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   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “We shall not die here today, my dear friend, of that you can be sure!” promised the traveler, his eyes penetrating the worsening blizzard swirling through the night. “The situation is indeed quite dire but fear not; Haradin is here to protect you from the cold and the lethargy from which there is no return.”
 
   The hostile storm lashed at the majestic Ampar Mountains, blanketing in a mantle of white every step of Haradin’s path. He advanced like a determined pilgrim, wearily but resolutely climbing the winding mountain trail. In the shadow of that immense, rocky formation the traveler fought against the elements like a tiny boat striving not to capsize in raging, icy seas.
 
   With each passing moment he felt his meager reserves of strength waning, devoured by the exertion. His arm felt each reach with the staff; each step on the treacherous snow shot a message of pain pounding through his brain. Even so, the tall, gaunt traveler continued onward, unfazed by the elements, conscious of the danger surrounding him. He shook off the snow that covered his long blond hair and pulled his hood back into place. At twenty-five years of age, due to an especially perilous life he had already faced his share of dangerous situations; unfortunately, this was turning into one of those by leaps and bounds. 
 
   The freezing mountain wind howled, forcing its way through his dirty garments, now unrecognizable below the layer of crystal snowflakes. He felt the gale cutting through his thick winter tunic, biting his skin with its invