached Arius on the mural, he stuck his tongue out at him and gave him a repugnant look. Arius suppressed an urge to throttle the prince all over again.  
 
    “Prince Gretidor, we have already heard General Jadestar’s version of events about what occurred today in your home palace. Seeing as though his retelling matches that of my eyewitness, I will not be needing you to recite any fabrications regarding the subject.”  
 
    “Witness?” Gretidor laughed. “You mean your pathetic little network of spies? How very droll of you, Alunna. I don‘t care what any potential witness of yours has to say on the matter. The truth is that Kinless here slaughtered my father, assaulted me and then proceeded to kidnap me. Isn’t that right, Kinless? Am I not your ‘leverage?’” 
 
    Arius opened his mouth to defend himself, but Aequin cut them both off by rising to his feet abruptly and spreading his magnificent wings.  
 
    “Enough!” the king roared. “You were warned, Sollis. Guards, seize this arrogant idiot and place him in shackles at once!”  
 
    Gretidor spun around looking wide eyed and panic-stricken as all the Talon Watchmen stood and converged on him.  
 
    “Wait! You can’t do this to me! With my father dead, I am the king of the Korii. You hear me, Alunna? I am your equal!”  
 
    Gretidor pulled out the same dagger he had used to kill his father. Dried blood still shown on the blade as he swiped desperately at the guards. Two of the Talon Watch quickly closed in and violently disarmed the prince. One of the guards kicked his legs out from under him while the other viciously slammed Gretidor to the marble on his face, twisting his arms behind his back at a nasty angle. In an instant, the clamping of the wrist shackles shut with a resounding click. Gretidor thrashed and squealed for a moment before he was completely subdued and back on his feet.  
 
    “Before I throw you into that cell, Prince Sollis, I think it’s time you met my witness.”  
 
    Again, the doors to the throne room slammed open. Arius turned to see this witness and gaped openly at what he saw. In adjacent single-file lines marching shoulder to shoulder together were both Trueborn and Talon Watch guardsmen. All the color had drained from Karena’s face, and Gretidor stood dumbfounded between his two watchers. All the guards who had stepped forth to apprehend Gretidor, save for the two who held him, backed away to the rear of the chambers immediately and stood at attention in formation. The unlikely procession split once they reached the mural. Trueborn on the left and Talon Watch on the right, facing each other ten feet apart with Arius and Gretidor in the middle. 
 
    “What is this?” Gretidor screeched, again thrashing against his bonds.  
 
    “This, Gretidor, is the future,” King Regius Sollis said as he glided into the chamber. 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Impossible! This is… You’re dead!” Gretidor exclaimed in astonishment. He swayed dangerously on trembling knees, and it was obvious that his guards were the sole reason he had not collapsed. 
 
    “You succeeded only in butchering my Lurk. Quite disappointing, really; it will cost me a fortune to replace it. I’m afraid it’s just another egregious failure to add to your list, Gretidor.”  
 
    Regius Sollis was resplendent in stately forest colored robes that were amply gilded with golden lace. His close-cropped blonde hair had enough oil in it to make it shine like a noon day sun. He smiled a demented smile at Gretidor and walked right up to his son until their noses were practically touching. The Korii king stared unblinkingly into his son’s eyes with smoldering hatred. All of the color had drained from Gretidor’s face, and his lips quivered nervously. Without warning, the Korii king reared back and slammed a fist into the prince’s gut, doubling him over. Gretidor gasped, dry heaving as his captors held him up tightly in between them.  
 
    Aequin Alunna smiled warmly, descending the steps. He embraced Regius Sollis like he was a long lost brother.  
 
    “Be welcome to these halls of the Raachon kings. It’s time that we showed the world a united Calrisan, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Indeed, my friend,” Sollis agreed, nodding emphatically.  
 
    Aequin Alunna theatrically swept a hand towards the throne room doors, where the sight drew gasps from everyone in the room, including Arius. Two Talon Watch guards and two Trueborn guards hauled in a majestic throne toward the dais. The throne was elaborately worked with the Sollis Sunburst, the Korii royal coat of arms. Both kings beamed as the four guards placed it directly next to the Raachon throne.  
 
    “This is a mockery!” Gretidor spluttered in between agonized gasps. 
 
    “Hold your tongue, son, before I cut it out myself,” the Korii king threatened in a casual voice.  
 
    The two Maji kings glibly climbed the steps together and took their places upon their neighboring thrones.  
 
    “We present to you, young Jadestar, a unified Maji race,” said Aequin Alunna. 
 
    Karena, who had been standing in a shocked silence while she took in the show her father was putting on, seemed to have finally found her voice.  
 
    “A unified Maji race? Have you completely lost your mind, father? These people have been our sworn enemies for generations!” 
 
    “You will understand my decision before this audience is concluded, Karena, I assure you,” was Aequin’s simple reply. He turned to Arius. “I know this all must seem overly dramatic and confusing to you, General, but I have sound reasoning for going about it this way. Rather, we have sound reasoning.” He nodded towards Regius Sollis. 
 
    “To say I’m curious about how all of this came to fruition would be the understatement of my lifetime,” Arius replied in a calm voice that conflicted with the mounting anger that was rising inside of him.  
 
    He knew he had been used by Gretidor and Regius, but now it was abundantly clear that he had been a pawn of a game of which he didn’t know the rules or the stakes. He folded his hands in front of him to keep from balling them into fists at his side.  
 
    “We have known for quite some time now that you would appear in Calrisan this day seeking answers; a year, to be precise,” explained Regius. “It was my Seers who first brought me this information. 
 
    “All that their vision told them originally was that you would be looking for something here that was vital to the war effort. I set them to finding out all they could about the premonition. Maji Seers are the elite when it comes to deciphering all variations of prophecy, as you well know. What they discovered shook me to my core. The Seers found that what you seek is directly connected to the fate of our people. Not just the Korii, but the Maji as a whole. More importantly, it was foreseen that if the Korii and the Raachon did not unite and ally ourselves with Gaelaria, our entire race would be completely extinct before the war was finished. More specifically, you, young Arius, are the key to our survival.” 
 
    A deafening silence filled the chamber at the king’s announcement. The unsettling quiet stretched on for a moment before it was broken by a cackle of mad laughter from Gretidor.  
 
    “Don’t believe him, Kinless. He is a treacherous dog. This is some ploy, mark my words.” 
 
    Arius pointedly ignored him, instead asking, “At what point did you present your findings to King Alunna?” 
 
    “Actually, it was I who approached him,” stated Aequin matter-of-factly. “It turns out that my Seers foresaw the exact same thing, albeit a few months earlier than did Sollis‘ bunch. It shames me to admit that because of the distrust that has spawned between ourselves all these years, I sat on the information contemplating whether or not to even tell my counterpart. In the end, though, too much was at stake, and I sent emissaries to him that began the eventual bargaining to marry our two peoples once again.”  
 
    “And I am happy that he did,” Regius said, nodding sagely. “I am not so certain that I would have been as humble as Aequin was and been able to take the necessary leap of faith it took on his part to send those liaisons. I’m not so arrogant that I can’t admit that we are overly proud as a race. Prejudice is not an easy thing to disregard at the best of times.” 
 
    Arius whistled slightly. Everything that Vontes had told him earlier at the Emperor‘s Gail had just become crystal clear in his mind.  
 
    “This explains a lot, actually,” he said. “For one, all the paranoia and unease being spread throughout both northern and southern Calrisan must have been perpetuated by you two. Take the murders of Peria Alunna and Romil Varso, for instance. They were two of the most prominent figures among all the Maji, regardless of faction. If they were dispatched by some, ‘unknown entity,’ then no one would feel safe. If I’m not off-base, you were waiting for my arrival to make all of this public. That’s why you sent Gretidor to bring me to you earlier, Sollis. It was supposed to look like he kidnapped me. Regius would have saved me, gaining my trust. Not only that, but your plan was to pin the assassinations on Gretidor, and you would use that as your catalyst for uniting the factions against a common enemy. Gretidor would of course be disinherited and arrested, probably publicly executed as well. Furthermore, it makes even more sense because King Regius is a widower, and Karena is in need of a powerful suitor. That would give Calrisan the opportunity to have a united bloodline for the first time in centuries.”  
 
    Aequin Alunna rose an admonitory eyebrow, and while Regius Sollis smirked openly, it was Aequin that spoke first. “It seems you are extraordinarily perceptive, General Jadestar.”  
 
    Gretidor snorted in derision, but his father cut him off sharply.  
 
    “You have an appointment with the gallows shortly, son, otherwise I would have you cut down here and now. In the meantime, yes, Jadestar is correct. You will be the synergist that unites a nation. Doesn‘t it just reek of irony, Gretidor? All those years that I deemed you ineffectual in every sense of the word, and you will serve a purpose after all. In fact, you will serve the most important purpose in the history of our species. I hope that you feel proud in your role as our pariah.” Regius Sollis laughed uproariously, like it was the grandest joke in all of the world. He wiped his eyes as his mirth subsided. “Guards! Take my son to his cell and out of my sight.” 
 
    Gretidor, for once, said nothing, and he didn’t put up an ounce of resistance as he was escorted from the hall. Arius stared after him with disdain, but the fallen prince refused to meet Arius’ eye. Instead he glowered pure detestation at his father until the doors shut on him.  
 
    Now that the prince was gone, both kings turned their full attention to Arius, who studied them in turn. He couldn’t really blame them for the measures that they had gone to in order to accomplish something as monumental as bringing their people together. His anger died down considerably as he contemplated the scope of having these mighty warriors fighting alongside his army.  
 
    “We are willing to swear unyielding fealty to you and the Gaelarian Alliance this very instant, General Jadestar,” Aequin Alunna stated, standing. “The Korii, Raachon, and Aernilles will fly at your side when Dantron begins its invasion of your homeland. Our every resource is at your disposal; this we pledge to you.” 
 
    Regius Sollis stood also, and both bowed as one, stating in unison, “Calrisan is yours.”  
 
    “If that’s the case, I am going to need to see your Seers at once,” Arius replied solemnly.  
 
    Some time later, both Aequin and Regius escorted Arius down the wide staircase into the Alcove of Sight. The Alcove of Sight was the ceremonial chambers in which the Seers performed their mysterious art form.  
 
    All the frivolity of the throne room was absent in this place. The only way to describe it was dank. The walls were unadorned, save for wall sconces that held torches and not Everlight Orbs. A slight stench of mildew hung in the humid air.  
 
    When they finally reached the bottom of the stairs, ten narrow platforms towered above them. The pillars, which were spaced perhaps fifteen feet apart from each other, encircled a vast basin that sat directly in the very middle of the room. Straining to see in the gloom, Arius was barely able to make out figures sitting atop each platform. Although he could not see them clearly, Arius knew Maji Seers would perform the ceremony from up there. The cerulean ritualistic robes of their craft draped the columns almost their entire length. The Seers were chanting unintelligibly, and while they trilled, a dense mist began to form above the basin. 
 
    “Here is where you will find your answers,” Aequin Alunna whispered almost reverently.  
 
    “Whatever it is that you seek is for your eyes alone. We will leave you for now,” Regius Sollis whispered as well.  
 
    Arius nodded distractedly, running his hands through his hair. His full attention was on the basin. Bright lights began flashing intermittently in the mist, and he never noticed as the two kings took their leave. Arius walked cautiously towards the fog, delving it with his eyes as if the answers to his questions could be found there already. A resonance that he couldn’t explain radiated from the basin, almost like the static that hung in the air after a lightning strike.  
 
    Abruptly, the flashes within the mist began to frequent one another. Each time a flash illuminated the cloud, a small pulsing sound like a faint heartbeat would follow. The sound, like the light, built like a crescendo, and the Alcove of Sight itself shook. As the room trembled, all the platforms lurched dangerously. Arius closed his eyes tightly, bracing himself as he envisioned the room collapsing in on itself. 
 
     The concussive bedlam and the chanting ceased almost immediately. Arius opened his eyes and saw that the mist had transformed itself into some kind of vaporous orb. Inside the orb, tiny forked lightning chased itself around.  
 
    From atop the platforms, a strong male voice asked him a question. “What is it that you seek, Dragon of Destiny?” 
 
    “Who told you of that name?” Arius demanded harshly. 
 
    A different voice floated down from above. This one was the crisp and fair voice of a Maji female. “We are well versed in all forms of prophecy, especially the Jenukai Prophecy. It is from those texts that you were so named.” 
 
    Arius sighed and tried without much success to moderate his tone.  
 
    “I’m not here to discuss the Jenukai Prophecy. I have questions that revolve around a certain Artifact--” 
 
    “This directly involves the Jenukai Codex,” a different female voice chimed in. 
 
    “Yes, what you seek is central to your fulfillment of the prophecy in your favor,” a willowy voice answered.  
 
    “I’ve read the Codex from cover to cover, and it never mentioned Dragons Fist or Adimus anywhere.” Arius answered in annoyance.  
 
    “No one but Seers and Prophets can truly discern the meanings of the Jenukai Codex…” 
 
    “You are untrained and have no business determining the meaning of prophecy…” 
 
    “It is too complex for you to conceive…”  
 
    “Let only us be your guides henceforth…” 
 
    All of the Maji Seers began speaking on top of one another. They all started scolding him, lecturing him, or beseeching him that the knowledge of prophecy was beyond his ability to comprehend. 
 
    “Enough!” Arius roared. “That’s enough! I did not come here to be belittled or lectured by you. I respect your knowledge, and that is why I have come to you. Will you help me or not?” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence answered him. Finally, after a strained moment, only one simple word came from overhead. 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
    “Excellent. I thank you profusely for your assistance. Now, I seek the God Adimus. In his possession he keeps the powerful Artifact called Dragons Fist. With it, I firmly believe I can match even Lord Rathe’s strength. Can you help me find him?” 
 
    The chanting started up again, and the orb began reacting to the melodic rumblings. Within the orb, indiscernible shapes like shadows and silhouettes were coming into being among the lightning. The forked lightning took on its own shape within the orb. Among the shadows, the light had morphed into the image of an unmistakable ship. Arius recognized that vessel and he smiled. He knew where to find Adimus before the Seers even said the word.  
 
    “The Aernilles will be your guide to the mad god Adimus. Be warned: you must kill him to take what you desire.” 
 
    With that, the smile slid off his face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Evaline supped alone, which was her nightly routine. She idly pushed her dinner around on her plate with her utensil, not really seeing the exquisite food or her lush surroundings. Sighing inwardly, she tried her best to ignore the crushing loneliness she felt, but couldn’t quite summon the energy to do so. In a morose way, Evaline felt like that aching pain inside her chest was the only thing reminding her that she was actually alive.   
 
    Off to her right, an elderly servant with a scant amount of white hair remaining on his head and wearing a ridiculous amount of livery cleared his throat. It reminded her that she wasn’t entirely alone, so to speak. As per usual, a dozen servants surrounded the grand table she sat at. They all patiently stood awaiting any commands or needs she might have. Such was her life as the princess of Axion. She was always encompassed by retainers and servants, yet she was all alone despite their presence.  
 
    When she had been a little girl, she remembered trying desperately to befriend her stewards. They were all polite enough, she supposed, but every time she attempted to engage any of them in conversation, they would give her a scandalized look, murmur noncommittally, and proceed to stare at the floor. It hadn’t taken her long even at that stubborn age to give that up as a bad try, so for a decade now she was plagued by her silent companions. 
 
     The gusting wind from off the Kurai Ocean was the only sound in the dining quarters that belonged to Evaline alone. They sat at the very top of the Tower of Axion, which stood hundreds of feet tall. From her vantage point at the head of the table, she could clearly see fog rolling along outside of the floor-to-ceiling windows. She knew it wouldn’t be long before the tower would be completely shrouded in mist this night.  
 
    The hour was very late, but Evaline preferred the Tower of Axion during this time. The daily charade that made up her life was finally over until daybreak. Her father, King Jonarus, only paid the slightest bit of attention to her during his hours at court. That’s when the man was in his element. He loved performing the pantomime role of monarchs together.  
 
    Jonarus had never quite grasped that his part in this parody was that of a figurehead king who had been set up by the Circle of Seven. It was a maneuver to simply appease the nobles and to bring Axion into the Seven Cities. Her father was an arrogant man, and his pride would not allow him to view himself as the puppet he really was, so in public they made the pretense of being the perfect royals. He portrayed the role of loving father and powerful leader. Evaline, on the other hand, got to pretend to be an obedient daughter who was properly pristine. They were all lies, of course. Outside of the public eye, her father was indifferent towards her at best.  
 
    Evaline’s mother had left her father when she was just a babe in the cradle. Jonarus had never deemed it important enough to disclose to her the reason why she had stormed out of both of their lives. All Evaline really knew about her mother was that her family had been the High Seat of house Swiftfox, and her mother had been the heir.               She had speculated endlessly why her mother and father had separated, but it really didn‘t matter to her anymore. Whatever had happened, the only fact that she knew for a certainty was that her mother wasn’t interested in being her mother.  
 
    Beyond that, Evaline supposed her father had never recovered from being abandoned by his wife. Jonarus constantly reminded Evaline that she looked exactly like her mother in acidic tones that he took no effort to conceal. Sometimes when they were alone, Evaline would catch her father staring disdainfully at her with a look of utter disgust etched on his face. At this time of night, she was free from those looks. She took her comforts where and when she could, and she did take a little bit of peace in that.  
 
    Evaline found herself thinking of her mother at the oddest moments. She constantly wondered where she was and what she was doing .  
 
    Does she think about me? 
 
     Everyone, not just her father, said that they looked nearly identical to one another. From the gossip Evaline had heard in court, it was no secret that her mother had been widely regarded as a great beauty. Grudgingly, Evaline gathered that she must be seen in the same light. Evaline despised being compared to her mother, though. A woman who would shuck her responsibilities and walk out on her family was not the type of woman that Evaline intended to be.  
 
    She was complimented for her allure often enough, but when you were the heir to the Throne of Axion, it was hard to distinguish who was being honest and who was just jockeying for favor. Evaline mistrusted such veneration. She looked into her wine goblet and saw her reflection there. She saw her slightly tilted golden eyes, accented by her long eyelashes, staring back at her. Her full lips were often said to be pouting, which wasn’t the case in truth. She rarely, if ever, pouted. They just happened to look that way naturally.  
 
    Evaline was considered short of average height by just the slimmest of margins, which she didn’t mind. The men who attended court seemed to prefer taller women. That didn’t stop them from swooning over her, though, which annoyed her to no end. They were always commenting on her honey colored hair and her bronze complexion. One of them even went so far as to say her face was heart shaped and that he’d like to navigate her ample curves, whatever that meant. She only knew that she did not share the sentiment. Those golden eyes had a decidedly haunted and melancholy cast to them, she decided to herself bitterly. 
 
    Not that any of those suitors harassing her meant anything. Evaline was betrothed. Her fiancé was a complete stranger nonetheless.  
 
    Just another person who hasn’t the slightest idea of who I am!  
 
    Arius Jadestar was the man that she was contracted to marry. He was the Sovereign General and First Knight of the Gaelarian Alliance, and that meant he was one of the most important people in the world. She remembered meeting him for the first time, and the bile in her throat began to rise at the memory.               
 
    Arius had bowed deeply and kissed her hand charmingly at their introduction, but that had been the end of his bewitchery. From there, he had proceeded to get intoxicated with his friends the rest of the night. He had pointedly ignored Evaline and shamed her beyond measure. She recalled that members of his entourage had actually vomited from too much drink at the festivities! From that point on Evaline had decided that Arius Jadestar was a mitigated buffoon. 
 
    Arius’ family had once been the royal family of Axion, which was why she had a fiancé to begin with. Before the title had been a farce, back when the king of Axion had been an equal even to the High Kings of Petra, Arius had been second in line in the succession. He and his brother’s titles were First and Second Prince of the Sword of Axion.  
 
    That was before Dregan had assassinated his own father, King Leons. From there, prophecy had been ignited and turned the world upside down in the process. Now, Evaline’s father meant to unite the bloodlines. The very thought of it made her feel like nothing more than a breeding mongrel, fit only to be mounted. 
 
    By then, Evaline’s sour thoughts had ruined her appetite. She decided to give up on the food and was on the verge of heading for her bed chambers when the person she wanted to avoid the most sauntered into the dining hall, Lord Brenan.  
 
    Brenan was her father’s closest friend and advisor. The man was tall and powerfully built from his years spent as a mercenary. His jet black hair was peppered with gray, and his goatee didn’t quite hide his weak chin. Tonight he was wearing a navy colored coat that held light lace on the cuffs. His coat hung open, displaying thick chest hair spilling out of the top of his white undershirt, and his navy pants were tucked into knee high boots. In his hand was a flask. 
 
    At the sight of Evaline, a predatory look entered his cruel black eyes, and he smiled wickedly at her. His teeth turned her stomach. They were a nauseating yellowish brown color, and she knew his breath reeked of booze. Panic welled up inside of Evaline, and she looked frantically about for a way to get away from the man.  
 
    “Good evening, Evaline,” Brenan slurred slightly in his usual feigned charm. 
 
    “Lord Brenan,” Evaline replied in a strained voice. Her stomach felt like it was likely to empty itself of the meal she had sparsely consumed at the mere sight of the man.  
 
    Brenan must have noticed her panicked and nauseated expression because he closed the distance between them quickly and took the seat directly next to her. He scooted the chair until he was practically sitting on top of her. From this proximity, she could smell the brandy seeping from his pores. It was all she could do to not become sick from the smell and the anxiety churning inside her stomach.  
 
    “My, you look simply delectable tonight,” he whispered suggestively. He leaned in to tongue her ear, drunkenly slobbering over it .  
 
    Evaline cringed and tried to back away from the man. Instead, he grabbed the arms of her high backed chair harshly and dragged her back so they were eye to eye with one another. Brenan’s face had turned a ghastly purple with anger as she had shied away. He raised his hand holding the flask up like he might strike her. A seething desire burned in his eyes, and Evaline flinched away as far she could while being confined by the brutish lord.  
 
    “You insolent little bitch! After everything I have done for you. I practically raised you and this is the thanks I receive?”  
 
    Spittle flew from his mouth, and a gagging wave of brandy filled Evaline’s nostrils. She looked desperately to the servants for any kind of assistance, but as always when Brenan accosted her, they simply ignored her pleas for help. Who were they to stop a lord in his pleasures? Evaline thought bitterly.  
 
    Evaline had told her father of Brenan’s treatment countless times, yet Jonarus ignored her just like the servants did. She remembered his response to her when she was only eleven years old and terrified beyond her wits the first time that it had happened. She had run to her father for protection. Instead she had received a lecture.  
 
    “Lord Brenan is my dearest friend and confidant. He was there for me when your despicable mother abandoned us, and he has looked out for your interests like that of an uncle looking after his favorite niece ever since. Now, I won’t hear another slight, or lie against the man from you, Evaline. Do I make myself clear?”  
 
    Each response from her father thereafter when the subject had been broached had been similar. She had despondently accepted her father would not help her.  
 
    Brenan’s hand had begun to grope its way forcibly under Evaline’s skirt when a massive explosion shook the Tower of Axion. The tower itself swayed ominously and the dining quarters lurched so dramatically that nearly every servant toppled over. Three-quarters of the dishes and glasses on the table crashed to the floor and Lord Brenan was flung backwards off his seat. Evaline’s own chair barely remained upright, but it tottered back soundly on its four legs. She took advantage of the tumult and used the opportunity to hike up her skirts and run away as fast as she could.  
 
    She shouldered the doors leading into her dining quarters open and dashed down the garish entry hallway. Sprinting as fast as she could, she sped past priceless paintings and sculptures. From behind her, Brenan bellowed obscenities and depraved promises of the pain and punishment he would exact on her when he finally caught up with her. No matter how fast she ran, or the countless hallways and stairwells she cut down trying to throw Brenan off her trail, his frenzied screaming drew ever closer.  
 
    Sobbing in panic and frustration, Evaline fell onto the floor as another explosion racked the tower. Her head bounced off the floor, and lights danced into her vision. Slightly dazed, Evaline tried to scramble to her feet, but she had become tangled in her flowing skirts. At that moment, Lord Brenan came around the corner. His face was contorted with rage and he was breathing frantically.  
 
    Evaline managed to get disencumbered enough to get onto all fours and she tried desperately to crawl away from him. Brenan’s long legs quickly closed the distance, and he pounced on her from behind. He gripped her hair brutally and pulled her head back. As he did so, he rained brandy-soaked saliva down onto her tear-streaked face. 
 
    “Did you think you could get away from me, you stupid little whore?” Brenan cooed at her, almost caressingly.  
 
    Aftershocks shook the hallway occasionally, but they were nowhere near as violent as how Evaline was trembling from pure terror. His grip on her hair tightened, and she cried out as he began to hike her skirts up. Screaming as loud as she could, Evaline thrashed with all her might. She kicked and clawed at him ferociously, but her efforts did little good. Like it had happened countless times before, Brenan overpowered her. He was just too strong to fend off.  
 
    “That’s right, fight me. Scream! Here, I’ll scream with you. ‘Help! Help!’ See? We’re all alone. There’s nobody that’s going to save you from me, bitch.” 
 
    Evaline knew it was true, but she fought on anyways. She bit and clawed with every bit of tenacity she had left, trying her best to break free. After a few moments of wild struggling, her strength finally abandoned her. Tears streamed silently down her face, and she closed her eyes. All she could do now was wait for it to be over.  
 
    Brenan had finally managed to tear Evaline’s skirts off and was about to do the same to her undergarments when from behind them two harsh and guttural voices filled the empty corridor.  
 
    “And what do we have here, Brom?”  
 
    “Looks to me like he was about to have his way with her, Korac.” 
 
    “Can’t have that now, can we Brom?” 
 
    “Can’t say that we can, Korac.” 
 
    “Get off of her. Now.” 
 
    Brenan cursed and shoved Evaline’s face, grinding it into the floor as he climbed awkwardly off her. Unsteadily, he stood up and pulled forth his dagger, confronting the two strangers.  
 
    Evaline wiped the tears from her eyes and turned her head slowly, trying to see who had interrupted just in time. From her angle on the floor, she couldn’t see past Brenan and get a look at them. She scooted herself away as far as she could until her back touched the wall. From there, she got her first look at the two men who had for all intents and purposes just saved her.  
 
    They were both tall, standing a head span even over Brenan. They both wore ornately black plated armor that held a glowing blue crystal in the center of their breastplates. One was young, perhaps into his late twenties. His face might have been handsome once, but it was liberally covered with scars, which gave him a decidedly villainous appearance. He had shocking green hair, done up in an elaborate braid that was pulled over his right shoulder. The other man was hidden behind a helm that looked like the skull of some kind of nightmarish creature.  
 
    “Who are you?” Brenan demanded of them, his voice thick with drink. 
 
    The man with the green braid smirked, which pulled his network of scars tight and made them stand out.  
 
    “I’d say that bit of information isn’t necessary, wouldn’t you, Korac?” 
 
    The man in the helm nodded, cackling wryly. The sound made the hair on the back of Evaline’s neck stand up.   
 
    “Let’s just say that me and my associate here represent Dantron’s upper echelon. Our employers have decided that your princess there is to come with us and be our… guest of honor, so to speak.”  
 
    “This little cunt belongs to me! You can’t have her and that’s final!” Brenan roared.  
 
    Brom, the green haired man, shot a sardonic look at Korac, and the two of them casually advanced on Lord Brenan. Brenan snarled and stepped drunkenly forward, swiping wildly at the pair with his exposed blade. Almost contemptuously, Brom grabbed Brenan’s wrist and disarmed him of the dagger, tossing it away. Korac wasted no time. He grabbed Brenan by his collar and head-butted him so viciously that Evaline saw Brenan spit out shattered fragments of his teeth as he collapsed onto his knees, clutching at his ruined mouth. Neither Brom nor Korac spared him a second glance as they sauntered to where Evaline sat curled up against the wall. 
 
    Her shock wore off long enough for her to realize that she was more than half naked in front of two men she had never met before in all her life. Mortified, she did her best to cover herself, but her legs were completely exposed and her ample bosom was nearly popping out of her torn blouse. Brom gazed down at her and frowned. He looked around slightly and strode to a blanket sized tapestry on the wall and ripped it off. When he returned, he handed it to Evaline.   
 
    “Here, use this to cover yourself.”  
 
    She did so gratefully.  
 
    “You have to come with us now,” Brom said not unkindly. He extended a gauntleted hand to help her to her feet.  
 
    “I guess I don’t really have a choice, do I?” she sniffled, her voice shaky. Her hair was disheveled, and her makeup smeared her face. 
 
    “Smart girl,” Korac replied through the jaws of his helm.  
 
    Evaline hesitated only a moment before holding out a trembling hand. Brom gripped it firmly, yet gently and hoisted her to her feet.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” she asked in a small voice, not quite able to look at Brom’s scarred features.  
 
    “Lord Dregan,” was his only reply. 
 
    Evaline’s eyes bulged and her mouth went dry. A spasm of fear shook her to the very core of her being.  
 
    Lord Dregan! Oh Jenukai, no!  
 
    Her legs didn’t want to cooperate as Brom guided her by the arm down the hallway. The two men flanked her as they strode past a whimpering Brenan, who was still bent over with his hands clutching at his broken face. When they were a couple of feet past the Lord, she blinked and licked her lips, trying to draw moisture back into her mouth. She shocked herself by what she asked next. 
 
     “Are you just going to leave him there?” 
 
    “What would you have me do with him otherwise?” Brom asked.  
 
    Forgetting for a moment that she was to be a captive of the world’s most feared tyrant, Evaline stared at the man who had molested her since she was a little girl, and a cold fury that she had kept suppressed for over a decade welled up inside of her.  
 
    “Kill him.” 
 
    “You want us to kill him?” 
 
    “Yes. And… And make sure that he suffers.” 
 
    The two men studied her a moment before Korac replied.  
 
    “We can do that, can‘t we, Brom?” 
 
    “I believe we can, Korac. You might want to stand back a bit though, little princess.” 
 
    The blue crystals on their breastplates began to pulsate vibrantly, and it seemed like the men had become almost transparent. Suddenly the crystals blazed, and from the light stepped forth a mirror image of themselves. The twins that had been born from the crystals were more solid than the original Brom and Korac, who still appeared misty to Evaline‘s eyes. Without warning, the twins that had been conjured reared back their heads and began to cry out in agony. As they screamed, they quickly began to grow and morph into some sort of ghastly monster. The creatures were made up entirely of spikes, claws and fangs.  
 
    Evaline covered her mouth to hold in her own horrified yelp. By the time the metamorphosis was complete, two massive demon-like creatures knelt in front of Brom and Korac, whom looked solid once again. Brom winked at Evaline. 
 
    “Dinner, boys.” 
 
    At that the two demons howled and launched themselves onto Lord Brenan. They feasted on his flesh while Evaline watched on with a sense of morbid satisfaction.   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Kania Amitka, Second Voice to Dara of the Circle of Seven, Watcher and Architect of Jenukai City (who also happened to be her mother-in-law), stifled a yawn behind her hand and resisted a strong urge to roll her eyes. She tapped her foot impatiently while waiting for the Circle of Seven to convene.  
 
    The spell required to transport her and Dara to the Magiverse was taking forever! That was where the Circle of Seven met in a kind of in-between reality. The spell to get them there was extremely time consuming, apparently, and Kania had never been the most patient of people when there were things to be learned.   
 
    This would be her very first time entering the Magiverse, and her excitement had her near to bursting with unchecked anticipation. She had studied the Magiverse extensively; well, the theory of it, anyway. Reading every works on the subject she could lay her hands on was a poor substitute in her mind for actually going there.  
 
    Kania always strove to know everything as quickly as possible, and she very much preferred a hands on approach when it came to her education. To her, theory was all well and good, but she would not be sated by theory.  
 
    This is taking forever!  
 
    Succumbing to the urge, she rolled her eyes and ground her teeth as the minutes dragged by. 
 
     Kania was newly appointed to her position, and she had thought that her new life would be filled with adventure and excitement beyond her wildest imagination. As it turned out, not so much. Slowly yet surely, Kania was beginning to realize the life of a politician was predominantly about waiting. A prime example of her new station was Dara‘s instruction to sit patiently while the spell took its course.  
 
    There she sat in the Architect’s study, which resided within Jenukai Fortress itself. The entire first floor of the colossal structure was the seat of the local government in Jenukai City. The Elders, the nobles, and the Gardeners all conducted their business here in the Baehadahn. More importantly, Dara, who was Jenukai City’s representative of the all-powerful Circle of Seven, ruled the city from these very chambers.  
 
    As usual, Akaris Jadestar stood directly behind his mistress. He was her bodyguard and ubiquitous shadow. The man acted as if he expected an assassination attempt even here. His mask hid his features, but his body language was like that of a coiled spring. He was always like that, ready to burst in any direction should his mistress require his protection.  
 
    As a scholar, Kania would have done anything to get her hands on the Mask of Divinity that Akaris wore. She had read all about the Blood Reign, but yet again she found that knowledge would be bolstered a hundred fold if she could just lay her hands on that mask for an hour and truly study the thing. Of course, that was impossible. If she removed the mask from Akaris, he would be dead within minutes.  
 
    In an attempt to quell her brooding impatience, Kania mentally reviewed everything she did know about the Circle of Seven’s body guards. Seeing as though she would herself have one someday in the not too distant future, she thought it prudent to keep herself fresh of the mind on the topic.  
 
    The Blood Reign were all nobly born. Two boys were chosen from among their houses at the age of ten. Brothers or first cousins were chosen if it could be helped.  The boys’ lives would be brutally demanding over the subsequent years while they were trained. From the second that their training started, they would spend every single moment together, no exceptions made. Simple things like swordplay, hand-to-hand combat training, living off the land, and an expansive education in the Seven Callings were required of them. The training was considered to be severe, and the boys were to be tested rigorously daily. Considering their charges, Kania found it to be more than apropos.  
 
    It was common knowledge that the boys would be given a dragon egg upon their first day in training and were to care for it until the day it hatched. Their trainers in the sword were Ghost Lords. Ghost Lords were masters that were revered by all swordsmen and matched by none. The Ghost Lords would bequeath Relic Blades to the Blood Reign upon completion of their training. Besides training them in the sword, their Ghost Lord masters constantly would try to destroy the egg before it hatched, and the trainees were to protect the egg at all costs, even slaying their masters if necessary. If the egg were to be destroyed, then the boys had to kill themselves without hesitation by driving their own swords into their stomachs. If that ever happened, two new candidates from the bloodline would be selected to replace them.  
 
    If the trainees did manage to protect the egg long enough to the point where it hatched, it would be up to them to raise the dragon until it was at the peak age to Link with. Only one man can Link with a Dragon, so the pair would be forced to fight to the death for the right to Link with the Dragon and take their place as Blood Reign to the Circle of Seven.  
 
    The ultimate prize given to the victorious pupil would be a Mask of Divinity. The masks provide extra physical attributes to its owner like strength, stamina, speed and agility. They also grant the Blood Reign a hybrid magic of all Seven Callings, like what is wielded by the Circle of Seven.  
 
    Kania was snapped from her thoughts when Dara’s eyes sprung open suddenly. They began glowing a gold that fluctuated rapidly. The Architect was settled with her legs crossed underneath her on a priceless Athenrian area rug in the middle of the chambers. She chanted from The Book of Seven the spell that would spirit them away to a plain of reality that, according to the texts Kania had read, existed in between worlds. She liked to think of it as a hallway between rooms.   
 
    The Magiverse had been created when the Zedd’Kaul had come to this world. All the books agreed that a gateway between dimensions had opened when the alien Casters had fled to this realm. The Magiverse wasn’t where they came from, but was more like the staging ground to get between here and there. Dara had once explained to her that the Magiverse was supposed to have disappeared once the Witch Kings had come through, but the magic was so strong in this world that it could not dissipate. It fed off the magic of this world and grew stronger all the time. Some theorists believed other worlds, including where the Zedd’Kaul came from, could be reached by using the Magiverse, but so far no one had been brave enough to try. If not for her status, she would never have been able to access the Magiverse, so she was grateful for the opportunity.  
 
    That didn’t mean the promotion she had received didn’t have its drawbacks. As Second Voice, she was a direct understudy of Dara and would succeed the Architect when she passed away. The Link that bound the Circle of Seven to each other aged the leaders of the Gaelarian Alliance dramatically, lowering their life expectancy drastically as a result. Typically, magically empowered humans lived sometimes as long as five centuries. The life expectancy of the Circle of Seven, however, was calculated at around fifteen to twenty years after joining the Link, something Kania did not relish dwelling on.  
 
    The Circle of Seven were the most powerfully magical human beings within their respected crafts. In fact, they were so advanced in their Callings that they had actually evolved into a being that was made up entirely of that magic.  
 
    All seven magics that existed in the world had been used to create the Circle of Seven. The Adimus Aura, Casting, Elemancy, Healing, Prophetic and Kallian made up the powerful hybrid energy that had kept Lord Rathe and his Dantronian horde at bay the last decade. Even vile Duncar was represented within the Link, which was a secret no one but the Circle of Seven and the seven Second Voices knew about.  
 
    Dara’s indiscernible recitation had become boisterous, and Kania sat up expectantly, eager for the spell to complete itself. Kania wondered not for the first time what language it was that Dara Chanted in. She knew practically every dialect there was to know, and yet she couldn’t place the vernacular used within The Circle of Seven’s Chanting. The vociferous incantation subsided, and Dara went back to an almost incomprehensible muttering. Nonplussed, Kania sat back again and resumed her foot tapping. She was content to lose herself in thought once more.  
 
    As a Caster, Kania was always keenly interested in all forms of Chant, as it was a central device to her Calling. When the Casters from The Guilds set out to seek new Casters from the general populace, Chant was the very first thing they tested you on. All Casters had the talent for Chant imprinted onto their brain somehow. It was almost like it was a part of their genealogy. Kania could remember when the missionaries from the Deity Watchers, her home guild, had sought her out back in Petra when she was no older than four years old.  
 
    “So this is the girl?” the stranger asked her mother.  
 
    Kania’s mother beamed down at her with her slightly crooked smile. 
 
    “This is my little angel, Elder.” 
 
    “And what be your name, child?” Elder Quiswai catechized.  
 
    “I do be Kania, elder,” she had squeaked nervously, clutching at her mother’s skirts. 
 
    “And how old do you be, girl?” 
 
    “This many, elder,” was Kania’s coy reply, holding up four fingers.   
 
    The Elder missionary smiled a leathery and warm smile at her. With his bit of sparse white hair that clung to his wrinkled brow, he looked nothing more than a wizened old grandfather. His clergyman suit was the dullest gray, and his amiable grin turned and fixed itself on Kania. 
 
    “I have heard some remarkable things about you, my dear. Your mother here and your neighbors have told me all about your many miracles. You may not know it, but you be quite famous in your quaint little district here in our capitol. Did you know, my dear, that we have been speaking to each other in a language that has been dead for over a thousand years all this time?” 
 
    Kania looked excitedly to her mother, who was smiling radiantly at her, tears of joy running down her plump cheeks.  
 
    From there her life had been a blur of achievement. Quiswai had discovered a, “treasure trove” in Kania, as he liked to call it. She had left Petra with the aging missionary two days after that meeting and became a Deity Watcher, the most prominent guild out of all the dozens of Casting houses.  
 
    From the moment she had been enrolled in the guild hall, she had shined. The commodious libraries of the guild became her home, and multitude of texts of Chant they contained became her friends. Only a scant few could conjure magic while reading Chant, and it turned out Kania was one of those rare few. By the time she had reached her twelfth year, she had become the Deity Watchers Chief Librarian, which put her in charge of every tome the guild hall possessed.  
 
    That just so happened to be the year that the Duncar Moon had crushed her home city. Kania could remember being completely grief stricken, waiting anxiously for any word that her mother might have possibly survived the catastrophe. Three of the longest, most gut wrenching weeks of her life passed before a letter came telling her that her mother had passed away in the attack.  
 
    Kania had been so busy that she had never seen her mother again after Quiswai had collected her. They had corresponded via letter, of course, but that was not the same in Kania’s mind as really getting to know her as a daughter. Her mother had never been able to actually see how smart and successful that she had become. Even worse, she had never had a chance to say goodbye.  
 
    To this day, Kania thanked Quiswai and the guilds Elders for bestowing the title of Chief Librarian on her and in turn keeping her focused. She thought for certain that without her studies she would have withered away from the crushing heartache that followed in those bleak months.    
 
    In fact, that had been the driving force for all of Kania’s successes in life. A single minded and unyielding determination to succeed encompassed her, and she had never looked back. She was so goal-oriented that sometimes it shocked her that she had managed to find love and get married. Landran was the love of her life and her best friend. She could remember the first time she had set eyes on him.  
 
    The year before, Jenukai himself had come out of hibernation only a few days after the attack on Petra. The talk on every tongue in all the world was that war was on the horizon, war the likes that had never been seen. Jenukai did not hesitate once he had emerged from his slumber. He immediately sent his two Emperor Dragons, who were his voices while he slept, to summon to him the original Circle of Seven and to demand their fealty. Even the seven strongest alive in their Callings came to him without delay to pay homage to the Dragon God.  
 
    On the exact spot where Jenukai City now sits, they all gathered and bowed down to him and swore to obey him utterly. Dara the Healer, Architect of Jenukai City. Erantis the Prophet, Architect of Axion. Mosair the Adimus Aura wielder, Architect of Kriallis. Jaras the Kallian, Architect of Mayora. Owenisis, the Caster, Architect of Rukari. Kadyn the Elemantic, Architect of Athenry. And lastly, Naska the Duncar Shadow Priestess, Architect of Qudai. They all agreed to become the conduit that would keep Dantron in check, and The Circle of Seven became a power that could match what Rathe had become.  
 
    The Duncar Moon had granted awesome strength to all those that wielded its savage and vile magic, Duncar, but Rathe wielded more than all of them combined. That day Jenukai wove the spell that bound them, mind and Calling, to one another, and from there the Circle of Seven and The Seven Cities were born.  
 
    A year later, caught up in the excitement and a compulsory longing for adventure, Kania had left the confines of the guild hall’s library to study abroad. Her first stop on her journey was to be the fabled Jenukai City, the new capital of Gaelaria. The city had just been christened with the rest of the Seven Cities, and Kania wanted nothing more than to see the marvels that these strongholds possessed. More than that, she secretly wanted to be apart of the history that was being made.  
 
    Never before had anything like the Seven Cities been fathomed. The massive metropolises were constructed to be the strongholds of the Gaelarian Alliance and would house the country’s entire population. Millions of people would be sheltered and protected against an army of powerful Duncar mages, who had a dragon armada that could literally set the world itself aflame. Millions of people would be fed and watered for generations if need be because of the Circle of Seven. The Architects, with their new and awesome powers, took less than a year to build the seven greatest cities ever imagined, and it was still a wonder to Kania that she called one of them home.  
 
    She remembered clearly that first day after passing through the mighty gates of Jenukai City and all the gaping she had done. She’d been too young to remember much of Petra, so it was like she had never before had she seen marvels such as skyscrapers, grandiose palaces, or the Garden Parks. Her eyes could barely comprehend the enormity of the metropolis. It stretched on for miles, farther than the eye could see.  
 
    After hours of just looking at all the marvelous architecture and the different cultures of the pilgrims who had moved there, Kania had presented herself at the Baehadahn. She had no way of knowing what to expect, but she felt like she should devote herself to public service, and that was the place to start. Of course, all the representatives had been too busy to see her right away, so feeling a tad home sick being away from the Guild, she went where she knew she would feel comfortable: the library.  
 
    If she thought she had gawked before at the sights of the city, but it was nothing in comparison to how her eyes had bulged then. The libraries of the guild had been immense, but this library dwarfed those considerably. With a giddy laugh, she dove into the sea of books at her disposal.  
 
    She spent two days at the Baehadahn library, immersing herself in all the wonderful volumes she had never had a chance to study. She could laugh about it now, but at the time she had been too immersed in her reading to notice a shy, handsome lad that began to frequent the table across from hers. She had been oblivious to him shooting nervous glances at her from over the book he was pretending to read.  
 
    It was late into the second night she had taken up residence amongst the shelves, and she noticed that she was parched. Rubbing her throat and smacking her lips, he suddenly appeared with a pitcher of water.  
 
    “I thought you might be thirsty,” Landran had said in a rush.  
 
    Before she knew it, the countless books that she had strewn about her lay forgotten, and she spent the following hours getting to know her future husband. That had been eight years ago.     
 
    Landran had taken her promotion to Second Voice rather hard, and she couldn’t blame him. How was one to act when they found out that their wife’s life expectancy had just decreased by a few centuries? He had become so narcissistic since she had accepted the position, pushing her away to a point that it was breaking her heart. He barely spoke more than a few words to her in the course of a day, and she felt more and more like they were becoming strangers. What was more alarming was that he had taken to muttering at his sword that his half-brother Arius had given him while all the time pretending he was doing no such thing.  
 
    “Would you like to return to the here and the now please, Kania? The spell is complete,” Dara said in a dry voice. 
 
    Kania flinched and blinked, bringing herself out of her reverie. She realized for the first time that Dara was no longer Chanting. She felt heat rising to her face.  
 
    How could I be so silly? Day dreaming like a simpleton! 
 
    “My most profound apologies, Architect! I was merely…” 
 
    “Brace yourself, young one. This will be most unpleasant.” 
 
    That was all the warning she received before a blinding light tore across Kania’s  vision, and an excruciating coldness surged into her every pore like an avalanche cascading down a mountain. She tried to scream out but found that she couldn’t make a sound. Realizing she had her eyes closed tight, she forced them open and tried to cry out all over again at what she saw. It appeared that she was falling rapidly through pitch blackness from a window that showed her and Dara’s bodies back in the study being watched over by Akaris.  
 
    Instinctively, she tried to reach out and grab a hold of anything she could to slow her descent, but her body wouldn’t respond to her. Looking down, a third shriek tried to rip its way from her lungs when she discovered that she no longer had a body. By all appearances, she had turned into some kind of luminous orb that was speeding toward an immense dome of light, which emitted an array of beaconed rays in every hue. Another orb sped past her, and she watched on in shock as it exploded into the dome. The cacophony of colors flared blindingly, and once they settled after a moment, there was no sign of the other orb. Taking one last look at her body through the window she squeezed her eyes closed, bracing for the ensuing impact into the dome. 
 
    “It’s alright, you can open your eyes. You’ll be fine once the shock wears off, I think,” said the most soothing voice she had ever heard. It sounded sisterly and slightly amused. 
 
    Trusting that voice, Kania slowly opened her eyes and gasped at what she saw. She was in an all-white chamber, which had a soft, tranquil glow to it. A long white table with high-backed white chairs held twelve people, all wearing identical white. Two chairs sat empty. It was the only furniture in the otherwise empty room. Seven windows surrounded the table, but it must have been night out, because no light shone through them.  
 
    Kania tried to focus on the people at the table, who were deeply engrossed in conversation. She tried to see if she recognized anyone when she uttered another gasp. Upon closer inspection, the people all appeared to be transparent like vapor. Confounded, she stared about trying to recall what she had been doing, but concentrating seemed beyond her at the moment. She frowned and bit her lip as she so often did when she couldn’t quite grasp what she was studying. Everything she looked at had a way of blurring around the edges, as if everything were just slightly out of focus, like the way your eyes readjusted after you had them open under water for a long time.  
 
    Kania also had that groggy sensation like after being woken abruptly after too little rest when your body and mind were exhausted and badly needed to go back to sleep. Blinking rapidly, she tried to focus on the young woman who stood over her, but her mind wouldn’t let her examine her features. Her eyes kept trying to slide past her. 
 
    “How did I get here?” Kania heard herself ask.  
 
    “Your memory will return in short order. It‘s a mild side effect of the spell. The more that you come here, the more used to it you ultimately become. It took me three trips before my memory wasn’t affected at all. Come, join us and you will see.”  
 
    The woman with the kind voice extended a hand, and before she knew it, Kania was literally floating toward one of the empty seats. She looked down and breathed a sigh of relief noting that she had a body again, even if her toes were skimming the floor.  
 
    “Here, sit next to me and I’ll do my best to fill you in on what you have missed. My name is Cira, and I am Second Voice to Erantis. Welcome, Kania, to the Magiverse.” 
 
    The Magiverse, that’s right! The meeting of the Circle of Seven! How could I possibly have forgotten?  
 
    As those thoughts formed in her head, the grogginess faded completely, and her mind cleared considerably. The people sitting around the table lost their transparency and seemed to solidify before her eyes. The only change that did not occur was that everyone and everything remained stark white. From their hair, down to their clothing, it looked as though all the color in the world simply ceased to exist. The glow that permeated this place had magnified considerably, and it was all Kania could do not to squint because of it.  
 
    Staring pop-eyed, Kania realized that Cira was giggling slightly at the look on her face. Cira nudged her gently with her elbow and pointed at one of the windows. Kania’s jaw fell nearly to her bosom. It was the strangest and most surreal moment in all her life. She was looking at herself back in the real world through that window. There she was, fast asleep in Dara’s study, sitting in her chair where she had been watching the Architect Chant the spell that brought them here. Through the window she could see Akaris carefully lifting and then laying Dara onto a sofa across from her desk. Looking at the other windows she saw six very different views; another study there, a blazing hearth in that window and so on. 
 
    “There’s our Portal,” Cira said, nodding to the window that stood near the head of the table across from where they sat. Through it Kania could see a bed chamber. Cira and Erantis lay together in bed, holding each other tightly. Both were sound asleep. 
 
    Kania felt heat rising in her face and she dropped her voice to a whisper, “You two are lovers?” 
 
    The other Second smiled gorgeously at her, nodding. Now that the effects of the spell had worn off, Kania could finally concentrate on Cira’s appearance, and a small bubble of jealousy rose inside of her that she quickly quelled. Cira was easily the most astonishingly beautiful woman she had seen. Even here in the Magiverse with no chroma in her face whatsoever, it was obvious. Turning to study Cira through the Portal, Kania could see that she had stunning lilac hair and skin like polished ivory. 
 
    “What color are your eyes?” Kania asked her breathlessly.  
 
    “My eyes?” Cira laughed and Kania couldn’t help laughing with her. Her laugh was good-natured and quite contagious.  
 
    “If you two are quite finished?” A strong, deep voice cut in.  
 
    “Yes, Erantis, we are,” Cira replied, laughter still in her voice. “Kania seems to have shaken off the worst of the backlash from the spell, and I think she’s quite ready to participate in the meeting.”  
 
    Next to her Kania could see that Dara was watching her with her lips pursed, and her brows drawn down in calculated consternation. Mortification welled up inside her. She simply wasn’t used to being looked at in open disapproval like that. Keeping her shame hidden deep inside, she met Dara’s gaze and nodded, signaling that she was in fact ready and able to contribute.  
 
    “Very well,” Erantis the Prophet said with a nod.  
 
    He was a jovial looking fellow. His square faced matched well with his short neatly trimmed beard. Even sitting, she could see that he was moderately tall and broad of chest. He spared a wink and a grin for Cira.  
 
    “Now, where were we?” 
 
    “Tryss,” Mosair stated gravely.  
 
    Kania recognized all the members of the Circle of Seven through the copious amounts of paintings and tapestries of them that decorated the Baehadahn back home in Jenukai City.  
 
    Mosair was muscled and outlandishly tall; Kania knew that he stood well over seven feet. He wore the most severe look. His bald head and thick eyebrows were creased in worry. Dara’s second husband was maybe the most powerful Adimus Aura wielder in all the world. His power took a backseat to only Adimus himself and perhaps Arius Jadestar, her brother-in-law. This was the first time she had ever seen her father-in-law in person.  
 
    Though he’s not really here, is he?   
 
    “Now that Tryss has fallen, it is certain that Dantron will begin the invasion right away. We have had ten years to prepare for this moment, and we are as ready as we'll ever be.”  
 
    Naska the Shadow Priestess practically hissed at them as she spoke. “Be warned, I have felt astronomical surges in power from Rathe. He has somehow found a way to draw even more strength from the Duncar Core. I’m afraid he is more powerful than we are now.”  
 
    A hood hid most of her features, but Kania could tell from the woman’s tone that she wore a reverent expression as she spoke of the Duncar Core.  
 
      “Where will they strike first, do you think?” Kadyn the Elemantic asked, sounding tired.  
 
    He was a slight man of smaller than average height. His long hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and his face was clean shaven. His eyes were a bit too close together, and worry lines were etched permanently at their corners. He might have been handsome, but that frown he wore diminished his good looks and seemed like it was as permanent as those worry lines.  
 
    “The obvious points of attack will be Mayora, Kriallis, and Axion,” Jaras the Kallian replied in a matter-of-fact tone. “They are closest to the ocean and are the most susceptible. With Dantron’s armada, though, they may strike inland as well. We have to expect that all of the Seven Cities could be attacked any day now.”  
 
    His rotund belly jiggled through his robes slightly as he lounged in his chair. As he talked, his many chins bounced. His plump face looked like it was used to smiling, but he was very serious now.  
 
    As the meeting progressed, the Circle of Seven discussed everything from food rations for the army, to new weaponry that had been invented by Landran. Kania swelled with pride as they spoke about how groundbreaking the Genai Forms were and how they would be an invaluable tool to winning the war.  
 
    Next, they confabulated over Dantron spies that had been discovered in the Seven Cities and how more were being hunted at that very moment by the small army of Lurks they had at their disposal. The hours stretched as they discussed the most minute and arduous details. 
 
    As time dragged on, Kania found herself studying the other Second Voices. They were all very young like she was. The boy sitting next to Vaneres, the Caster who had replaced Owenisis, was rather mousy looking. He couldn’t have been any older than twelve or thirteen. Cira was clearly the oldest of the Voices. She was perhaps twenty-five. Despite how nice Cira had been to her, Kania still felt a small pang of jealousy over how pretty she was.  
 
    The others were all within a year of Kania, no older. A slender and timid looking girl with beautifully tilted eyes and a tendency to bite her fingernails sat next to the Shadow Priestess. At first glance she looked to have a boyish trim, but as Kania studied her further, it was obvious she had a lithely woman’s physique under her clothes. Elyse, she thought her name was. It seemed she had eyes only for her Architect Naska, though. A lazy-eyed teenage boy with thick shoulders sat next to Mosair, lounging back like he owned the place. He was very good-looking with his oiled hair and defined cheekbones. By the audacious smirks he cast at all the women in the room, Kania could tell he knew it. Kadyn and Jaras had a set of twins between them. Both teenage girls with big teeth that looked shy and were both as skinny as rails. 
 
    This assemblage of younglings would be the future of the Circle of Seven, the leaders of a world ravaged by war. Shivering slightly at the thought, Kania was brought out of her musings by Dara standing and drawing a close to the meeting.  
 
    “The next time we meet will surely be a war council, so until then, may Jenukai bless us beneath his wings.”  
 
    Dara bowed and the rest of the Circle and their Second Voices stood and followed suit, repeating the prayer back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Xavian ghosted along the rooftop crouched low, panting heavily from exertion. His aching muscles protested his every movement, and the sweat drenching his clothing stung the half-healed cuts and gashes that covered the majority of his body. A few of the scars along his chest and thighs had broken open during his flight to safety, and he was bleeding badly from a few fresh wounds as well. Checking that his knives were still safely tucked away in his sleeves, he checked the tautness of his bow string and readied an arrow, just in case he needed it.  
 
    The night was hot and dry, and Xavian smacked his lips in thirst. Somewhere in the chaos of the last exchange he had dropped his canteen. Muttering to himself and cursing under his breath, he braved a peek over the edge of the rooftop so he could try and get a visual on his quarry.  
 
    Nothing moved in the night; not even a breeze stirred the trees that stood over the rooflines. Two hunters stalked him in the surrounding blackness, and they were far more adept at this kind of fighting than Xavian was. He had encountered them just once so far a few minutes before, and he had come away the worse for wear.  
 
    Gazing up, he saw only two of the three moons were visible in the clear night sky, while a blanket of stars blinked lazily down at him. Typically, the dusk would be an advantage for Xavian because of all the black that he wore, but his pursuers had a distinct upper hand in that department. The masks they wore made sure of that. 
 
    From below, Xavian could hear the soft crunch of gravel being stepped upon. Ducking lower as not to be seen, he pressed his back beneath the peak of the roof and evened out his breathing. Judging the noise to be roughly about thirty feet to the southwest, he knocked the arrow in his hand and drew his bow string tightly to his chin. In one smooth motion, he stood and spun, releasing the arrow while catching a very brief glimpse at his target.  
 
    To his surprise, a feral plains cat called a unyx stood there, about to be punctured through. Without a second thought to giving away his position, Xavian tapped his Elemancy. He raised his hand, collected the air around the speeding arrow, and ignited it. An explosion of fire scorched the still night air, and the arrow fell harmlessly into ashes. The unyx snarled at Xavian and loped away into the shadows of the surrounding buildings.  
 
    As he had anticipated, two shadowy figures landed on his rooftop and charged him in unison. Tossing his bow aside, Xavian pulled forth his two short swords that rested on his hips and leapt to meet the attackers. Both of his stalkers wore peculiar masks with six glowing eyes, and each was armed with a bevy of weaponry. The taller, stouter figure flanked him to his left. He brandished two handheld axes that a normal man would have had difficulty wielding with both hands. The much smaller and leaner of the two twirled a quarterstaff that was tipped with a wicked spike.  
 
    Xavian dove for the leaner assailant, trying to get inside the long reach advantage that she held. The quarterstaff shot out, speeding by his head. Luckily for him, it missed him by the narrowest of margins. Xavian jumped and flipped while simultaneously sheathing his swords.  He landed smoothly, grabbed hold of the elongated weapon being swung at him by his opponent, and spun. He used its momentum to throw the slighter duelist into the mountainous brute, who was doing his best to plant those axes into whichever body part of Xavian’s he could reach.  
 
    To his chagrin, the larger aggressor didn’t even slow in advancement. In an amazing display of strength, coordination, and improvisation, he lithely snatched his partner out of the air and nimbly tossed her back in Xavian’s direction. The quarterstaff was leveled directly at his heart, so he had to tuck and roll to avoid the unorthodox missile hurling his way.  
 
    Xavian just barely had enough time to get his blades back out as the gargantuan rogue was upon him, raining down a heavy dose of axe blows. It took every ounce of strength and speed that Xavian possessed to keep those axes away, and he barely registered it as the quarterstaff caught him in the back of the head, rendering him unconscious.  
 
    Xavian awoke for the third time in as many nights to smelling salts. 
 
    “You did much better that time, lad.”  
 
    Xavian cursed under his breath. His head was throbbing terribly as he opened his eyes to see Spector’s brother, Jeriacor. He pulled off his mask and smiled at him. Turning his head slightly, Xavian grinned back in spite of himself at what he saw. Sitting by a fire surrounded by Wanderers was Spector. His heart fluttered and began to beat rapidly at the sight of her. As if she felt his gaze, she turned in his direction and smiled.He blushed and a thrill of excitement shot through him.  
 
    “Any man who is capable of single-handedly wiping out the largest pack of Slayers I have ever seen has my blessings, but it’s just not right to fancy someone who bludgeons you for fun, lad,” Jeriacor joked. “I don’t care if she is my sister or not.” 
 
    “Are you ready to join us by the fire then? We brought all your weapons from the village,” she called over to him.  
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Jeriacor hauled Xavian to his feet. The giant Joran clapped him on the shoulder with a warm, booming laugh. Xavian stumbled slightly under a spell of dizziness, but the good-natured colossus kept him stable as they approached the fires that sat at the base of the towering Nomad Fortress.  
 
    Looking back over his shoulder, he could see the abandoned village of Rivenshore, which sat a half mile from the Fortress. The abandoned town was where they had been conducting these nightly sparring sessions. There were a hundred deserted villages just like it all around the continent of Gaelaria. Xavian turned away from Rivenshore and smiled yet again as he watched the firelight burn in Spector‘s eyes. She was the most gorgeous thing his eyes had ever seen.  
 
    Behind her in the distance, Xavian spotted the two mighty Machi. The giant herd animals drank from the river that cut Rivenshore in half. It still amazed him that the creatures were what pulled the Nomad Fortresses.   
 
    “You must have a concussion, lad,” Jeriacor stated in mock concern. “You keep smiling like an idiot.” 
 
    Laughing slightly, Xavian shook his head and immediately regretted it. His vision swam, and a sharp pain pushed and pulsated behind his eyes. Groaning, he lifted his hand and felt a considerable bump on the back of his head.  
 
    “No doubt about the concussion. Your sister rang my head pretty good that time,” he mumbled, managing to chuckle at himself. 
 
    “That she did, but it was no less spectacular than the other three times she did it this week.” Jeriacor’s mirth echoed into the night.  
 
    The Joran led him to a spot by the fire directly across from Spector, where his bow, quiver and short swords were all piled neatly and waiting for him. Surprisingly gentle for his size when he wasn‘t trying to slice him with axes, Jeriacor helped lower Xavian softly onto the grass.  
 
    Joining them at the fire this night was Elder Sulsovan, who was the leader of this band of Wanderers. His wife Preah was at his side. Both were into their middle years and looked an extraordinary amount like each other. They had the same mousey hair and the same slightly upturned nose as well. Gray touched their temples slightly, and they both had a congenial smile for all. A few of their grown sons attended a roast on a spit they were rotating slowly over the flames of the fire. The succulent smell wafted in the air towards him, making Xavian realize just how hungry he was.  
 
    “You dropped this, by the way,” Spector chided, tossing Xavian his canteen over the roast. He snatched it out of the air and popped the top off, proceeding to finish its contents in one gulp.  
 
    “How often do you travel to the abandoned towns and villages, Sulsovan?” Jeriacor asked quietly, though his baritone voice still sounded like distant thunder. 
 
    “Oh, very rarely.” Sulsovan’s ever present smile remained, but sadness touched his brown eyes and his voice as he spoke.  
 
    “We come to remember a better time, that is all. That’s the funny thing about life, isn’t it? In youth you spend all of your time dreaming of the future. Yet when age has settled into your bones, you do nothing but look back into days and memories long past. We so seldomly ever just live in the moment, do we?”  
 
    The Elder clasped his hands under his chin and stared into the flames, seemingly lost in thought after his sage statement. The silence stretched on, and the only sounds were the log and the roast crackling as the fire danced in a slight breeze. 
 
    Preah broke the quiescence, speaking so softly that Xavian had to strain to hear her. “We come to the abandoned villages and cities to remind ourselves that we have no place in this new world. It is our constant reminder that we’ve been left behind by society and that all we have left is each other.” 
 
    Preah and Sulsovan shared a melancholy yet knowing smile with each other. They slid their hands together, visibly taking comfort in each other.  
 
    “I understand that you disagree with The Circle of Seven’s politics. Trust me, there was a time when I did as well. Before I joined the Gaelarian army, I was a mercenary, and my lone allegiance was to the highest bidder. That all changed when I saw firsthand what Dantron was capable of.” Xavian explained.  
 
    Xavian watched the Wanderer children playing around the dozens of surrounding campfires and the women tending cook pots. He tried suppressing a shudder, but couldn’t. Contemplating the vile nature in which Dantron and its Duncar hordes conducted warfare sent shivers through his body.  
 
    He was no stranger to warfare. He had fought in innumerable campaigns during the Succession Wars, after all. But in those battles he had never witnessed anything like what he had seen from the tyrannical masses that waged war for Dantron. The Dantronian’s held no quarter and showed no mercy for anyone, including women and children.  
 
    Especially women and children.  
 
    They had spent the last ten years raping and slaughtering their way across entire continents like a swarm of locust zealots, leaving nothing but shattered dreams and broken souls in their wake. He had seen it time and time again while trying in futility to aid Tryss and the other outlying countries that had been Gaelaria’s allies.                
 
    “I assure you that the Seven Cities are the only places where you’ll be safe once the war hits Gaelarian soil,” Xavian continued. “It will be a matter of weeks, if not sooner before the invasion forces begin to arrive. If you remain among the Nomad Fortresses, you will all be slaughtered!” 
 
    He let his words trail off, realizing that he had been shouting in vehemence towards the end. Sulsovan and Preah watched him with unreadable expressions on their faces. Their sons who were tending the roast had stopped turning it and were gaping at him openly. Jeriacor stood with his arms folded across his broad chest, staring off towards Rivenshore and muttering to himself. Xavian couldn’t quite make him out, but he caught snatches of it.  
 
    “The lad is right; these people won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Sulsovan spoke up loudly. “Jeriacor, why don’t you tell me of the Joran? I must admit that I’m woefully ignorant on the subject.” 
 
    Jeriacor smiled at the Elder.  
 
    “It would be my pleasure! The first thing you have to understand is that we’re not quite human. Oh, we start out that way, but there’s this science that comes into play that changes our genetic makeup called Alchemy. We were made by Naska of the Circle of Seven, and she bestowed upon us great strength and agility through our masks…” 
 
    Xavian had heard all of this before, so he wasn’t really paying attention. He had eyes only for one person. Spector stood gracefully and strode around the fire pit towards him. Though she had been born completely blind, she had a natural lissomness to her step. Jeriacor had told him that the masks that they wore gave her vision of a sort, but Spector had learned to use all her other senses so keenly that she didn’t need the mask’s aid to get around. Xavian felt abashed at his outburst and was on the verge of apologizing when she knelt down, whispering softly into his ear. 
 
    “Would you like to take a walk with me, Xavian?” She said his name like a soft wind caressing the leaves of a delicate flower.  
 
    Xavian looked to Jeriacor, who gave him a wink and a nod. “There’s nothing else in the world I would rather do,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Bring your weapons.” 
 
    After collecting his bow and swords, she offered him a hand up which Xavian accepted gratefully. The few weeks he had spent with Spector, Jeriacor, and the Wanderers had done wonders for his recovery. He felt nearly one hundred percent again. After their sparring sessions, he always felt a tad sore and fatigued, but it became less so each time they exercised, which reminded him that it was almost time for him to return to his duties.  
 
    That thought had started to create great turmoil within him lately. Brushing his arm against hers, offering to stroll along hand in hand earned a snort of derision, and she shoved him playfully ahead a few steps from the congregation around the cook fire. Stumbling, Xavian clutched his sore ribs and couldn’t help but laugh, a rarity from Xavian since he was so often very solemn by nature.  
 
    Spector was unlike any woman he had come into contact with. She had a knack for bringing out parts of his personality that even he didn‘t think existed. She, on the other hand, was coy and sly with a brilliant sense of humor. She was also the strongest and most wonderful person he had ever met.  
 
    As she caught up to him, Spector wrapped her arm around his waist, and Xavian did the same, entwining his arm around her. After they had put sufficient distance between themselves and the others, Spector asked in a playful voice, “And where shall we walk tonight, General?”  
 
    “Please don’t call me that. It just makes me think of my duties and obligations.”  
 
    In truth, the last two weeks Xavian found that he could think of little else besides Spector. Those thoughts overwhelmed everything else. Against his better judgment, he found himself thinking constantly about how easy it would be to turn his back on everything except her. He thought about how simple it would be to find someplace where the two of them could live out their lives together away from turmoil and strife. It had become the ultimate dream to him.  
 
    The third moon was coming up, and the glow of it illuminated her in a celestial way that made his heart beat out of control. Before he could stop himself, Xavian blurted out the words that had been on the tip of his tongue for days but he had been too afraid to express. It all came out in an undignified rush. 
 
    “Come away with me, Spector! We can just leave everyone and everything behind. I knew it from the moment I awoke and found you watching over me after I had been injured that I wanted to awake and find you there always, to have your face be the first thing I gaze upon in the morning and the last thing I see before I lay to rest. Nothing else matters to me.” 
 
    Spector’s grip on his waist tightened, and she flinched at his outpouring. She didn’t say anything for several minutes as they walked slowly along in the night. She was totally expressionless, giving away nothing of her feelings. Terrible anxiety began to course throughout Xavian. In that moment, he wished more than anything he could have those words back, knowing that nothing would be the same between them again. His heartbeat was deafening in his ears, and it became extraordinarily difficult to swallow. It was the longest silence of his life.  
 
    Finally, after what seemed an eternity and then some, a crestfallen expression formed on her face. Shaking her head from side to side, Spector said only one word.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Pulling away from him, Xavian reached out for her, but that one word had rooted him to the spot. Despair welled up inside his chest, and it felt as though the place where his heart was had become an empty chasm.  
 
    “It can never be and you know it, Xavian. How dare you even ask that of me! You said it yourself back there at the fire, war is coming. Yet here you stand speaking of running off like idiotic young lovers without a notion of reality. People like you and I cannot afford to forget about the world. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    “Spector, please.” Xavian tried to stymie the anguish in his voice, but couldn’t. 
 
    Sighing, Spector reached out and gently cupped his face.  
 
    “Go back to Jenukai City. Jeriacor and I are heading out in the morning at first light for Qudai. You are well enough now that I won’t have to worry that you will be on your own. After seeing that massive pack of Slayers that stalked you so far from the Core, we have to plead our case to Naska of the Circle of Seven for more Joran to be created to help us keep the nightmares that reside there inside its boundaries. If the monsters get loose, then I’m afraid Dantron might find Gaelaria already decimated when the invasion does come.”  
 
    Turning away, she walked back toward the Wanderers. Before she had gone ten paces, she turned back to him.  
 
    “When this is all over, Xavian, I promise I’ll find you. When that day comes, then mine will be the face you see first every morning. Until then, take care of yourself. You will never be far from my thoughts.”   
 
    Xavian didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. The words died on his tongue as surely as his hopes of her going away with him had. Instead, he watched her until she had settled herself back with Jeriacor and the Wanderers.  
 
    Steeling himself, he turned away from the Nomad Fortress and Rivenshore, away from Spector. He jogged away at a brisk pace for a few miles until he was back among the long grass of the plains. He didn’t care that he wasn’t quite fit enough to keep up the pace. He simply needed to be away and to think while he was doing it. By the time he was completely out of breath, he called to Rotu through the Link for retrieval.  
 
    He stood there for a long time and stared at the moons, replaying the conversation he had just had in his mind. By the time Rotu’s shadow cut off the moonlight and the Blue dragon had circled and landed, all three of the moons had reached their apex. As he mounted his steed and the dragon took flight, speeding their way back to Jenukai City and reality, only one thought coalesced Xavian’s mind. 
 
    Once this war is over, Spector, we can finally cast aside responsibility and live for each other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Landran tensed as the first warning toll of the bells situated atop Jenukai Fortress rung loudly, shattering the quietness of the predawn. Lately, Landran had taken to coming up to his study well before Kania woke up. Ever since she had taken the position as Second Voice, he couldn’t make himself confront the fact that her life would now be dramatically shortened once she actually Linked into the Circle of Seven. He had been avoiding her trying to find the right words. The sword cackled at him, sensing his inner strife.  
 
    The closeness of the bells sent a shockwave that reverberated in his study. One toll meant returning Gaelarian’s or allies, while two meant an invasion force. A stress-packed moment passed without a second toll, and he allowed himself to let out a long sigh of relief.  
 
    “Must you always be so cowardly?” The sword mocked him constantly as it was propped against Landran’s writing desk. If a lifeless hunk of steel was ever said to be sneering, the skull that rested on its hilt was surely doing so now.  
 
    Looking down at his remaining hand, Landran realized that he was gripping the edge of his desk tightly. His knuckles stood out stark white, and the veins upon the backs of it pulsed along with his racing heart. Taking another deep breath, he wiped his brow of the cold sweat that had begun cascading down his forehead.  
 
    Between his grief over Kania and knowing the war was coming, he was on edge to say the very least. He would need to relieve that stress soon. He felt the sword’s equivalent of a smug smile as it read his thoughts. The witches would have to wait, for now. 
 
    Landran had accepted that the war was coming long ago, but that wasn‘t what had his nerves frayed. It was the knowledge that it could be knocking on his doorstep any moment now. It had always seemed a far off thing as Dantron took its time conquering the rest of the world while leaving Gaelaria time to fortify and increase their defenses. Ten years had passed in that time. Now it was a matter of weeks, if not days before the invaders came to his home soil. The idea of losing Kania to the Circle of Seven was unbearable, but to have her killed in this war was a worse thought by far.  
 
    Ignoring the sword for the moment, he hurriedly pushed back his chair and jumped to his feet. He hurried to his window that looked down on the Hatchery’s launch deck to see who was arriving.  
 
    The Hatchery was how everyone among the Jenukai Chosen referred to Jenukai Keep. It resided at the very top of Jenukai Fortress, two thousand feet above the Gaelarian capitol. It housed every single dragon that had ever been bred for Gaelaria’s armada. In its center was The Green, where a four-hundred-yard strip of grass that served as an area for exercise for the Jenukai Chosen and a launch and landing strip for the dragons resided.  
 
    To the north bordering The Green were the barracks and apartments for the Gunners and officers’ families. Those apartments were four stories of spiraling brick towers that looked more than a little out of place within a strictly regulated military facility. Children of the Jenukai Chosen were often seen sneaking onto The Green to play and get peeks of the dragons. Making it look even more domesticated, the wives strung the windows with laundry lines. Even smoke hung lazily from chimneys, and the smells of cooking drifted down from the apartment windows even at this early hour.   
 
    To the south was The Hatchery itself. It was a gargantuan cave-like structure where the dragons had originally been housed in giant hangars. The Hatchery was also where breeding, Linking, and medical services for the dragons took place. The breeding had been wildly successful lately, and Gaelaria’s armada had been bolstered dramatically in a short time. It was so successful that Landran had been desperate to find housing for all of the hatchlings.  
 
    Not long after he had been maimed by the Duncar attack and unable to continue  as a Gunner in the Jenukai Chosen, Arius had promoted him to Keeper. Technically, Keeper was a rank even higher than General in the Gaelarian army. The promotion had made Landran unofficially the second highest ranking member in the military; behind only Arius. The Keeper’s job was to oversee every aspect of the fleet. Landran oversaw tasks from breeding, Linking, and feeding of the dragons to drawing up aerial combat strategies for the upcoming invasion.  
 
    Landran had been in completely over his head from the start, having no idea of how to manage such a momentous job. The few hundred hangars in The Hatchery had filled up in a shockingly short time, which left more than a thousand dragons homeless. The Gunners had been forced to take their steeds and find refuge out on the plains surrounding Jenukai City. That left the majority of the armada exposed beyond the city walls and open to attack from Dantron’s own fleet.  
 
    He was used to being a soldier, so more often than not he felt inadequate to the tasks that were laid before him. As a soldier, someone always told you what to do or where to be. Your life was always strictly regulated to the point where you barely had to think for yourself. Landran was no automaton, but he had become comfortable in his systematized existence.  
 
    With the power of his position came responsibilities he never would have been able to foresee. The war loomed threateningly just over the horizon, and the catastrophic pressure that had been heaped onto his shoulders wore on him like nothing he had experienced. As a result, he had succumbed to terrible anxiety and sleepless nights. He took to pacing The Hatchery endlessly in the hours before dawn, trying in vain to come up with a solution to his problems. As if that weren’t enough, Kania had come to him with the news that she had been promoted to Second Voice.  
 
    Once Kania had told him that she would be joining the Circle of Seven, something had snapped inside of him. That was when the sword had started speaking to him. He had heard people speak of diseases of the mind before, and he feared that he had been stricken by some kind of madness. He did his best to hide it, but it was becoming more difficult to hold it at bay. As of late, it was like trying to dam a flooding river with paper. He knew there were times when Kania heard him muttering to and arguing with the sword.  
 
    As if to emphasize his fears, the blade laughed crudely and began to taunt him right then. 
 
    “Your wife will make such a pretty corpse, don’t you think? Or do you think she will look like some grotesque leper when the Circle’s magic has consumed her? Hmmm, that makes me wonder. Will you still want to fuck her if her skin begins to fall off of her bones and she turns some ghastly shade of green?” 
 
    “Shut up!” Landran roared in response. He began to tremble and sweat again at the sword’s heinous interrogation.  
 
    “Oh, do lighten up. If you want to stick your prick into a living corpse, who am I to judge? Do you see a cock on me, Landran? Although I could penetrate her far better than you ever could. Think how fun it would be to use me to ravage her many fine orifices.”               
 
    “You don’t know anything about my marriage! I will love her no matter what!” 
 
    “Who said anything of love? You don’t love those Healers, and yet you rise to the occasion for them on our nightly excursions.” 
 
    “You promised we wouldn’t speak of that,” Landran whined, becoming sick to his stomach.  
 
    He hadn’t eaten yet that morning, but if he had, he was sure it would have come back up on his desk at that very moment. He didn’t like to dwell on the terrible things he’d done afterwards.  
 
    “Don’t be so droll. It’s all you think about and so I have to hear a great deal about it. I hear all of your useless thoughts, whether or not you choose to ramble them at me. I live in that pathetic little brain of yours, or have you forgotten?” 
 
    “You are only a delusion.” 
 
    “I’m as real as you make me, Landran. You take my advice regarding the witches and you then go out, rape them and then cut them into tiny pieces. Would you tell someone if you were caught that you were heeding the advice of an inanimate object? How would you describe me to them, I wonder? Would you say I was a voice inside your head, or a friend?” 
 
    “You are not my friend!” Landran whispered shrilly. He would never admit aloud that the psychotic and murderous weapon was the only friend he had.  
 
    “Tsk, tsk, liar. I know how you really feel about me.”  
 
    At that moment, Kania walked into his office, the last person he would have wanted to confront. The sword stopped tormenting him in order to listen. With its voice gone, he was able to really look at her and appreciate how much he missed her. He also couldn’t help but think how beautiful she looked and how much he needed her. And yet she couldn’t be a more unwelcome sight to him in that moment.  
 
    Involuntarily Landran reached to embrace her, but he snapped his hand back and adopted a cool expression that she returned in kind. He knew her well enough to see as he searched her eyes for a clue as to how she felt. It was there and gone in a split second, but Landan saw it. She was in terrible pain, and his attitude towards her was the root cause. He could sense a desperate pleading for Landran to acknowledge her and to comfort her, but he steeled himself. He refused to give her the solace that she sought from him.  
 
    Kania knew she would get nothing from him in that instant and adopted the stately guise of the politician she had become. “You look terrible, Landran,” she stated. 
 
    In the throes of the argument he’d been having with the blade, he knew she was right. He didn’t respond, though. 
 
    “Fair enough. I see that you have been too engrossed in speaking with your… toy. You have obviously failed to realize that your brother has just touched down on The Green. See that he gets this note. It’s of the utmost importance.”  
 
    She practically threw the envelope at him, turned on her heel, and stormed away. Landran didn’t try to stop her, and he died a little more inside as he watched her go. Trying to compose himself, he strode to the window to see that Kania had been right about Arius’ return. He was dismounting from Alrukar at that instant. 
 
    His half-brother was a spectacular Gunner and was a natural in the saddle, like he had been born to rule the skies aback the raging storm he had aptly named Alrukar (Shadow Stalker). He also couldn’t help feeling a touch envious at the fact that Arius had been in the field recently on an important mission of some sort for the Circle of Seven.  
 
    It also appeared that Arius had brought friends home with him. Circling Jenukai Fortress were dozens of Warhawks, the deadly yet beautiful airships belonging to the Raachon faction of the Maji. Not only that, but he saw Sunriders, which were the Korii equivalent. He watched in awe as they ascended Jenukai City’s walls in the distance. Even more curious were the dozens of smaller figures surrounding the airships. If this was no invasion force, it could only mean one thing. Arius had won over the Maji, and they would fight alongside the Gaelarian’s in the terrible days ahead. 
 
    “Our discussion is not over, Landran,” The sword noted. “We will plan our festivities for the evening. Now go be a good boy and pretend to do your brother’s bidding instead of mine.”  
 
    Putting on his mask as Keeper, Landran went to hear how Arius had won them these new allies. Once he had descended the steps from his solar and emerged out onto The Green, he watched as a groomer was leading Alrukar off to the stables in The Hatchery. The massive Black dragon ambled clumsily along in his wake. All the grace and splendor a dragon displayed while airborne was nullified completely once forced to rely on their four legs as opposed to their wings and air currents.  
 
    It seemed Landran wasn’t the only one ready to meet with Arius and hear his news. His Guyver guards Hunter and Davin strode out of the barracks looking like mirror images of each other. Tall, blonde and lean, they wore identically grim expressions as they were the first to reach Arius. When Landran got within earshot, he heard them addressing his half-brother in stern, chastising tones. 
 
    “And why weren’t we told of this excursion?” Hunter practically spat. 
 
    “Northern Calrisan is a hostile region, Sovereign General. It was foolhardy and reckless to go there without us, sir!” Davin said directly on top of his brother’s statement.  
 
    “Jenukai’s Wings, man! Can’t I even set my pack down and get something cool to drink before you two start in on me?” Arius shoved his pack into Hunter’s chest and ruffled his hair. He winked at Landran and shouldered Davin back playfully. Both twins had the good grace to look abashed, but their stubborn expressions won out after they exchanged blushes.  
 
    “Come on, you three. I want you to help me welcome the Maji and the Aernilles.”  
 
    It turned out that it wasn’t just the Maji that had been won over. The Aernilles arrived on their crescent-shaped discs, donning the curved blades that they would strap to forearm harnesses.  
 
    It was quite the procession. Neither faction wanted to be outshone by the other, so the Raachon and Korii had brought a thousand troops apiece and twenty airships each. The Maji were definitely staunch about propriety as Arius introduced Landran and the twins to a bevy of officers and young up-and-comers in both factions. They smiled, shook hands, and exchanged pleasantries for well over an hour with Sergeants, Lieutenants and Under-Lieutenants, Banner Generals and Chief Executive Assistants as the airships docked and unloaded all the Maji onto The Green. Thankfully the Aernilles weren’t as stubborn about formalities. They were a shy lot and simply wanted to be out of the way as soon as possible.  
 
    The sun had risen a considerable amount by the time the arduous greetings had concluded. Servants arrived in droves and began to usher the Maji and Aernilles off of Jenukai Keep and down into the depths of Jenukai Fortress so they could make themselves more comfortable. Arius had just begun to describe how taxing gaining the Maji’s allegiance had been when Xavian and Rotu appeared suddenly, circling in for a landing. The bell sounded once, sending the familiar tremor through the Keep.  
 
    As Rotu touched down, it became evident something was wrong with the brooding general. He sat slumped in his saddle, appearing to cling to his mount more than a bit precariously. Dismounting was clearly a chore for him as he merely dropped down from his saddle, landing gingerly. The groomer who came to retrieve his Blue dragon offered an arm to Xavian but was shooed away rudely instead. 
 
    “Let’s see what this is all about,” Arius said in a grim voice as he ran his hands through his hair. He did this often when he was vexed or worried. 
 
    Xavian, in his usual all-black garb, looked bedraggled as he limped towards them. His jet black hair was of course windblown, but he looked exceedingly gaunt when compared the last time Landran had seen him. The man enjoyed his solitude, so it wasn’t at all strange for the former mercenary to disappear for elongated stretches. That being said, he had never returned in such a state of disrepair before. By the time he reached them and held out a gloved hand to Arius, clasping forearms he was noticeably out of breath. He nodded to Landran, Hunter and Davin in turn. 
 
    “And where pray tell have you been?” Arius inquired. 
 
    “Long story,” Xavian grunted back. 
 
    “Care to enlighten us?” Arius asked, his tone suggesting this wasn’t a friendly request.  
 
    Landran knew Xavian to be a man of few words, but the soft-spoken general launched into a fantastical tale that covered everything from enchanted arrows, to monsters from The Core, to Joran and Wanderers. Arius’ complexion had turned decidedly paler as Xavian concluded his telling. 
 
    “What is it?” Landran prodded, displaying the pretense of actually caring. Sometimes he had to remind himself that he had to keep up appearances.  
 
    Arius didn’t blink. He just stared off into space for a moment before shaking his head fiercely, as if in savage denial of something before he answered.  
 
    “This can’t be ignored. You’re sure those were Slayers?” 
 
    Xavian nodded. 
 
    “Those Slayers were that far from The Core?” 
 
    Again Xavian nodded. 
 
    “Prophecy…” Arius didn’t bother to elaborate, so it could only be assumed that he was referring to the Jenukai Prophecy that he was unwittingly attached to. He began to pace and mutter to himself, running his hands through his auburn hair constantly.   
 
    Landran had almost forgotten the letter that Kania had given him. He looked down and saw the seal of Dara, of the Circle of Seven, and his and Arius’ mother. 
 
    “Mother left this for you, Arius.” 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Landran handed it over, and his half-brother tore it open and began reading. Arius’ face shifted from outright shock to blatant rage as he perused the letter. He crumbled it, tossing it to Xavian. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Xavian asked, seeing the ashen look Arius had adopted. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Arius growled, his voice tinged in bitter disgust.  
 
    Xavian caught the letter and opened it while Landran peered over his shoulder to see its contents. Etched on the page in a flowing, elegant script were just three words, but they were enough to bring a fresh wave of anxiety upon him. 
 
    Axion has fallen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Arius trailed his hands along the tops of the tall wildflowers that grew in the plush meadow. The alien-looking flowers represented every hue. Between the stunning array of color and the innumerable insects in the air, it was a barrage to his senses.  
 
    It was always a wonder walking into Razmuson’s chambers. You never knew what breathtaking sequence of nature you would find there. Scanning over the wildflowers, a clump of black amongst the carpet of blooms drew his eye, and he made his way towards it at a ground eating pace. There in the copse lay Xavian with his hooded cloak pulled over his head.  
 
    “I thought I’d find you here,” Arius pronounced, prodding his seemingly unconscious under-general gently with the toe of his boot. 
 
    Xavian grunted noncommittally and shifted onto his side. After a moment when it became clear that Arius wouldn’t leave, he pulled his cloak down revealing bloodshot eyes. His voice was haggard and strained when he replied.  
 
    “Go away, Arius. I’m in no mood for your ramblings.” 
 
    At any other time Arius would have acceded, leaving Xavian to his brooding, but he was in no mood for his sulkiness just then.  
 
    “We don’t have time for this, Xavian! You’ve been hiding here for almost two days now. Dantron struck the first blow, and I refuse to sit idly by. You’re acting like some woman trod all over your heart and shat on it for good measure. Get off your miserable ass! And yes, that is an order!” 
 
    The blood rushed to Xavian’s face at the comment, and he scowled, pushing himself roughly up onto his feet. He settled himself literally nose to nose with Arius. Both men were tall and imposing figures, and it was clear neither would be backing down from this challenge. Whereas Arius was broader of the chest and shoulders, Xavian was wiry and taut like the bow he carried.   
 
    “Back away, Xavian,” Arius grunted in a dangerous tone through clenched teeth.  
 
    When his under-general didn’t comply, he fiercely shoved him in the chest with two hands. Xavian stumbled back a couple of paces and raised a fist while he advanced back as if to strike Arius.  
 
    “Now, now, gentlemen,” Razmuson interjected almost lazily. “There will be none of that while you’re in my chambers.” 
 
    Arius tore his eyes from Xavian, glaring at his Master instead. The difference of how Razmuson exuded himself in public and how he lived in private was contrasting to say the least. Before the masses, he was, for lack of a better word, pristine. He was a trendsetter in all the current fashions, and he had an immaculate reputation as an aristocrat. Yet here he sat with his legs crossed underneath him in the soil donning a robe that was almost as vivacious as his surroundings. His golden hair, which was usually slicked back with oil, was now haphazard and had bits of random foliage in it. A week’s worth of scraggly beard stained his cheeks, and he was munching on a pile of mushrooms that were a blinding shade of fuchsia.  
 
    “Sorry, Raz. I didn’t see you there,” Arius muttered, returning his smoldering glare to a seething Xavian.               
 
    “Fancy that,” Razmuson yawned, stretching languorously. He was lying down, propped up on his elbow. He sat there studying the two of them with a bored expression. After a moment, he sighed in annoyance. “So my two star pupils wish to fight one another?”  
 
    From somewhere in his robes he produced a wooden pipe and a pouch of sensimilla. He packed it, and with a snap of his finger he conjured a tiny green flame above his thumb. Raz took a long pull and exhaled, producing a series of impressive smoke rings.  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind taking out some of my frustrations on our loudmouthed leader here,” Xavian replied in a frigid tone.   
 
    “Is that so? Have it your way, then. You just made a terrible mistake, General.“ Arius growled. 
 
    Raz rolled his eyes dramatically. “As you are here in my home, you will abide by my decorum. I will dictate the rules of combat, or you can both go brawl bare-knuckled in the street for all I care. Are we in accord?”  
 
    Raz was a good friend to both Arius and Xavian, but he was also their Elemantic mentor and Master. Arius had heard that tone before, and there was no mistaking that they were now in the presence of their Master, not their friend. Xavian must have caught it too, because he and Arius were both quick to nod in acquiescence.  
 
    “Splendid,” he continued. “Since I was on the verge of raising you both to the rank of Master in your Elemancy training, this will suffice as your final exam. At no time during the engagement are you to use anything other than your Elemantic abilities. No hand-to-hand combat, swords, bows, or use of your other magical abilities is permitted. Savvy?”  
 
    Neither Arius nor Xavian could barely nod again to concede before Razmuson sprung into a crouch, poised on the balls of his filthy bare feet. He looked around at the meadow muttering to himself, “This won’t do. This won’t do at all.”  
 
    He clapped his hands and pressed his palms flat to the soil, and the ground began to rumble and lurch. Without warning, there was a deafening crunch, and the peaceful meadow began to transform violently before their eyes. Razor-sharp black rocks rose around them, and the pleasant perfumes produced by the flowers had been replaced by a pungent sulfuric stench.  
 
    The ground in between Arius and Xavian was veritably ripped apart as they were raised upon a dais of sharp crags facing each other some fifteen feet apart. A river of magma bubbled forth between them, and a wave of heat sprung forth so intense that both men were forced to cover their faces and step back from their respective ledges.  
 
    Razmuson casually traipsed along a path of boulders that were stacked directly in the middle of the lava river he had conjured.  
 
    “Does this suit you both?” he called over the rushing basalt, spreading his arms and turning slowly indicating the harsh landscape. “I felt like this was an apt setting since you both seem hellsbent on succumbing to some kind of prepubescent urge to pummel each other.” 
 
    “Let’s just get this over with!” Xavian bellowed in annoyance. 
 
    “Agreed!” Arius called to their master.  
 
    “Oh, very well. If I’m to watch you two act like children, I’m going to be comfortable, at the very least.” 
 
    Clapping his hands again and crouching down, Razmuson pressed his palms upon the boulder where he stood, and the chambers careened anew. In a flash, the magma became a rushing river of white capped water. Massive trees tore themselves from the earth, rocketing skyward as they replaced the harsh volcanic surroundings. After the ground settled, a lush forest stretched all around them as far as the eye could see.  
 
    Xavian stood on the opposite bank of the river from Arius and wasted no time. He clapped his hands and pressed them into the water. Javelins of ice by the dozens sprung from the rapids and flew in Arius’ direction. Arius stood his ground without flinching. He snapped his fingers and a wall of flame rose to evaporate the projectiles so they sprayed him with a scalding mist instead of turning him into a pincushion.  
 
    Xavian adjusted the attack mid-flight, and the missiles drew the water from the river, transforming the attack into a thirty foot tall wave. Going on the defensive again, Arius abandoned his blockade of fire and clapped his hands, crouching down and pressing his palms to the soil. A cocoon of earth enveloped him just in time as the wave came crashing down on his position. 
 
    Arius clapped his hands once more and conjured two more cocoons, one to either side of him of the exact same size. He was working blindly, so this was going to take all his cunning. Using the sand from the river bank and a mixture of air, he created a massive whirlwind. He sent the dust storm across the river where he estimated Xavian would be.  
 
    Arius rolled the three massive cocoons, turning them into boulders that would serve as battering rams. He heard the water of the river crashing into his arsenal of earth as he waited to feel Xavian’s Elemantic pulse. Every Elemantic had a distinctive feeling they cast out when using their abilities, and no two were the same. 
 
    It didn’t take long, as Arius could sense Xavian using his own airflow to break up the thick dust. As he did, Arius exploded forth from his entombed shield and hurled the other two boulders directly at his under-general.  
 
    The shards of gravel from the explosion rained heavily upon Xavian, and he cursed at Arius for his guile. His ruse had almost worked, but just as the boulders were about to strike him down, Xavian clapped his hands and pressed them to the trunk of a mighty tree that was just off to his right. The topiary ripped itself from the earth and rushed in front of Xavian, its limbs acting like arms as it swept up the rock masses and hurled them back at Arius, who was sprinting in his direction.  
 
    Arius barely ducked to avoid being crushed, but the tree that Xavian had turned into his ally was bearing down upon him, swinging its mighty limbs with reckless abandon. Thinking on his feet, Arius clapped his hands and pressed them into the soft grass of the forest floor, using the groundwater to freeze the tree in its tracks. He increased the cold, and the sap within the tree exploded like it would have in the middle of the coldest winter.  
 
    Both men dove for cover as the bark combusted into shrapnel-like pieces. They came up panting from exertion just a few feet from each other and locked eyes. Razmuson’s rules be damned, the two leaders of the Gaelarian army dashed at each other, colliding as they toppled to the ground. Both Arius and Xavian were renowned Ryuken fighters, yet they rolled around grappling each other like quarreling children. Their highly skilled fighting techniques were completely forgotten in their ill-begotten anger towards each other. 
 
     After a few minutes of rolling about with neither gaining the upper hand, roots shot out from the ground and entangled them both. Raz strode up shaking his head and smirking.  
 
    “Priceless. I wish you could see how utterly ridiculous you both look.” 
 
    Arius fought against his bonds for a few seconds before giving up. He lay there winded, gulping in air. He looked to Xavian, who was flushed and looking sulkier by the moment. All his frustration and anger seemed to melt away in that moment as he realized that they did, in fact, look absurd.  
 
    “Truce?” He asked Xavian, who turned his head and considered Arius a moment before nodding. 
 
    The roots sprung off them, and Arius regained his footing and strode over to Xavian to offer a hand up. Xavian brushed it aside but clapped Arius on the shoulder goodnaturedly as he regained his footing.  
 
    “Now that that nonsense is concluded, would you mind telling me what this was all about?” Raz demanded. 
 
    Arius launched into an explanation, telling his master about the note he had received from the Circle of Seven and the fall of Axion. Xavian didn’t say a word about Spector, keeping his heartbreak and loneliness to himself.  
 
    Raz shook his head. “If it is true that Erantis hasn’t been heard from, the Circle of Seven would know the instant if one of their own had been killed. Besides, there’s been no intelligence of an invasion force along our eastern seaboard either. We would have heard something well before the city had fallen. It just doesn’t make an ounce of sense.” 
 
    “The Circle wouldn’t lie, Master,” Arius said as he shrugged.  
 
    Raz gave him a skeptical look. “They’re politicians, Arius. They lie just as easily as they breathe.” 
 
    “So how do we approach this?” Xavian inquired, finally joining in on the conversation.  
 
    “I’m no war counselor, but knowing your brother the way I do, he could be luring you into a trap. I don’t think it’s a coincidence Dregan chose the place of your births for his initial assault,” Raz added sagely. “Plus, didn’t Owenisis send you to retrieve Dragons Fist from Adimus?”  
 
    “That man needs to stop gossiping,” Arius said sourly, but his godfather and Raz were right. “It is true, I need Dragons Fist, and I need it badly if I have any hope of facing my brother and surviving. It appears that the time has passed, though, unfortunately. We have to meet on Dregan’s terms, whether we like it or not.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Vance dashed away, heedless as he shouldered past his master. He retched loudly in the dank hallway of the ramshackle inn that they had been called to. Dain couldn’t blame his young apprentice for his reaction. He himself grimaced in disgust before calming himself enough to enter the confines of the gore spattered room.  
 
    “Sees, I told ya, Inspector,” brayed the stout innkeeper in his barely intelligible accent.  
 
    “Indeed you did, good sir,” Dain agreed, nodding gravely. “Now, if you would mind leaving me to it?” 
 
    The innkeeper bowed deeply and waddled away without as much as a backwards glance in his haste to oblige.  
 
    “Much more spry than I would have given him credit for,” Dain noted. “Vance, if you’re quite done reintroducing yourself to your breakfast, I’ll be needing my kit.” 
 
    Vance was a gangly lout, not quite into his twenties. His dull brown hair was already thinning, and his voice cracked when he became overly excited. He was terribly vapid, and he was always trying Dain‘s patience. In short, he was the last person he would have chosen as an apprentice.  
 
    A fresh bout of gagging was his response to having his kit brought in. Dain halfheartedly cursed his wife for making him take on their nephew as a would-be Inspector. A dying wish of her sister, she had called it. Family was the most important thing to Dain, so he was obligated to do so. His kit could wait, so instead he grabbed the only tools he had to hand, placing his bifocals on the tip of his nose and pulling on his gloves. 
 
    The metallic stench of blood permeated the room, and the sickly sweet fetor of decaying flesh momentarily threatened to have him join Vance out in the hall. He reached into his coat pocket to pull out his lucky handkerchief that his wife had given him for his birthday years and years ago. He covered his mouth breathing in its lovely aroma. He had a habit of spraying it with her favorite perfume, so whenever he missed her too terribly, or had need for comfort he would pull forth the cloth and inhale deeply. 
 
     Dain had been an Inspector for well over thirty years, and he had never seen anything quite this ghastly before. On the bed lay a mangled middle-aged woman, and immediately his heart sank. Every time he encountered a female victim, his mind always pictured his wife, his five daughters, or his many granddaughters in their place. The familiar sensation of bile rising in his throat at such a scene began, and he had to force himself to concentrate at the task at hand instead of dwelling on that abysmal thought.  
 
    As he drew closer, he noted just how grizzly this murder had truly been. The poor woman’s breasts had been sliced from her chest, and she had been scalped as well. Both of her eyes had been gouged out, leaving scarlet streaks streaming down her cheeks. In this shoddy light, it looked almost like she could have ruined her makeup by crying. If all that wasn’t bad enough, dozens of deep lacerations covered her naked body from head to toe, as if someone had wildly hacked at her with some kind of machete or sword. The sheets, he noted, had once been white or cream colored and were now almost maroon.  
 
    Dain felt a tap upon his right shoulder, and he nearly jumped out of his skin from fright. He spun wildly, only to find Vance there looking wide eyed with dread himself. 
 
     “Jenukai’s Wings! You scared the living shit out of me, nephew!” 
 
    Vance jumped also, still looking pale.  
 
    “S-s-s-sorry sir, but I brought you your k-k-k-k-kit,” he stuttered, handing out Dain’s satchel of utensils in his trembling hands.  
 
    Dain recovered quickly and moderated his tone as well as his accelerated breathing and heart rate would allow. He was, after all, responsible for Vance’s training, and it was up to him to be a strong example. He tucked away his handkerchief and put a steadying hand on the young man’s shoulder. 
 
     “That’s quite alright, lad. Remember, this won’t be the last murder that you encounter with me. Once you’re a full Inspector, there’s no telling what you will run into on your own. So you see, it’s vastly important that you witness things like this while you’re being trained so you can keep your composure later on. I cannot stress the value of having a level head in circumstances such as these.”  
 
    He looked Vance in the eyes to see if any of this was registering to him, but received only a glazed over expression that he was all too accustomed to while trying to impart knowledge on the simpleton. He felt his annoyance spike, but he stifled it before it could get the better of him. Sighing, and wondering why he bothered, Dain all but snatched his kit and turned back to the crime scene.  
 
    “I don’t want you following me about, constantly underfoot, do you hear? Be a good boy and stand out in the hallway and within earshot should I need you. This will take a while, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Barely an inch of the tattered carpeting had escaped being splattered by blood, so he chose his steps carefully as he went and placed his kit on an ottoman, which sat in a small sitting area opposite of the bedchamber. It was the only piece of furniture in the room that had avoided the carnage.  
 
    Putting Vance out of his mind, it was second nature for Dain to immediately fall into his element. He had caught hundreds of thieves and more than a dozen murderers during his time as an Inspector. He took an immense amount of pride in how successful he had been during his career, but he had never taken a case to heart. However, the sheer brutality of this butchering made him seethe. At no time in over three decades of working in his field had he ever wanted so badly to catch someone and make them pay for their crime as he did now. Whoever had committed this atrocity was going to hang. His face began to heat and his blood started to boil. Before long, he was nearly hyperventilating with an anger he didn’t know he was capable of.  
 
    Knowing he couldn’t conduct his investigation in a rage, Dain closed his eyes tightly. He began to whistle his favorite tune and pictured himself in his favorite place, at his kitchen table with his family surrounding him. His breathing immediately evened out, and he felt completely at ease. His eyes sprang open, and with grim determination, he set to work. 
 
    Opening his bag, he pulled out and donned his leather apron, squinting as he sifted through his items. He painstakingly selected the proper tools, chemicals, and powders he would need to begin his investigation. Soon the ottoman looked nothing short of a tiny alchemical workstation.  
 
    In one vial, he had a concoction brewed that would let him know if there was other people’s blood in the room besides the victim’s. Another vial held a solution that would detect ejaculate, and another still held a chemical that would show within the blood exactly how long ago the murder had occurred. Every chemical in every vial was Dain’s own personal invention.  
 
    Walking over to inspect the corpse, he caught a glimpse of himself in the blood-spattered mirror by the washstand. Sometimes he hardly recognized the old man that stared back at him. All that was left of his hair stood out in white patches just above his ears. A wrinkled bald head covered in liver spots matched his furrowed brow and his bushy white eyebrows. His bifocals clung precariously to a bulbous nose that had been broken far too many times. His handle barred mustache was equally as white and displayed the only thing from his youth that remained to him anymore, his firm jaw line. A protruding belly bulged through the apron, spilling out over his waistline and he walked hunched over because of a bad back. 
 
    “Jenukai’s Wings, you’ve gotten fat,” he grumbled at himself, pressing his knuckles to his spine. 
 
    Taking a pair of tongs from a pocket of his apron and a small evidence bag from another, he began to peel away the sheets of the bedding that were sticking to the unfortunate woman. As he removed the linens, he noticed for the first time something that made his heart rise into his throat. He lifted from the bed not sheets that had become blood stained, but rather the scarlet robe of a woman dedicated to the Healer guild. He never remembered how he got there, but Dain had joined Vance in the hall where he too saw his breakfast for the second time that morning. 
 
    It was many hours later when Dain trudged down the cobblestone street that led to his home and office. His heart was heavy, and his body ached all over. He had dismissed Vance directly after discovering that the victim had been a Healer, and it was almost twilight by the time he had bagged her up and had her sent to her sisters. With their expansive knowledge on the human body, they would be able to perform a much more detailed autopsy than he ever could.  
 
    Nevertheless, their Head Mistress had questioned him intently, but he had little in the way of answers this early in the investigation to give to her. The only thought that kept coursing through his mind was what kind of depraved bastard could do that to a Healer. They were pillars of the entire world. They had done away with disease and were a blessed gift that had been bestowed on humanity.  
 
    Dain was in such a stupor contemplating the day’s events that he didn’t notice the pair of people standing on his stairs leading to his office and apartment.  
 
    “Good evening, Master Dain,” said in his smoothly cool voice.  
 
    Dain blinked several times before he registered his protégé Cyus leaning casually on his railing. With him was his apprentice Loren, a beautifully exotic woman. Her tanned skin and her almond shaped eyes were a stunning contrast to her master. She dyed her thick hair dark, and it blew across her lithe neck and slender shoulders as the wind began to pick up. That gust filled his nostrils with the smell of a promised rainstorm.  
 
    Cyus had deep-set eyes that missed nothing. He was a darkly handsome young man; his midnight hair was dreadlocked and pulled into a ponytail that hung into the middle of his back. His black overcoat was the epitome of what was considered to be in fashion. Its bold silver buckles and its cufflinks probably cost as much as his entire house. His black suit pants were crisply pressed, and he carried a cane that had a stone for his handhold; Dain knew the crystal contained a rosebud at its center made out of Loren’s crystallized blood. Loren, as per usual, dressed to match him.  
 
    “Sorry, son, didn’t see you two there. Look, I hate to be rude, but I’ve had a long day. I’ll have the wife cook you guys some dinner next week sometime, but right now I’m in no mood for company.” 
 
    Cyus studied him a long moment before answering.  
 
    “While I do admit that I’m disappointed that I won’t be getting fed, I come bearing some news that can’t wait.” 
 
    Dain studied Cyus in turn and found that all too stubborn look on his face that told him he wouldn‘t be leaving until he‘d had his say. “Damn it all to hells, inside with the two of you then,” he grumbled, digging out his keys and fumbling at the lock.  
 
    Loren took the opportunity to give him a fierce hug around his middle from behind and planted a kiss on his plump cheek.  
 
    “It’s good to see you too, old man,” she said, laughing as he rubbed irritably at the makeup she left smeared on his face.  
 
    Dain ushered the two of them inside, taking their coats and hanging them on pegs just inside the door. A long, unadorned corridor stretched out ahead of them, with two rooms on each side. The apartment he shared with his wife was upstairs and could be accessed by a lift he had installed at the end of the hall. His wife had taken ill a few years ago and had lost the use of her legs. Dain knew how she loved to visit him while he was working, so he had designed her a chair with four wheels attached to it that acted as a cart of sorts so she could still get around.  
 
    The first room to the left was his office, which at the moment was a disheveled mess. Case files and unfinished letters were scattered about everywhere. It was definitely unfit to receive guests. They continued past it and the second room on the right, which contained Vance’s sleeping chambers. That left his laboratory, or his small library. Cyus made the decision for him by striding directly into his lab on the left. It was in slightly better shape than his office, but he supposed it would serve their purpose for whatever Cyus needed to discuss. 
 
    “So, what’s so damned important that it couldn’t wait, Cyus?” Dain asked grumpily after he had settled himself on his work stool. 
 
    Cyus was the best apprentice Dain ever had the pleasure of instructing. It had only taken him three years to attain the rank of Master Inspector. The average pupil took eight, so it was a completely unprecedented achievement. The lad was a natural. More than that, he was a true prodigy. He was a wizard in the laboratory and had by far the best instincts of any Inspector Dain had met, including himself.  
 
    He respected and trusted this man above any other, so despite his displeasure at being kept from a hot meal and his wife, he took his ease upon his stool in front of his crowded workstation and waited patiently for whatever the man had to say.  
 
    At first Cyus just paced the room. He idly ran his fingers along the massive collection of jarred chemicals that stretched on shelves that ran all along the back wall. Next he browsed the instruments that were laid out in a jumbled clutter on his many workstations. Cyus picked up a pair of goggles and began to absently toss them from hand to hand as he walked. Dain tensed at the casual way he was handling his invention. He had designed those goggles after he had discovered a particularly strange insect he had seen as a boy and they could amplify the user’s vision over one hundred times. They were very valuable, and Dain used them on a regular basis. When Cyus finally sat them down, he breathed a very large sigh of relief.  
 
    “Well, if you’re just going to wander about wasting his time, I’ll fill him in,” Loren said, breaking the silence with a beleaguered tone. “There’s been a trend of murders, Master. Serial murders. Cyus has dealt with serial killers in the past, but this is different. He‘s in completely over his head on this one.”  
 
    Cyus shot her a withering glare, but she ignored it. In turn she gave him a penetrating look that in no uncertain terms dared him to call her out for speaking in his stead. Dain mused that all women seemed to have that particular look tucked up their sleeves, ready to hurl at an unsuspecting man at a moment’s notice. Cyus did the smart thing and simply nodded to Dain, shrugging and throwing his hands up in defeat in way of response.  
 
    “I appreciate you getting to the heart of the matter, my dear,” he said, smiling at Loren.  
 
    Cyus always did have his hands full with that woman. She was headstrong enough for the both of them as a Master and apprentice duo and probably twice as clever as either Dain or Cyus combined. 
 
    Addressing Cyus, Dain started pressing him for answers. “What does she mean that you’re in over your head? Since when can’t you outthink a serial killer?” 
 
    Cyus gave him an incredulous look at that. “I can outmaneuver any killer. But that’s not what this particular conundrum is about, Master. It’s the victims. They’re all women. There have been nine of them so far and all of them were, for lack of a more tactful term, butchered.” 
 
    Suddenly it dawned on Dain what Cyus was getting at in his roundabout fashion. “All nine of the women you’re investigating, they’re all Healers. Aren’t they?” 
 
    Again, Cyus nodded and threw his hands in the air.  
 
    “Jenukai’s Wings,” Dain heard himself utter through his shock.  
 
    It was a nearly out-of-body experience as he heard himself ask, “Loren, my dear, would you please go upstairs and help my wife brew some coffee? It appears your master and I have some collaborating to do.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    “I’ve never trusted Mimics,” Xavian muttered for what seemed like the hundredth time that day. Mimic was a derogatory term for a Lurk, which was already a derogatory term for Shifters.  
 
    “I already told you, this Lurk has been in the service of my family since we were the royals here in Axion,” Arius replied, trying to keep a rein on his patience. “People just have an ingrained mistrust when it comes to Lurks because they can change their form at will.” 
 
    “Yes, ‘ingrained mistrust’ is one way of looking at it. Those sneaky little shits give the term ‘two faced’ a whole new meaning, if you ask me,” Xavian grumbled. “This particular Mimic hasn‘t exactly changed my mind on the lot of them either. It shows up out of nowhere on our first night here and tells us your to-be-bride is being held prisoner by two Demon Priests inside of the Tower of Axion. What’s worse is that your brother seemingly gave the order and will be here to collect her any day now. As if that isn‘t all bad enough, it’s somehow managed to convince you that we should wait for it to sneak us in there to rescue her. Oh, and on top of all that, we need to find Erantis.”  
 
    “You know what, Xavian?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That may have been the most words that you’ve ever strung together in your entire life.” 
 
    Xavian’s face darkened, but he didn’t retort right away. After a moment of sufficient glaring, he finally asked, “How much longer do we wait on this Lint character then? It‘s been four days already. Surely you‘re worried about Evaline’s wellbeing?” 
 
    “Of course I am. It‘s more complex than that, though. For all we know, those two Demon Priests have standing orders to execute her if anyone dares trying to mount a rescue. And what of Erantis? It‘s paramount that we find him. Our entire defense system for the Seven Cities hinges on their ability to hold the Link and stave off Lord Rathe and the rest of the Duncar magisters he has at his disposal.”  
 
    That wasn’t entirely true, at least the part regarding Evaline. Lint had told Arius in private that she was being treated exceptionally well by her captors. That was ponderous without question, but she was safe for the time being, and that was enough of an excuse for Arius.  
 
    The fact of the matter was he needed time to assess the situation. Arius and Xavian had landed on the outskirts of Axion aback Alrukar and Rotu and had snuck into the city with them tucked in their packs in their Genai Sphere forms. They had arrived in the early morning before dawn expecting to find a conquered city and a legion of Dantronian’s awaiting them, perhaps even a dragon armada to contend with. Instead, he found himself having to rescue a princess he was betrothed to like out of some absurd fairytale.  
 
    I would almost have preferred to face the damn legion, Arius thought to himself. Warfare I get. Women are a mystery I’m not prepared to begin solving.  
 
    As Xavian settled back into his usual state of taciturn malcontent, Arius started to recall everything he could about Evaline and their lone encounter.  
 
    They had met at a party here in Axion to announce their engagement a few years ago, and the night hadn’t gone well in the slightest. Calling it a mitigated disaster would be more appropriate. The idea of marriage had never sat well with Arius. Contemplating the notion of being with one woman for a lifetime had usually been enough to cause him bouts of severe hyperventilation. He’d known he would marry Evaline for years now. However, Arius had always looked at it as a far off event that would happen well into his adulthood.  
 
    After Dregan had killed their father, Evaline’s family took over the throne of Axion, and their engagement had been fast tracked in order to unite the bloodlines faster. Instead of being able to cavort, carouse, and embellish in the usual idiocies of enjoying his youth, Arius had been forced into many obligations much sooner than he would have liked. Dregan‘s insanity could be thanked for that.  
 
    He had been named as one of two central figures in the most important prophecy known to mankind. On top of that, he was leading a nation’s entire army into a war the likes the world had never seen. He wasn’t sure sometimes which should be most prominent on that list. As daunting as that all seemed, neither of those endeavors scared him half so much as did the prospect of marriage.   
 
    Arius cringed as he recalled the spectacle he had made of his and Evaline’s engagement party. She had been lavishly stunning, there was no denying that, but that hadn’t stopped him and his entourage from drinking far too much and turning a pristine ball into a rowdy tavern environment.  
 
    Robik had vomited spectacularly onto an ice sculpture, and Miles had to keep the twins from brawling with another pair of Guyvers the entire evening. Arius had been nervous to the point of becoming physically ill, so upon coming face to face with his fiancée he had been overly curt and awkward. He had tried to be charming, but he instead ended up kissing her hand brusquely and blushing a furious shade of red. After that, he had practically run away from her to bury his face in his cups the rest of the party.  
 
    And now he was to rescue her from the clutches of a man he both despised and loved.  
 
    Arius and Xavian sat in the shadow of his boyhood home, the Tower of Axion. They were on a deck overlooking the water at an establishment called a restaurant. It was the latest fad in Axion, like an inn that only served food and had no rooms to rent out.  
 
    Lint had told them to check at noon every day at this particular restaurant called the Sea’s Bounty. For four days, they had arrived as requested and waited for any news he had to share or when the time was ripe to go after Evaline. They’d also asked him to uncover any insight on the whereabouts of Erantis. Each day the Lurk had been a no-show.  
 
    The food was exquisite, some of the finest fish Arius had ever eaten in all his life, but the quality of the food did little to quell Xavian’s readiness to throttle Lint. Outwardly Arius seethed alongside his friend, but on the inside he bided his time gratefully.  
 
    It was a typically overcast day in Axion. The air was wet and chilly, so Arius pulled his cloak tighter to stave off the elements. The longer they sat there, the more he remembered that he hated the weather of his home city. All the cold did was make him more impatient, and he was constantly craning his neck as he kept out a hopeful eye for Lint. So far, after an hour of waiting, the only visitor they had was the biting wind from off the Bay of Kings, where the tower resided on an island in the middle of the white-capped waters.  
 
    Arius was just about to start in on a third helping of a divine shellfish stew that the waiter was just setting down in front of him so he could warm himself a bit when Xavian spoke up unexpectedly. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed your face, Mimic. Whose face is that you’ve donned anyways? Some poor bastard’s throat you’ve slit in an alleyway, perhaps?” 
 
    Arius looked up from the stew at the waiter standing over the table, and it was indeed Lint in his current form. Lint had assumed the role of a dark-skinned man of average height and build. For that matter, all of this duplicate’s features were average. That was the way with Lurks: they would always choose the form of the most generic-looking person they could emulate to avoid standing out in any way, shape, or form. Arius would never have spotted Lint if Xavian hadn’t said anything.  
 
    Xavian wasn’t completely wrong in that some Lurks were hired for purposes of assassination and would kill and replace a target if necessary. Those Lurks were generally in the minority among their species. As far as Arius knew, Lint was not a cutthroat. Xavian opened his mouth again to continue his tirade, but Arius cut in before he could do so.  
 
    “What have you discovered, Lint?” Arius asked in a low voice so he wouldn’t be overheard by their fellow patrons sharing the deck. 
 
    “Your bill, sirs,” Lint replied. He tucked a neatly folded piece of parchment into Arius’ hand and was gone as quickly as he had arrived. Arius casually opened it and found a neatly flowing script written in a code that would only be decipherable to one of his own family members. 
 
    “Well?” Xavian pried.  
 
    “Not here. Let’s get back to the inn where we can speak more openly.” 
 
    Evaline paced, the apprehension causing her heart to beat thunderously inside of her ribcage. Her father’s intense shouting from outside of her bedchamber had her rattled. She had been confined to her sleeping chambers ever since she had been taken captive, and she hadn’t seen her father once in that time. She thought that maybe he had met the same fate as Brenan. The abruptness of the silence that had followed his bellowing now had her on the verge of panic.  
 
    It was true that Evaline and her father had grown distant since her mother had walked out on them. It was truer still that deep down inside she despised Jonarus for turning the other way while Brennan had abused her for years. Despite all that, he was the only family that she had left in this world, and for reasons she couldn’t herself comprehend, the thought of harm befalling him was more than she could stand. She had been dozing on her bed when the disturbance had begun. 
 
     “I demand to see my daughter. Now! I’m the rightful king here in Axion, and you terrorists cannot impede me in my own home!” 
 
    Evaline could hear Brom and Korac conferring with each other, but what they were saying was completely beyond her to make out. As usual, they were standing guard over her. In fact, they had been her only company while she awaited Lord Dregan’s arrival. Evaline was fine with that, as she was used to being alone. However, because of their company she didn’t feel lonely for the first time in ages. Although she was their prisoner, in a strange way she had grown fond of them.  
 
    Evaline enjoyed their banter, and as intimidating and brutal as they were, they had never mistreated her once. They were always bringing her treats from the kitchens or a book she requested from the libraries. Brom had even picked her flowers on one occasion. Evaline found herself looking forward to when the two of them would peek their heads in and joke with her or tease her, which they did countless times per day.  
 
    Now, though, she was reminded of the night they had come for her. The brutality in which they had dispatched Brennan haunted her dreams sometimes, and that was the image playing across her mind now. Thinking of the two creatures they had conjured brought cold sweat trickling down from between her shoulder blades and down her spine.  
 
    Evaline had tried to listen to what the two Demon Priests were saying during her father’s hoarse diatribe, but the outburst had ended almost as quickly as it had started. She had pounded on the door, screaming for either Brom or Korac to come assure her that everything was alright, but they had pointedly ignored her pleas. She continued pacing, wringing her hands together until finally after what seemed an eternity Brom stuck his head into the room. 
 
    “You have a visitor, little princess.” 
 
    “What have you done to my father, Brom?”  
 
    “What did we do to her father, Korac?” Brom asked, mimicking Evaline’s tone. 
 
    Jonarus was shoved into the room ahead of the two Demon Priests, and Evaline gasped at what she saw. His face was a mass of bruises and cuts. He was walking with a definitive limp, too.  
 
    “Been teaching him some manners, haven’t we, Brom?” 
 
    “Think he learned his lesson, Korac?”  
 
    “I’m willing to offer up another lesson if need be.” 
 
    “Enough! I want you two out of here. Now! I‘ll speak with my father alone.” 
 
    Both Demon Priests exchanged looks, but they only hesitated a moment before bowing to her and taking their leave. As Brom was about to close the door behind him, he turned to the king and said, “Why don’t you explain to your daughter how you earned that beating, King Jonarus?”  
 
    Her father flinched and cast his eyes downward. 
 
    As the door shut, Evaline rushed to her father’s side. She pulled forth a handkerchief from her sleeve as she reached him and began dabbing at his wounds. In response, Jonarus fended her off, callously shoving her away from him.  
 
    “Oh, do stop pretending you care for me, won’t you, Evaline? We both know that besides your looks, that’s the trait you share most with your mother: your shallow indifference towards me.” 
 
    Evaline quickly suppressed the hurt welling up inside of her. She had always refused to let her emotions show to this man. It was a coping mechanism she had developed after years of staunch mistreatment and verbal abuse.               
 
    “What is it you want from me, father? Did you risk being accosted so you could come in here and harangue me one last time before I’m carted off to Dantron in chains? If so, you can save your breath, or I’ll invite my jailers back in to re-educate you.”  
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself. I came to thank you, as a matter of fact.”  
 
    That spiteful look she had grown up with was plastered all over his marred face. 
 
    “What could you possibly have to thank me for?” Evaline asked cautiously. Something was amiss here.  
 
    “I came to thank you for allowing me to retain my throne, of course. Without you, it never would have been possible. Imagine my delight when I was approached by Lord Rathe himself. He laid out a delightful little plot that would see the end of you and Arius Jadestar in one fell swoop. All the while I get to play the role of mourning father and enjoy a prominent role in the Dantronian Empire while I’m at it.” 
 
    “How could you?” she replied, fuming. “I’m your only daughter, and you sold me to the Dantronian’s?”  
 
    “It was all too easy. Every day I look at you, I see that disloyal whore who abandoned me. Never again will I have to set eyes on you, seeing her face. You can never know what it’s like to constantly relive the shame that woman has caused me!”  
 
    “Then why didn’t you just kill me yourself? Why leave it up to the Dantronian’s?”  
 
    “Don’t think for one moment that I never contemplated it. Truth is, I always assumed Brenan would kill you in the throes of passion one night. Since he disappointed me, I had to get more creative in attaining my means.” 
 
    “Brom! Korac!” Evaline shouted desperately, striding for the door. She wanted her father to pay like Brenan had. No, worse than he had.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary, I assure you. I was just leaving. Oh, and just so you know, your betrothed is in the city. Lord Dregan will be arriving on the morrow, and he intends to lure Jadestar into the Tower using you as bait. Sleep well, daughter.”  
 
    And with that, Jonarus turned his back on his only daughter for the last time. 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    “It’s a trap. A very complex trap designed to lure you in and have you eliminated before the war even hits Gaelarian soil. I can’t be sure of the exact specifications, but it appears King Jonarus sold his daughter to Lord Dregan in an attempt to create an alliance between him and Lord Rathe. This pact would insure that he continues to sit his throne with no successors and thus earning him a seat in the hierarchy among the Dantronians.  
 
    I’m ashamed to admit that I’ve found no trace of Erantis. My sources have assured me they will continue to search, as will I. 
 
    Lord Dregan somehow knows that you are in the city. I cannot reveal my source as to how he knows, but I can assure you that he will not wait long for you to rescue Princess Evaline. He means to destroy you and will hunt you down if need be. Confrontation is obviously inevitable at this point, Lord Arius. My advice is to set it up on your terms. I will return to the Sea’s Bounty again tomorrow at noon awaiting any orders or instructions you may have for me.”  
 
    Arius sighed pensively, setting the parchment down after reading it aloud to Xavian. 
 
    “Won’t reveal his source? That means Dregan has a Mimic on our tail, and the two of them are collaborating!”  
 
    “That’s not necessarily the case. Lurks won’t inform on one another; apparently, there’s a treaty against it. It’s also illegal for them to withhold information from each other should they come into contact with one another. They have very strict laws against it. Seeing as though there are so few of them remaining, they abide by their rules as a matter of racial pride,” Arius explained. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but at least we know a little of what Dregan has planned.” 
 
    Xavian sat on the other single bed in the small unadorned room restringing his bow. It didn‘t need it, but it was a habit he had when he was feeling tense. Arius sat cross-legged on the floor upon the room’s lone frayed rug with his sword across his knees, idly drumming his thumb on the hilt. 
 
    “Wine?” Arius asked unenthusiastically.  
 
    Anything having to do with Dregan or the damned Jenukai Prophecy was a surefire way to ruin is mood. He could already feel his patience ebbing, and it was swiftly growing into unchecked anger.  
 
    “Is that your answer to everything? Numbing your brain and deluding your senses won’t solve our problems,” Xavian replied sternly.  
 
    Arius stood, tossing his sword across the small area in between the beds onto his own mattress. He stretched and yawned dramatically, trying without much effort to stifle his rage.  
 
    “No, but it sure beats the hells out of planning a way to murder my own brother before he can do the same to me in kind!” he snapped. 
 
    “Cast the lurid realities aside, Arius. We need a plan, and we need it now. You read that letter. That monster will be hunting us in a matter of days.”               
 
    “Do you want the truth?” Arius asked, heat streaming into his voice as it rose to a crescendo. 
 
    Xavian opened his mouth to reply, but Arius steamrolled over whatever he might have had to say.  
 
    “I’m not prepared for this.For any of it! The world’s problems literally rest on my shoulders, and half the time I just want to tell the world to go and fuck itself! I’m viewed by an entire nation as a savior who has valor leaking from his cock and is supposed to spew some kind of a utopian destiny from his ass! What am I, really? I’ll fill you in, Xavian. I’m not a hero, and I’m nobody’s fucking savior. I’m a womanizing lush who hasn’t got a clue as to how to save this particular woman from my brother, or how in the hells we’re supposed to survive fighting him!” 
 
    Xavian strode over to the bedside table and poured a glass of wine from the decanter. Arius stood trembling in the middle of the room with his fists clenched, breathing heavily from his tirade. He reached out for the glass that Xavian was proffering him and instead was doused directly in the face with it. He sputtered, choking a bit as he wiped the costly varietal from his eyes.  
 
    “There’s your drink. Now, if you’re quite done feeling sorry for yourself we have business to discuss.” Xavian stood tensely, obviously prepared should Arius lash out at him. 
 
    “Did you have to use the good stuff?” It was as if the wine dripping from his face had quenched the flames within. Arius smirked, cocking his head.  
 
    “I can‘t ever tell the difference between the good and the bad. It all tastes the same to me,” Xavian laughed in response, tossing Arius a towel from the washstand. 
 
    “Thank you, I… needed that. Look, I’m sorry. I realize that you don’t like the brand of spy we currently have under contract, but it does bring up a valid point.” 
 
    “Which is?” Xavian asked, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice at the mention of the Mimic.  
 
     “The real question is how are we to goad my brother into playing this game he has created onto our playing field?” Arius asked as he toweled his face dry and selected a new shirt from his pack after discarding the stained one.  
 
    “Dregan has dangerous pieces at his disposal, that’s for certain. He’s the most powerful Shadow Priest to ever live, and he has a pair of Demon Priests hidden conveniently up his sleeves. If we’re to succeed against stacked odds like those, we’re going to have to put the Genai Forms to the test, if you ask me.” Xavian stated gravely.   
 
    The archer sat back down on his bed, propping his bow between his mattress and the wall.  
 
    “That could be costly to the war effort in the long run. Dantron has no idea that we have the Genai Forms at our disposal. Say, for instance, that Dregan somehow manages to capture Alrukar, or Rotu in their Sphere or Defender forms and is able to deduce how Landran created them. My brother is undeniably mad, but he is also quite brilliant in magical theory. Putting weapons like that into his hands could have catastrophic results for us.”   
 
    “Then the real question isn’t whether or not we can get Dregan to unknowingly cooperate with our scheme. It’s whether the reward is ultimately worth the risk in this instance.”  
 
    Arius had known the answer to that question long before it was posed to him. He and Xavian spent the rest of that long night coming up with an operable way of hindering Dregan’s agenda. It was the type of cold, calculated decision making he had never wanted to become accustomed to, but at the end of the day, he didn’t have a choice in the matter.  
 
    Arius slipped Lint two letters the following day, one of which read like this: 
 
    “You will approach Lord Dregan with the second of these notes. You are not to open it under any circumstances. It will outline my unconditional surrender and list my terms.”  
 
      
 
    Sleep eluded Evaline as she lay in her canopy bed, feeling totally numb. She had cried herself out, it seemed. Her head pounded from weeping uncontrollably, and she had vomited from the pain and her racking sobs. It was a few hours prior to dawn, and her thoughts were a torrent she could not control. Her father’s final betrayal was at the forefront of those thoughts.  
 
    Jonarus had shown her nothing but disdain her entire life and hadn’t once displayed even a modicum of love for her. Despite all of that, Evaline could never have imagined him throwing her life away like this. Deep down, she knew the absurdity of those feelings. She knew that Jonarus would feel only jubilation at maintaining his throne instead of the anguish of losing his only daughter.  
 
    Evaline hiccupped and laughed bitterly at that thought. She had taken an immense amount of pride in not feeling sorry for herself throughout the course of her life. Jonarus had now taken that away from her as surely as he had done so with her innocence, her freedom, and now her life. All she could do anymore was dwell on the fact that nobody would mourn her after she was killed. It was a crushing thought that the only person to grieve for her would be herself. 
 
    New tears welled up in her eyes as a light knocking interrupted her morose thinking. She quickly wiped her eyes and rolled over, pretending to be asleep.  
 
    “I know you’re awake, little princess,” Brom said softly as he entered her chambers. “Come take a walk with us. A handsome lout like me needs a beautiful woman on his arm while he takes a late night stroll. Isn‘t that right, Korac?” 
 
    “Aye, then I should take off my helm so she can decide which of us is more becoming. Wouldn’t you agree, Brom?” 
 
    “Why would you go and turn her stomach like that, Korac?” 
 
    “Alas, it’s true, I am quite horrific to look upon. Perhaps she would take pity on a grotesque soul like me, and we could walk with me arm in arm to lighten my spirits. Eh, Brom?” 
 
    Evaline laughed in spite of herself at their banter and rolled to face them. Brom was smiling, which pulled his scars in tightly on his features, and Korac as usual hid underneath his demon-faced helmet.  
 
    “Don’t you two ever get sweaty wearing that ridiculous armor?” she teased. 
 
    “The proverbial floodgates are open, little princess,” remarked Brom. A twinkle that she was beginning to enjoy brightened his eyes as his smile widened. 
 
    “And in the most unseemly of areas. Quite unpleasant isn’t it, Brom?” Korac said in feigned discomfort.  
 
    “Where are you spiriting me away to at this un-godliest of hours, gentleman? Are you ushering me away to freedom under the cover of shadow?” Evaline replied with mock hope in her voice.  
 
    “So, which one of us is the luckiest man in the world tonight, little princess?” Brom’s smile faltered a bit as he avoided the question. 
 
    “Hmmm… Well, since I don’t want either of you becoming distracted walking behind me with all this tantalizing hip swaying I‘ll be doing, I have to choose you both out of concern for all the walls you might be stumbling into.” Evaline felt only slightly disappointed that her new friends couldn’t set her free, so she kept up the pretense of being charming to mask her hurt. “Now out with you both so I can change into something more suited for strolling.” 
 
    Moments later she was dressed in tight fitting breeches, comfortable boots of a wonderful suede, and a long coat that kept out the cold dampness from the sea. This wasn’t the first time she had walked late at night with Brom and Korac. They enjoyed taking her to where they could get the best possible view of the moonlit ocean. She walked at a casual pace in between the two Demon Priests, who for some reason had become very quiet.  
 
    “There’s a particular balcony that has a breathtaking view of the sea I was hoping to show you,” Evaline prompted.  
 
    “I’m afraid we won’t be watching the waves tonight, little princess.”  
 
    There was a definite twinge of sorrow in Brom’s voice. They usually climbed to the highest points the Tower had to offer, but Brom and Korac led her deep into its belly this night. An ominous feeling crept over Evaline as they continued down spiraling staircase after spiraling staircase. The silence of Brom and Korac stretched on and on, only adding to her dread.  
 
    “We could wake up the kitchen staff and demand they make us a feast,” Evaline offered after several more minutes of terrifying silence.  
 
    She knew the path in which they were taking her. They were heading towards her father’s throne room and her veins turned into ice at the realization. 
 
    “I’m sorry, little princess. I truly am,” Brom responded grimly. 
 
    They finally came to a halt outside of the throne room’s giant metal doors. They were engraved with the ancient seal of Axion. The crest was an elaborate, multi-limbed tree that signified the strength of the tower and the branches that symbolized the ruling families that had governed from its once prominent seat.  
 
    Brom pounded on the door three times, his gauntlets echoing in rhythm with Evaline’s hammering heart.  
 
    The doors swung inward, revealing a lone man sitting on the steps leading to the throne. The forest of pillars surrounding the dais were spiraled with thousands of candles that projected an eerie incandescence on the figure. The elongated shadows cast by the pillars seemed to be drunken up greedily by the black armor he wore.  
 
    Evaline gasped and fought down the urge to vomit as two decapitated heads rose up from behind the throne. They began to levitate over Lord Dregan as he watched her from his perch. Even at this distance there was no mistaking her father’s face, but who was the other victim? A primitive urge to flee overcame her in that moment, but before she could act on the impulse, Brom spoke up like he could sense it in her. 
 
    “Don’t do anything foolish. Things could get… out of control if you’re not very careful, little princess.” 
 
    “Bring her to me,” Lord Dregan commanded in a frigid tone.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” Brom and Korac bowed and murmured as one.  
 
    As they approached Lord Dregan, Evaline squinted trying to identify the head belonging to the other head floating next to her father’s. The blue stones imbedded into Brom and Korac’s breast plates began to glow brighter as they approached, making it all but impossible to tell whom the poor person may have been.  
 
    By the time they stood a few feet away, the light had become so fulgent that it was painful to look at directly. A harsh guttural growling seemed to be emanating from the crystals, and both Brom and Korac were panting as though they had just drastically exerted themselves. They prostrated themselves before the Shadow Priest, and Evaline moved to emulate them. The merest shake of Brom’s head kept her on her feet, however.   
 
    “Take off your face, Korac,” commanded Lord Dregan. “I would look upon who you used to be.”  
 
    Korac flinched, but quickly obliged his master. As he unhooked a series of complex straps that connected the mask along the neck, a peculiar steam streamed forth as each clasp was undone. As he finished and lowered the demonic helm, Evaline couldn’t quite stifle the gasp she let out. Korac was perfection incarnate, with flowing black hair and crimson eyes. As she studied him further, something stood out even more than his stunning beauty, though. His eyes held in them a deep and terrible sadness. They were like the eyes that looked back at her from her own reflection in the mirror.  
 
    She looked to Brom, who shared Korac’s despondent gaze. Even in her own state of melancholy at her impending demise, her heart went out to them both for reasons she could hardly explain. Yes, these men had joked with her and been pleasant to converse with, but they were also her jailers and would be the men that escorted her to the gallows.  
 
    Lord Dregan sat with a sword that was blacker than a moonless evening lying across his armored thighs. He tapped his thumb on the hilt and studied all three of them with a deeply penetrating stare. That stare alternated in between that of a feral beast and a lucidity that appeared like he could read your very thoughts. These were the eyes of an utter madman she realized.   
 
    “You have done very well. Both of you have exceeded my expectations. Originally I was going to come here and slaughter all of you. Care to explain to our guest here why I had such murderous intentions towards the three of you?”  
 
    Evaline trembled from head to toe at the casual way Lord Dregan spoke of killing them. 
 
    “Because we failed to lure in Arius Jadestar, my Lord Dregan...” Brom began. 
 
    “My instructions were clear, were they not? You were told to capture my brother along with the princess and to hold them until my arrival. So why haven’t I laid waste to you then, Demon Priest?” 
 
    “We cannot comprehend why you have spared our lives, Lord Dregan.” Korac bowed his head to the floor as he responded.  
 
    Lord Dregan pulled forth from inside his gauntlet a crumpled piece of parchment and threw it into Brom‘s face.  
 
    “You did a fine job delivering me the head of Erantis. That was a mighty blow to the Circle of Seven. For that, you both will be rewarded handsomely.”  
 
    Evaline’s eyes bulged at hearing that the second of the disembodied heads belonged to Erantis, the Architect of Axion and a member of The Circle of Seven. 
 
    “As for King Jonarus’? Well, his usefulness has expired, so he will no longer be needed.”  
 
    That comment from Dregan didn’t even stir a reaction from the princess as she watched the heads bounce off one another like lazy fish in a pond.  
 
    “Read it aloud, Brom,” Dregan commanded, indicating the crumpled paper at the Demon Priest’s bowed head. Brom quickly snatched up the note and began to read.   
 
    “Brother, I am fully aware of your plot. There is no need for any further pretense between us. I have come for Evaline and nothing more. I know of your intentions to murder us both, but for honor’s sake I fully submit to you and your domain if you would spare her life in exchange for my own. I will meet you on the morrow at the Celestial Dunes on the outskirts of the city.  
 
    “From there I will hand myself over to you without resistance. I have arranged for my second in command to complete the exchange, myself for Evaline. If you are in accord with this agreement, I will see you at noon. Not a moment before, or after. If you fail to show up precisely at noon all terms are forfeit.”  
 
    As Brom finished the letter, Evaline was completely dumbstruck. 
 
    “The halfwit has decided to play the hero. How romantic that he would sacrifice himself on your behalf isn’t it, Princess Evaline?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Leldric Veus stood with his arms clasped behind his back, staring into his Well of Ancestors. Kable, his brutish Roan, crouched in the shadows awaiting orders. Leldric ignored the barbarian as he so often did. In his mind, Kable was like a quill, or a hammer. What thought did one have for such a tool? You only paid heed to it once it was needed.  
 
    The Power pulsed within the Well in rhythm with the beat of his heart. This was not a coincidence. He was tied body and soul to the Well, just like all the Zedd’Kaul who had escaped here to this world were tied to the Wells of their ancestors.  
 
    As he let the force of the Well wash over him, Leldric contemplated the last days of his home planet. Those had been desperate times, times where even the most optimistic souls had thought the Zedd‘Kaul race was doomed. That became true for many of the clans, as only the most powerful had endured while the world itself had rejected them.  
 
    An unknown and unstoppable force had drained away the energy of the Wells, a power the people of this world called Caster magic. Not only had the source of the Zedd’Kaul’s power been drained, but the rest of the world withered away, as well. The oceans had dried up in a matter of weeks, while the plant life and wildlife had died off not long thereafter. The worst of it had been the perpetual darkness that had ensued. An unnatural violet cloud cover had blocked out the sun for good those last few months, shrouding the world’s surviving inhabitants in a kind of blood-hued night. The Blood Sky, it had been called.  
 
    That’s when the creatures had come. They had been people once; of that Leldric was certain. What they became after was something so insidious, that no one had seen it coming.  
 
    But how could we have seen it coming? The clans had always been at odds, warring and vying for power over one another. We were blinded by our own ambitions, ignoring all else, because we were so sure we were the ultimate power in existence.  
 
    Thaumaturge was what he named himself. The mysterious newcomer had been a necromancer, and it was he who found a way to dry out the Wells and let the world die. Once the planet had begun to decompose, the vast population did the same. Many had turned against each other, and entire city’s succumbed to looting and anarchy. Others died of starvation or any number of other terrible tragedies once the Blood Sky came.  
 
    They didn’t stay dead, though. Billions were resurrected by Thaumaturge, and with the undead he forged himself an army even the mighty Zedd’Kaul could not hope to eradicate.  
 
    As one clan after another fell to the undead hordes, the five strongest forged an alliance in hopes of stopping Thaumaturge once and for all. Clans Veus, Roghuenoirr, Araghsar, Lanalis and Baidenagh had been at odds with each other for centuries, so it was with a grudging heart that these five rivals met in the city of Roghuenoirr for a final stand. It did not take long for the five clans to realize that their cohesively planned offensive had been a futile endeavor. The soldiers of the armies they had amassed became allies of the necromancer the moment they were slain, and the Wells themselves didn’t have enough energy for them to sustain any attacks using the Power of the Ancestors. All they could do was wait to die and become pawns of a villain they could not defeat.  
 
    An army beyond comprehension descended on Roghuenoirr and all hope seeped out of the congregation of clans. Araghsar, Lanalis, and Baidenagh were in agreement that the remaining power within the Wells should be used towards one last massive strike, destroying as much of the advancing army of dead as was possible. Clans Veus and Roghuenoirr were not so sure, however.  
 
    Part of the alliance pact they had all signed stated that all five clans had to be in unanimity to make a decision regarding the war effort. After a long and heated deliberation, it was decided that they would convene in one day’s time to decide what they would ultimately use the remaining energy for. 
 
    Leldric had an affinity for the stars and had spent most of his life gazing into the night’s sky wondering about other worlds and peoples that might exist beyond his own. He had scientists create giant looking glasses for him so he could look farther into the cosmos than anyone could have imagined. His desire to look even beyond what the looking glasses were capable of was what caused him to experiment using the Wells’ strength. Leldric had it in his head that he could open portals to other planets, and he spent decades trying and failing to accomplish this feat.  
 
    He never let his constant missteps frustrate him; instead, they fueled him and made him more steadfast. Each failed attempt brought him closer and closer to his goal. On three separate occasions, a window of sorts had opened for the briefest of times, giving him glimpses of worlds he knew to be within his own solar system because of his exhausting studies through his looking glasses.  
 
    The conundrum he faced was that he couldn’t sustain the portal he had opened outside of that marginal span of time. Try as he might, Leldric never was able to get past the energy restrictions that the Wells presented him. He knew that he would need the assistance of a different clan and would have to use the power of multiple Wells to succeed. The Powers of the Ancestors were jealously guarded, and the rifts that existed between the clans were prejudices he felt could never be disregarded. That was until that last day of the siege when he was finally afforded the opportunity he had waited decades for. 
 
    There was a daunting obstacle he needed to overcome first. The Ancients are the unquestioned leaders of every Zedd’Kaul clan. A council of three or four of the wisest elders compiles the hierarchy of leadership for the Kaul’Celum, a tradition that went back many millennia. Since he was only a few centuries old and was considered young and brazen by the Veus’ Ancients, it took a drastic move by Leldric to draw attention to himself at the final meeting.  
 
    Long hours had passed, and they were nowhere near a consensus vote and infighting began to occur. Old hatreds were coming to a head, and it looked as though the minute energies left within the Wells would be used to fight against each other instead of Thaumaturge. As the Ancients stood arguing at the top of their lungs and the alliance began to crumble, Leldric took the opportunity to open one of his windows right then and there. Perhaps because of his distress and frustrations, the portal remained open larger and longer than it ever had. Blissfully, it showed another world to the assemblage before it finally winked out.  
 
    From there it was easy convincing the Ancients of all the clans to lend Leldric their combined strength so they could perhaps find a new world to start over in. One of his looking glasses was constructed in short order, and the search began. With the borrowed energy, Leldric discovered he was able to do a magnitude of groundbreaking new things with the Power of the Ancestors. Among them, he was able to see boundlessly passed where the lenses limits ended. He was also able to conceive of a way to delve the planets he was finding for signs of life, comparable living conditions to his world and even whether or not the power of the Wells existed there.  
 
    Time was growing incredibly short, however. Thaumaturge’s army was literally on the doorstep of Roghuenoirr, and they invaded while Leldric was in the midst of his findings.  
 
    The ground trembled as the vast brigade of walking corpses finally burst into the city. Everyone but Leldric moved off in a fruitless effort to fight. Having spent hours seeking a suitable sanctuary, Leldric was on the verge of losing faith that somewhere could be found. He had been on the verge of giving up when he finally discovered a distant patch of sky he hadn‘t yet viewed.  
 
    Whatever it was that drew his eye to that world turned out to be the miracle he had sought. It was a planet that not only held the same kind of atmosphere as his own, but also contained a momentous bounty of the Power of the Ancestors.  
 
    The original plan had been to open a portal to the new world and send the clans through in an orderly fashion. Since everyone was spread out in the defense of Roghuenoirr, that became impossible. With his borrowed power coursing through him, he could pinpoint where all the clan members were individually, but he didn’t have enough time to spirit them away by plucking each person out one by one. If he did that, nearly everyone would be dead and all this would be for naught.  
 
    Leldric thought furiously of a way to transport everyone through, but could come up with nothing as the panic and anxiety he was feeling was making him dull. Tense minutes dragged by as he listened to the sounds of violence and destruction that were drawing nearer. Finally, in an act of complete and utter desperation, he knew what he had to do.  
 
    Only a small fraction of the enemy force had entered the city. It would be a manageable foe once the Zedd’Kaul were able to tap into their new home’s nearly endless supply of Well energy. So without a second thought, Leldric drew forth every last drop of the Power of the Ancestors that remained on his dying world and he transported the entire city of Roghuenoirr, including every Zedd’Kaul and undead fighter that were within its mighty walls, into the unknown.  
 
    They had escaped certain doom at the hands of Thaumaturge, but in his haste to flee he and the surviving Zedd’Kaul had emerged into a new world, bringing their war with them.  
 
    The Roan became the collateral damage of a conflict that they never could have predicted. Roghuenoirr sprung into existence within sight of a thriving desert oasis. It had been the largest city by far on the Zedd’Kaul home world, but it was dwarfed by Mayora.   
 
    The undead legion that had made the trip with the five clans became mindless without Thaumaturge’s guidance, and they attacked not only the Zedd’Kaul but also the warlike goliath’s home city. With a new store of power, the five clans rallied and annihilated their foes and moved to help their unwitting new neighbors immediately. The Roan viewed both the undead and the Zedd’Kaul as an invading force and took up arms to defend Mayora.  
 
    The Zedd’Kaul assisted in their defense and never raised a hand to harm them, but there was no convincing the hulks that the clans were not their enemies. The language barrier as well as the bizarre state of their arrival caused the Roan to distrust the Zedd’Kaul, and they attacked the clans in force, nearly leading to the Roan’s total extinction. With the Power of the Ancestors, they had been no match for the Zedd’Kaul.  
 
    The Roan hadn’t cared that they were outclassed; they seemed intent to fight to the last man. Exhausted from the previous war and not wanting to wipe out an entire race, the clans again convened and sought a solution to this new quandary. In the end, The Oath Pact was drawn up. A way to communicate with the Roan was developed, and emissaries went forth to speak the terms.  
 
    “To unquestioningly fight for and die for our Zedd’Kaul masters. To protect and honor them when they are defenseless against a foe. One Roan to watch over one Zedd’Kaul for as long as they draw breath in this existence.” The Roan had to be almost slaughtered into extinction, but in the end, they bent the knee.  
 
    The two races now lived in relative harmony. The clans were all thriving and had grown considerably once the peoples of this world had leant their genes to expand the race. Eventually Roghuenoirr had been swallowed up by a growing Mayora, and even the other nations of Gaelaria had accepted the Zedd’Kaul, albeit grudgingly. Peace had been obtained, for a time. 
 
    Now things were much the same as they had been back at home. A powerful tyrant was hellsbent on world domination, and the inhabitants of this world had been forced to hide in their Seven Cities. Kable could feel his anger mount and he took a defensive stance, looking around for a possible threat. 
 
    “Settle yourself,” Leldric commanded quietly.  
 
    The Roan did so, but Leldric felt his reluctance.                
 
    Soon we will fight, he sent to Kable.  
 
    This time would be different. The Zedd’Kaul were not helpless against this new threat, this Duncar magic. The Power of the Ancestors will stop it; Leldric had no doubts about it. Tearing his eyes from the Well, Leldric strode to the window that overlooked the sea, staring at the storm clouds that had blotted out the sun that day. In his mind’s eye, those clouds were The Blood Sky.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Loren cringed as she struck the Healer in the back of the head, rendering her unconscious. 
 
     “Jenukai, forgive me for that one,” she muttered, extinguishing her belvedere and tossing it aside.  
 
    She took a quick, cautionary glance around to make sure she hadn’t been seen. She deftly lifted the motherly looking woman onto her shoulder and swiftly ducked into the shadows of the alley where she had been waiting for her to appear.   
 
    Two nights she had watched the Healer come and go from this destitute district in the Kahmay section of Jenukai City, learning her routine and her mannerisms. It was always wise to study someone’s nuances if you were going to impersonate them. Cyus had always said so. Loren felt bad for having to resort to knocking her senseless; this particular Healer went out of her way to treat sick children, and Loren had a soft spot for little ones.  
 
    This Healer was the only one she had tracked that went about without an escort these days. Over a dozen Healers had been killed, and they were taking precautions now. She would have rather gone about it any other way, but she hadn’t found a means to get her hands on one of these crimson robes otherwise. All the tailors she had approached thought it too taboo to make duplicates of the Healer garb because of how revered the shamans were. Loren couldn’t blame them; they were just being superstitious. Even though her master scoffed at it as an atheist, she herself was very religious, so she couldn’t begrudge people that. 
 
    Thinking of Cyus was an easy way to get distracted. They had become something more than student and teacher, though it galled her sometimes to admit it. The man never said a word about it, but she knew that he saw them as something much more. Loren loved him in turn, but labeling it was more than she could bear at times. Cyus was everything she wanted: loyal, understanding, tender, and extraordinarily intelligent. That didn’t stop her from keeping him at arm’s length when she could help it.  
 
    Loren supposed it was because of the person she had become after she had found her calling. She hadn’t always been strongwilled and independent. In fact, she had been a reckless youth with little care for her future, or for anything else, for that matter.   
 
    Barely into her womanhood, she had been orphaned, leaving her homeless and with nowhere to go. She had turned to street opiates, and that had been her only way to dull the loss of her parents. She had resorted to petty thievery and eventually prostitution to stay in her drugged state. Soon she became pregnant, and with nothing left to barter with, she sold her newborn son to the highest bidder right after she had given birth. It was a thought that overwhelmed her and made her nauseous even now, but at the time, in her nihilistic state she had done what would keep her sedated.     
 
    It was Cyus who had saved her from herself. He was tracking a rapist at the time, one whom had cornered her in an alley not unlike this one. Loren had been catatonic from the opiates and didn’t give any resistance as he was about to have his way with her. Loren didn’t remember much of the event, other than waking up in Cyus’ apartment and having heavy withdrawals from the drugs. It was the most hellacious experience of her life, besides abandoning her boy.  
 
    Still, those weeks had been nothing but unimaginable pain and a desperate need for even the smallest of tastes of the opiates to make her feel better. She had cried endlessly, raging at Cyus, beating on him, throwing things, and even resorting to biting and scratching him. Instead of lashing out in return, he had taken it all in stride. He sat there through the long nights cleaning up after she got sick and ignoring her tirades of vicious name calling. He had been so patient while waiting for her to get better.  
 
    During the withdrawals she had loathed him, viewing him as a cruel warden that kept her from her selfish wants. As time crept by and he continued to care for her asking for nothing in return, she began to ponder what this stranger was all about. Yes, he had saved her, but what agenda did he covet when it came to her? He never seemed to leave, always keeping a careful eye on her. It took her weeks to look past her hatred and distrust, but when she finally grew curious enough to ask him about his profession, Cyus was the one who broached the subject instead.   
 
    He recounted engrossing tale after engrossing tale of the murders, thieves, and crimes he had helped solve or squander. He told her of his training alongside Dain and how it had been his lifelong ambition to join the ranks of the Inspectors. Loren wanted to trust this man, but after years spent on the streets cavorting with unsavory and ruthless people, she demanded proof of his stories.  
 
    That’s when it all began. Cyus took her under his wing and showed her all the tricks of his trade. Loren became his apprentice, and they had been an inseparable duo ever since. He was always remarking on what a natural she was and how quickly she adapted to the situations they found themselves in. He started using terminology like prodigy and more than that, equal. He was always telling her that he trusted her more than anyone alive, even Dain.  
 
    “And if he found out what you were doing tonight, he would wring your neck,” Loren grumbled again, exerting herself slightly as she disrobed the Healer.  
 
    In less than a minute, she was dressed in the crimson robes, hood up with the actual Healer strapped to a cart she had hidden behind some waste bins in the alley. It was not an uncommon sight to see a Healer carting about a patient, even a late hour such as this one. The few pedestrians she saw about gave her a wide, respectful berth. After a few blocks, she came to the establishment she sought.  
 
    The dark-skinned guard watching the entrance to the tavern gave her a wary look, immediately recognizing the outfit of her station and seeing the unresponsive woman lying on the curricle behind Loren. 
 
    “Watch her a moment, will you?” Loren said in her stateliest voice, tucking her chin so her face was absolutely hidden in her cowl. She was well known at this tavern, and it wouldn’t do to have Cyus finding out she had been here tonight.   
 
    “Y-y-yes ma’am!” the man stammered. 
 
    Loren chuckled to herself seeing Cyus’ cousin sweat and shift about nervously as he followed the order. She moved to the back door of the tavern, striding with purpose the way she had seen all Healers walk, and pounded on it. She didn’t have to wait long for a response. After about a minute, a harassed looking middle aged woman with a tangled gray bun and chocolate colored skin banged open the door.  
 
    “Who in the hells is making so much damn racket at my damn backdoor?”  
 
    Joisanne was Cyus’ mother and proprietor of the tavern, the Run Rummer. She didn’t even look up from the ledger she was scrutinizing. 
 
    Loren cleared her throat dramatically, seizing the woman’s full attention. Joisanne looked up sharply, and her mouth dropped open satisfyingly. Loren loved this woman like she was her own mother, and Joisanne treated her like a daughter, but Loren did enjoy her practical jokes. 
 
    “Pardon, mistress, I meant no disrespect. There’s no one injured inside, so if you were called here by mistake, I humbly apologize and beg forgiveness.”  
 
    It truly is amazing how someone can become so polite and well-spoken when they believe they are in trouble, thought Loren.  
 
    Unable to contain her laughter a moment longer, Loren threw back her hood and watched Joisanne’s expression transform from humble, to outrage, to chagrin, to disapproval, and finally to outright amusement in the span of a few blinks. That reaction was worth the mummery ten times over in Loren’s opinion. She laughed until her sides hurt.  
 
    “Now, you cut that noise right now, girl. I don’t know what got into you tonight pulling such a childish prank, but you better take that robe off before you get into real trouble!”  
 
    Joisanne was back to her usual self, glaring and tapping her foot.  
 
    “All you need to know is that there’s a woman being watched over in the front by Manor. See that she gets to a doctor or a real Healer; she’s going to have a nasty bump on her head when she comes to.”  
 
    “Alright, girl, come to think about it I don’t even want to know what you’re up to. Not in the least bit.”  
 
    “Has Cyus come looking for me?” Loren asked, trying to seem aloof.  
 
    “He was here an hour ago. Don’t worry though, he won’t hear about this from me. Now, get going. You’re keeping me from my inventory.”  
 
    And with that Joisanne slammed the door in her face.  
 
    A giddiness crept over Loren. She was about to do some real Inspector work, unsupervised for the first time in her life. She was determined to show Cyus that she was just as capable on her own as she was with him at her side.  
 
    Cyus and Dain had been collaborating endlessly trying to track down the serial murderer who had targeted the Healers, so Loren found herself running errands for them. While she was out, she just happened to take a little longer than was necessary so she could snoop things out on her own a bit. Tonight she meant to put her findings to use.  
 
    For one, she’d found out that there was a particular neighborhood near Jenukai Fortress that the Healers avoided nearly all together now. Five of the murders had happened in the vicinity, so Loren decided she was going to go make herself the bait, hopefully drawing the psychopath directly to her. The thought simultaneously excited and terrified her.  
 
    The neighborhood in question was about thirty minutes away; she made it in ten. From there, her task was making her presence known and obvious. The most hardened, cutthroat, and lowliest criminals wouldn’t touch a Healer, so it was clear she had reeled in her fish after a surprisingly short amount of time.  
 
    The moons were high and bright tonight, so her costume was obvious to anyone that would be looking for her. Footsteps beyond her own echoed on the cobblestones of the street behind her, but they kept a narrow yet steady distance. Loren made sure to take a few unnecessary twists and turns onto other streets just to be certain it was her mark that paced her.  
 
    Before long, she could hear a man’s voice muttering harshly, like he was having an argument with someone. As Loren walked, she listened more carefully, just in case she had missed a second culprit stalking her. After a few minutes of straining, she realized whoever this man was, he was in the habit of conversing vigorously with himself.  
 
    He must be a true madman, then.  
 
    Her pulse began to race in increased excitement. Seeing a wall off to her left, Loren slowed just enough to the point where she saw her pursuer, letting him know in no uncertain terms that she knew he was following. The man had only one arm, but he held a sword. Loren broke for the wall. 
 
    She crested the wall and dropped into a yard of some sort. There were crates stacked all along the side that extended out towards a grassed area. Lifting a cudgel from her pants’ back pocket, she waited for the murderer. Despite his handicap, he had no trouble getting over. He landed, and she could hear him talking quite clearly. 
 
    “We’ll gut this bitch good, mark my words… Yes, you’re always right… Of course, it will be just like the others… Oh yes, you will love all the blood.”                
 
    As the maniac came closer and closer, Loren’s pulse began to pound inside her ears and sweat glazed her palms. She quickly removed the robe, breath coming to her raggedly in anticipation of what she had planned. Luckily, she was hidden very well, and her culprit passed by without seeing her. The moment he went by she threw the cloak over his head and he swung wildly with his sword. With that she connected roughly with the cudgel squarely with his temple. He went down in a heap.  
 
    Loren moved to see who he was when out of the shadows near the wall came a familiar smooth voice. 
 
    “Well done, my love,” Cyus clapped with mimed politeness.  
 
    Loren nearly jumped out of her skin.  
 
    “How long have you been there?” she demanded. 
 
    “Oh, right around the time you knocked that poor Healer woman senseless. You’re two for two, I see,” Cyus replied, unamused.  
 
    “And you didn’t stop me?” Loren asked with incredulity. 
 
    “You seemed to have things well in hand. Shall we see who the culprit is?” 
 
    In her surprise, Loren had almost forgotten she had caught the murderer. She and Cyus walked over together, and he kicked away the sword making sure the man couldn’t grab it. For the first time Loren noticed a skull on the hilt. He lay face down, and Cyus rolled him over with a booted foot, pulling off the Healer robe.  
 
    “Do you recognize him?” Loren asked once the man was on his back.  
 
    Before he could answer, a manic cackling broke the silence of the empty yard. The one armed serial killer was out cold, so the sound couldn’t have come from him. Cyus and Loren looked about, but could not pinpoint where it was coming from. The sound set Loren on edge, and she huddled closer to Cyus.  
 
    “Come on, my love. Let’s get him bound and get out of here,” Cyus said, wrapping a protective arm around her shoulder. 
 
    Just then the sword floated up of its own accord and stabbed Cyus through his middle. Loren’s scream warred with the mad cackling for domination in the night.  
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    “I still think it would look more convincing if you were bound and gagged.” Xavian tried to make a joke, but he said it in such a strained voice that Arius cocked an eyebrow at his friend.  
 
    “Thanks for trying to alleviate the palpable tension, my friend. And perhaps a good spanking to go along with it? No, thank you,” Arius retorted, gritting and showing his teeth in an attempt at a very forced smile.  
 
    In accordance with the prisoner exchange, Arius stood armored but unarmed. Xavian, on the other hand, was allowed to be accoutered as he saw fit. Xavian had his bow and quiver at the ready, along with various knives hidden amongst his person. Only Rotu accompanied them, as Arius would not be leaving here.  
 
    It was approaching noon, and the sun was nearly at its peak, though it was difficult to tell because of the dark blanket of cloud cover. They stood facing the city about twelve miles away in an area called The Celestial Dunes. The landscape surrounding Axion was all heavily forested hills, but during The Roan Wars, the militaristic giants who had become slaves to the Zedd’Kaul had made their camp on this very spot, besieging Axion for close to two years. Since then, no trees or plant life of any kind had regrown. It left this square mile of land quite dead.  
 
    It was here they awaited Dregan and Evaline‘s arrival from the clearest vantage point of the city that they could find.                
 
    It wasn‘t just the dire prospect of the meeting with Dregan that had him on edge as he looked up and scowled at the clouds. Even though he had grown up here, Arius had loathed the weather of this place. The continual darkness had always dampened his spirits and grated his nerves.  
 
    “At least the infernal rain has finally stopped. I was starting to think--”  
 
    Arius cut off what he was about to say as he watched a flash of gold streak skyward, followed by two lesser, darker specks. The avian trio climbed steeply from the middle of the city from near the tower towards the dreary gray that constantly enveloped the city.  
 
    Dregan was coming.  
 
    Their banter was immediately extinguished, and Arius’ heart began to riot inside of his chest. A cold sweat broke out, beading on his brow, and in his peripheral vision he glimpsed Xavian tense and clench his jaw. The time for this inevitable confrontation was now at hand.  
 
    Arius and Xavian stood as though they were in a mausoleum, quiescent and austere, watching intently as his brother drew closer by the second. In a few short moments, Dregan and his Gold dragon bore down upon them, flanked by two Black dragons. The arrival of the three dragons kicked up blinding amounts of sand despite the wetness from the earlier showers, and a whirlwind bore down on the dunes. The sandstorm that ensued caused them to lift thick veils they had tailored that morning using cloth from their blankets at the inn. Despite the effort, they were unable to stave off the worst of the conditions.  
 
    After an annoying onslaught of coughing and the tumult of the mud and sand had died down, Arius got his first look at Dregan. It had been many years since the estranged brothers had come face to face with one another. Nothing could have prepared Arius for the hate, fear, anxiety, relief, elation, and a score of other emotions he couldn’t quite decipher that washed over him in that moment. Arius was forced to lock his knees to avoid stumbling due to the shock that threatened to overwhelm him. He couldn’t afford to look weak in front of Dregan. Not now, not ever.  
 
    Dregan had always been renowned for his striking good looks, but the face that locked stares with Arius was gaunt and skull-like. Those gray-green eyes which had always been piercing now sat in craglike hollows. Deep lines creased from the corners of his eyes and mouth, giving him the appearance that an unhinged sculptor had frantically chiseled him to life.  
 
    Tapping as much unchecked Duncar magic as Dregan is capable of must have adverse effects, Arius thought to himself with a sort of grim satisfaction.  
 
    Despite all those shocking outward changes, one thing remained the same about his brother: he displayed that infuriatingly audacious smirk Arius was so accustomed to. That knowing smile coupled with his Shadow Priest armor made Dregan appear imperiously intimidating astride his golden mount. Arius had only seen this breed of dragon in his nightmares, and it shone like a molten sun despite their overcast surroundings.  
 
    On either side of his brother on Black dragons were the Demon Priests Lint had warned them about. They both wore the black armor of their trade that held a cerulean gem the size of a fist in the middle of their breast plates where their hearts would be. Arius noted that the shards pulsated and glowed ever so slightly.  
 
    The person to Dregan’s left hid their features behind a monstrous helm that took on the likeness of a demon, while the man to the right had scars crisscrossed all over his face. His hair was dyed a putrid green that was pulled into an intricate braid, adding to the shock value. The man with the green hair winked and blew Arius a kiss. Beside him Arius felt Xavian raising his bow and reaching for his quiver in reaction to the gesture. Arius gave the most infinitesimal shake of his head to prevent any premature violence.  
 
    Usually such a slight would have had Arius’ blood boiling, but he had disregarded the insult the moment it had occurred. Evaline had chosen that very instant to poke her head out from behind the man with the green hair, and Arius had little care for anything else that had transpired. Somehow he forgot how to breathe and his mouth had gone dry instantly. If he thought his heart was drumming at the notion of coming face to face with Dregan, it was nothing compared to the explosion that had ensued beneath his sternum at the sight of his betrothed. Arius hadn’t remembered her being this stunning. 
 
    He quickly scanned her statuesque face and found that she was unharmed on the surface. Only then did his lungs begin to cooperate as he sighed in relief and felt a tension he had not noticed previously melt away. Evaline regarded him with pursed lips and a cool expression in turn. Strangely she clutched to the man with the green hair as if for comfort. 
 
    “Remove your veil, brother. I would like to see how the years have treated the savior of Gaelaria, the mighty General Arius Jadestar.”               
 
    Reluctantly, Arius tore his eyes away from Evaline to regard Dregan once more, all but ripping his veil from his face and tossing it aside.  
 
    “I didn’t come here to be goaded, Dregan. Set Evaline free and I will take her place. After the exchange is made, you and I will have plenty of time for pleasantries, I‘m sure.”  
 
    “I’m sure we’re going to have endless amounts of fun reminiscing, little brother.  We have business to conclude first.”  
 
    Dregan nodded, and the man with the green hair and his companion dismounted, landing effortlessly after the lofty drop from their steeds. Evaline stayed astride his mount and shifted about nervously.  
 
    Arius scowled as the man sauntered over. As the Demon Priests approached, Arius studied his foes’ dragons in an effort to ignore his growing angst.  
 
    The Black breed was Arius’ personal favorite, so it galled him to see rivals use something he was so familiar with and cherished. The two Black dragons stood roughly thirty feet tall, and their wingspan was almost as long. Arius favored this species because of their loyalty and ferocity in battle. They weren’t the most agile fliers like Blue dragons, but they rode the winds like a tempest nonetheless. These particular two sat on their haunches with wings folded inward over their plated skin, watching with carnivorous eyes. They were well trained as they sat nearly motionless during the proceedings, growling softly in the deep and guttural way of dragons.  
 
    Dregan’s Gold dragon was another story. As far as Arius knew, there was not another like it in all the world. Out of all the traditional breeds, Black, Red, Green and Blue, the Black was the largest. This Gold dwarfed any Black that Arius had ever seen by a wide margin. The beast stood nearly fifty feet tall, and its vivid sun-gold wings stretched as wide as Alrukar was tall. As Arius stood in the shadow of this magnificent creature, it made him feel very small. More than that, watching Dregan lounge astraddle this beautiful monstrosity made him wonder if this was a fool’s errand.  
 
    Who could best someone who has tamed that?  
 
    The arrival of the Demon Priests brought Arius back to the here and now. He fought down an urge to spit at their feet, especially the man with the green hair. Arius disliked the man intensely since first seeing him, and under different circumstances he would have gladly pulled forth his sword to engage the man in mortal combat. Instead, he stood unarmed awaiting the encounter.  
 
    “Shall I search him, or would you like to do the honors, Korac?” 
 
    “You know me. I wouldn’t mind a chance to grope one as pretty as he, but the way he is looking at you, I’d say you’re more his type, Brom.”  
 
    “Aye, can’t keep his eyes off me, can he? Well, that’s no surprise now is it? Must be my scars; they always make me look so endearing. Wouldn’t you agree, Korac?” 
 
    “I’m a hopeless romantic myself, so I’d like to think that it must be your charisma and wit. Whatever it is, I’ve always envied your ability to make such a pleasant first impression, Brom.” 
 
    Arius and Xavian exchanged baffled looks. Neither had known quite what to expect out of this meeting, but the unadulterated sarcasm exuded by the Demon Priests definitely caught them off guard.  
 
    “Just get this over with,” Arius growled.  
 
    “He has quite the rude temperament, doesn’t he? Looks like we’ll be doing the princess a huge favor by keeping her from marrying someone who is prone to such brash demands, eh, Korac?”  
 
    In the blink of an eye, Xavian knocked an arrow, drawing and holding the string taut against his cheek. He stepped forward with the tip held directly in front of Brom’s eye smoothly and steadily, ready to fire. Behind them, Rotu roared and stomped his feet as he was fueled by his master’s mood. It caused the earth and sand to shift roughly. All three of the Duncar steeds took up the course as well. Over the deafening roars Xavian spoke clearly and dangerously.  
 
    “No more talk. Our truce be damned, if one more word escapes your arrogant lips, I’ll plant this arrow into your brain.” 
 
    Brom didn’t blink, but he did nod. His comrade held up both of his hands and said, “Peace friend, there’s no need for any of that now. We are going to make sure Jadestar here is unarmed and then we’ll do this nice and easy. We’ll meet halfway, exchanging the princess for him and we can all walk our separate paths. Isn’t that right, Brom?” 
 
    Again Brom nodded as he took a half step away from the arrow. Arius reached out and gently laid his hand on Xavian’s arm, pressing down so he lowered the weapon.  
 
    “He’s right. Let’s not endanger her life over something as miniscule as wounded pride.”  
 
    Arius stepped forward with his arms outstretched, offering himself to be frisked. In seconds the helmed Demon Priest patted him down thoroughly and discovered that he was in fact unarmed. Brom nodded and turned to Dregan, who returned the nod, seemingly satisfied. Both Demon Priests hurried over and helped Evaline dismount. As they led her over, they stopped exactly halfway between the parties. 
 
    “I sure hope that this works.”  
 
    “Me too,” Arius answered, squaring his shoulders and steeling himself for what was about to come.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Evaline visibly trembled as she stood waiting in between the Demon Priests. Though she looked stately in a lush lavender dress, she also looked very small and fragile in that moment. Arius wanted to comfort her in some way as they finally reached her, but he was feeling far from confident himself. Besides, that cool look she kept shooting in his direction kept his mouth firmly clamped.  
 
    “Alright, archer. We will do this as one,” Brom stated. 
 
    “On three, then,” Xavian agreed.  
 
    As the countdown reached three, Brom bent down and whispered something to Evaline, and she giggled in response. A spike of jealousy shot through Arius at the exchange.  
 
    “Don’t just stand there gaping like a fool, get moving!” Xavian growled, prodding him in the back with his bow. “And Arius… good luck,” he said more somberly at his retreat.  
 
    Stumbling a bit as he moved onward to take Evaline’s place, he locked eyes with her and as they walked passed one another. He gave her a sanguine smile and a nod in an effort to convey some confidence. Her reaction was worth it; she actually smiled warmly in return and said, “Thank you, Arius.” 
 
    Hearing his name in that rich melodic voice gave him some actual strength and the focus he needed to get through this. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” Arius responded more for himself than for her benefit. 
 
    Evaline looked perplexed, but she joined Xavian and the two of them hurried back to his waiting dragon, Rotu. The two of them didn’t waste any time and for that Arius was grateful. Both were mounting the Blue dragon while Arius took his sweet time ambling like Brom had over to his captors.  
 
    “Hurry it up!” Brom yelled at him. 
 
    Instead, Arius stopped dead in his tracks, looking over his shoulder as Xavian and Evaline took flight on the speedy Blue dragon. Raising a hand in farewell, he stood like that until they had flown out of sight. Brom continued his verbal bombardment, but Arius fastidiously ignored him. He concentrated solely on the two who had escaped.  
 
    Only a few minutes passed, but Arius was sure they were at a safe enough distance by now. It was time.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll let you take me today, Dregan,” Arius said over Brom, who blanched and sputtered at his interruption.  
 
    “Is that so, little brother? I fail to see how you have a say, or any alternatives in the matter. Care to let us in on your little secret?” Dregan laughed like it was the funniest thing in all the world.  
 
    “Absolutely.” It was Arius’ turn to sound amused now.   
 
    Readying his Elemancy, Arius crouched, clapped his hands, and placed his palms to the soil of the dunes. Using fire, he flash-cooked the sand, creating a massive sheet of glass that extended in front of him and deep into the ground. Clapping again, he used a mixture of earth and air to rip the giant boulder of crystal he had created from the dunes. The slab itself was only slightly smaller than Dregan’s Gold dragon, so heaving it took every last bit of his Elemantic energy.  
 
    The giant projectile rocketed towards Dregan, while Brom and Korac barely had a chance to react. Needing to rest his Elemancy for at least a few hours, Arius tapped his Adimus Aura and cast forth a mountainous energy blast that shattered the glassy missile into millions of razor-sharp pieces of shrapnel. Korac and his Black dragon took the brunt of the attack, and a flood of scarlet tore across the landscape, blanketing the dunes in gallons of dragon’s blood. The beast and its master had been reduced to what could only be described as a gargantuan pile of steaming meat.  
 
    Unfortunately, Dregan had cast forth some sort of shield which had blocked him and Brom from certain destruction. Brom’s dragon, however, did not escape. The poor Black dragon was riddled with cuts and lay on the sand bleeding out and breathing shallowly. Finally it lay still, its suffering ended.  
 
    No counterattack came. For a few heartbeats, everyone stood stupefied by the magnitude of violence that had just occurred. Even Arius, who had initiated the attack, was dumbfounded by how successful it had been.  
 
    But that didn’t last long. Brom snapped out of his stupor first, and with an ear-splitting, inhuman howl, he gave birth to his demon in a fulgid aura of blue.  
 
    Arius somehow knew Dregan would live, but he had hoped neither of the Demon Priests would survive the onslaught of his surprise attack. That didn’t mean he wasn’t prepared for the event should they remain, however.  
 
    He sent for Alrukar, who was buried in his Genai Sphere form just behind him at the spot where he and Xavian had been waiting with Rotu. His Black dragon erupted forth already in his Defender form, sword in hand flipping and twisting as he landed at Arius’ side. If Brom was surprised, it didn’t show as he rushed Arius. His demon, in contrasting behavior, prowled slowly, stalking Alrukar.   
 
    In the few seconds it took before Brom launched himself at Arius, he caught sight of the beginnings of perhaps the most ferocious fight that had ever transpired. Alrukar in his Defender Form was more than ten feet tall and wore incredibly detailed and bulky armor. His size notwithstanding, he moved as gracefully and swiftly as the wind itself. The demon that engaged him was of roughly the same size but was comprised of jaggedly sharp plated armor, fangs, and claws. If Alrukar was the wind, this creature was the storm that rode those currents. Arius tried to keep track of their movements, but it was lost to him.  
 
    The Link would keep him aware of the situation no matter the outcome, so he put Alrukar from his mind for the moment and concentrated on his own ensuing fight.    
 
    Dregan seemed more entertained than anything else, and he didn’t move to intercede at all. Arius had anticipated this as well. Knowing an enemy as well as he did Dregan made battle strategy extremely convenient. Dregan looked like he was enjoying a Ryuken tournament in a luxury box as opposed to someone who was engaged in conflict.  
 
    Arius would give him a show all the same. In the rage of losing his compatriot and his Black dragon, all the whimsical rhetoric had died on Brom’s tongue. Arius took the opportunity to land a few verbal jabs of his own. 
 
    “If I had known that’s what it would have taken to shut you up, I would have slaughtered them from the get-go.”  
 
    Brom didn’t have any discernible weaponry, and Arius soon discovered why. As he lunged for Arius’ throat, his black gauntleted hands stretched and transformed themselves into monstrous claws that looked sharper than knives. Arius ducked and spun out of the way but not before being cut deeply behind his right ear down onto his collarbone. A savagery replaced the humanity behind Brom’s eyes, and the scars, which had just been ugly before, added to the inhumanity of his bestial fighting style. It took all of the dexterity and cunning that Arius possessed to keep from being sliced into a dozen thin strips. Still he goaded the Demon Priest on. 
 
    “Was that your friend that I turned into dog meat over there?” 
 
    He sidestepped and dodged another barrage of claws, except this time he had his opponent’s timing down better and didn’t receive any damage. Evade, retreat, taunt. That was his tactic for now.  
 
    “That’s the flaw with you Demon Priests, isn’t it? Your kind is always relying on your demon to do your dirty work.”   
 
    Arius began to laugh at Brom as his assaults became wilder and sloppier. He effortlessly avoided all the attempts to maim him that this foe had to offer. In the distance Dregan laughed, too, clapping as though this were some marvelous game they were all playing. Brom was panting with exertion and was slowing dramatically, but to him this was no game. He had put everything he had into trying to defeat Arius.. 
 
    “You should have stayed away from her,” Arius stated coldly. 
 
    With that, Brom lunged one last time, and Arius sent one word to Alrukar through the Link. The Black dragon was still tussling with the nightmarish demon, but it soon wouldn‘t matter.  
 
    Sword!  
 
    Without hesitation, his dragon threw his weapon straight and true. Arius scrambled behind his adversary, snatching a hold of that ridiculous green braid, and he leapt to meet Alrukar’s airborne blade, dragging Brom with him. In one canny move, Arius caught the oversized sword and cleaved his foe’s head from his neck mid-flight. Brom’s body hit the ground at the same time he landed, panting from adrenaline and from the fight itself.  
 
    Arius raised his butchered prize aloft by the braid for Dregan to see as it bled freely onto his arm and torso. Dregan locked eyes with him in that instant, and Arius took the opportunity to spit and chuck Brom’s head aside.  
 
    The moment Brom had been decapitated, his demon had disappeared and died with him. Arius commanded through the Link that Alrukar return to his Dragon Form. A blazing flash occurred, coupled with a sound like lightning crackled and a haze of smoke billowed forth. Where an armored warrior once stood was now a Black dragon in all its glory. Alrukar roared mightily, and fire flared from his nostrils as he echoed his master’s triumph.  
 
    “So I suppose I am next?” Dregan inquired 
 
    The wound on his neck stung and throbbed badly. It was bleeding quite extensively, and he was getting lightheaded as a result. Luckily, Arius had the barest trickle of Elemancy left to him.  
 
    Using fire to heat the flat of Alrukar’s sword until it was red and angry, he pressed it to the gash, cauterizing it. His fleshed made a sickening sizzling sound and hissed gruesomely. For an instant, he teetered on the edge of unconsciousness. He shook his head to maintain his senses and gritted his teeth against the pain, trying to ignore the cooking smell that reached his nostrils. Finally, he hooked the great sword onto his back, as ready as he would ever be for this confrontation.  
 
    “Now that it appears I won’t bleed out, it seems the most logical thing to do, doesn’t it? Care to meet me in the sky?”  
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.”  
 
    Dregan smirked, and The Shadow Priest kicked his Gold dragon into motion. The impossibly wide wings sprang out in response. The indomitable force kicked up a flurry of sand as the Gold dragon beat its wings, lifting Dregan upward. His brother ascended quickly, so Arius sprinted to Alrukar and climbed into his saddle faster than he ever had in all his years as a Gunner to keep pace. Dregan was already circling far above as Arius finally flew to meet him.  
 
    The saddle for a dragon was a complex thing. It was located on the second vertebrae of the dragon’s spinal column and was more like a bucket with leg holes than anything else. The intricate series of leather straps crossed his shoulders, chest, and lap, which left his arms free for swordplay or wielding his magical abilities. Arius had just fastened the last of the buckles as he finally made it eye level with Dregan.  
 
    The air was much colder up here, and the wind was far harsher. A lot of Gunners wore goggles when they flew, but Arius had learned a trick using his Elemancy that continually shielded his eyes from the onslaughts of nature while he was airborne.  
 
    Arius was reminded of a particular recurring nightmare as he and Dregan circled one another a mile over the ground. He did his best to dispel those thoughts, but with little success. Seeing that Gold in action was a far too surreal encounter. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, Arius again reached into the depths of his immense store of battle energy, and he let loose a blaze of energy that would have unseated him in an instant had he not been strapped in. Dregan, flying around fifty feet away, spotted it and easily dove to avoid it.  
 
    The attack hadn’t really been meant to succeed, as Arius was testing the Gold dragon’s agility. It was as he feared: Dregan had the advantage in that department. Alrukar would be outclassed in every facet of aerial combat, it seemed.  
 
    Again, Arius had foreseen this, so he did what one could only do when they were ridiculously outgunned and unmatched. He attacked full bore, catching Dregan off guard.  
 
    Arius dove directly at him, and Alrukar belched cascades of flame while he himself throttled him with an unrelenting cannonade of Adimus Aura-based energy strikes. The blitzkrieg had the desired effect: Dregan was forced to turtle up and shield himself to avoid being annihilated outright, or unsaddled so he plummeted to his death. After two more passes like that, Arius had him on the run.  
 
    Dregan dove and darted in and out of the cloud cover as he tried to create enough distance for himself so that he could counterattack, but Arius never relented. The Duncar shield Dregan was utilizing was impregnable, but it was wearing down. It had once covered the Shadow Priest and his Gold dragon both, but now it only covered Dregan. Arius was landing strikes on the Gold dragon and wounding it ever so slightly.  
 
    The problem with fighting at this pace was that it was impossible to sustain this kind of brutality. Arius felt himself wearing down, and Alrukar was wearing down with him. It wouldn’t be long before he would be completely drained of all his magic, and he and Alrukar would become nothing more than target practice.  
 
    Dregan was putting on a display of defensive flying that was nothing short of genius. Arius prided himself on his abilities as a Gunner, but he was struggling to keep pace with Dregan. The clouds were relatively thick, and at times he was losing sight of his brother for elongated stretches, which was beginning to unnerve him greatly.  
 
    Finally, after a particularly gutsy maneuver, the Gold dragon barrel-rolled and flipped, climbing at a rate Alrukar couldn’t hope to duplicate. Just like that, they were gone. 
 
    Arius flew alone, craning his neck in every direction in an effort to spot his brother. A couple of tense minutes passed by as he swooped in and out of the clouds trying to get above where he thought Dregan might be. 
 
    So far the weather had been docile, with no storms to speak of. The only thing that had fallen from these clouds were fat, lazy raindrops. In an instant, that changed. The sky went from a dreary gray to the pitchest black in the blink of an eye. Lightning clustered like swarms of locusts and danced from cloud bank to cloud bank. It was unnatural, too controlled. It was the work of Dregan.  
 
    Arius had gone from hunter to game as he now flew with all the agility he could muster. Lightning chased him like a pack of feral dogs, and he could feel the hair standing up on his body and a metallic taste coating his tongue as each electric strike drew nearer and nearer. Alrukar bellowed flames of frustration as he absorbed lightning strike after lightning strike. Arius echoed him, letting go a frenzied scream that was drowned out by the maelstrom of the storm. Twin bursts of lightning reached out like skeletal hands directly in front of Arius, and he knew all was lost. He and Alrukar wouldn‘t be able to escape it. He squeezed his eyes shut and waited for death to claim him. 
 
    When nothing happened, Arius tentatively opened his eyes and saw that the lightning storm had dissipated. Dregan had only been toying with him.  
 
    Arius wasn’t sure if he should feel happy to be alive or disgusted that it was Dregan who had allowed him to live. He didn’t have long to contemplate it, though, because his brother plunged in on him, the Gold dragon ripping into Alrukar’s back. The brute force of the pounce sent Arius and his dragon down helplessly towards the ground. 
 
    “You must have known this would be the end result of your insolence, Arius!” 
 
    Before he had latched on, Dregan had raised both of his hands, and a purple mist flared out, dousing Arius in the face along the left side. A savage burning flared to life, and his skin felt as though it were melting off. After what seemed an eternity, it finally stopped, and Arius sat slumped in his saddle, breathing raggedly. The pain had been so intense that for a few minutes he had completely forgotten where he was or what he was doing. Slowly his senses came back to him, and he tentatively reached up expecting to find half of his face melted away. Mercifully, it hadn’t.  
 
    Arius had been so out of it that he didn’t realize that Dregan was actually speaking to him. His head was fuzzy from exhausting his magic, and his ears rang from the storm and the strange Duncar magic Dregan had used on him. He strained to listen despite his rough condition.  
 
    “What was that?” Arius mumbled loudly, his tongue thick for some reason. 
 
    “Weren’t you listening?” Dregan shouted from above. “I must have used too much Acid on you. No matter, I was just explaining that I’m guiding you back to Axion where you’re to be publicly executed.”  
 
    The skies were amenable again. There was no evidence at all that Arius had just survived a tempest created by a madman. Through the Link he could sense that Alrukar was unconscious. Arius delved deeper and found that Alrukar’s wounds were terminal. Arius didn’t cry out, but he did shed tears for his friend, holding in sobs. It was over. Dregan’s Gold dragon carried them along unhurriedly with Axion growing ever larger in the distance.  
 
    “I was thinking that I would do the deed myself,” Dregan continued, “but I haven’t quite conceived of a lurid enough torture befitting your station yet.” 
 
    Arius didn’t respond. It was taking all of his energies to just remain conscious.  
 
    “Flogging? No, that won’t do. Stoning? No, that’s far too provincial for the likes of you. Burned at the stake, perhaps? That has a nice ring to it, I’ll call that option ‘One A.’ Hmmm, what about castration? No, far too perverse. After all, what would Father think of such an act?”  
 
    Dregan laughed his crazed laugh as he continued to come up with more and more cruel ways to execute Arius. He was too distracted by his own witticism to notice the Blue dragon that flew up to their right, with its rider poised and ready to shoot the bow he had drawn. Arius did.  
 
    Excellent, he got Evaline to safety.  
 
    As Dregan continued to taunt him, a satisfying thunk and a surprised sputter announced the arrival of the arrow. Arius kissed his dragon’s back, tears streaming over his black plates saying a quick goodbye. Alrukar deserved better, but he had to move quickly, so his grief would have to wait.  
 
    Dregan moved to attack Rotu, but he didn’t dare drop Alrukar, because he thought Arius was mostly incoherent and held prisoner below.  
 
    Arrows rained down on him since he was immobilized by the extra weight of the fledging Black dragon. All the while, Arius scaled the Gold dragon, using its plated armor as handholds. It was precarious climbing because of the random gusts that threatened to pull him down to earth, but before long, he made it onto its tail and then its back. Up ahead, Dregan staved off countless arrows while trying to remove the shaft that jutted from the top of his back near his right shoulder blade. The arrow stuck in one of the only infinitesimal openings on his Shadow Priest armor.  
 
    Hells of a shot, Xavian!  
 
    Dregan was so engrossed in fighting Xavian that he never noticed as Arius pulled out Alrukar’s sword, crawling steadily towards him, and slashed loose his saddle. Dregan spun, panic filling his gray eyes as tried to drag Arius with him as he fell. Instead, Arius rose and shoved a booted foot into his face to help hasten the fall. The Gold dragon dropped Alrukar and dove to retrieve his brother. Arius moved to plant the blade into the soft spot in between its armor, directly through its skull and into its brainstem. Before he could act, Arius felt Dregan tap his own Adimus Aura, and an energy strike punched him off the Gold dragon, dazing him and sending him free-falling to the ground.  
 
    In his haze, he watched as Rotu came to claim him while Dregan released another attack simultaneously aimed at Rotu and Xavian both.  
 
    Xavian was so intent on catching Arius that he wasn’t aware of the fact that he was about to be blown out of the sky. Arius blacked out as he plummeted.  
 
    Just like my nightmares…  
 
    Was his final thought as the darkness swallowed him.  
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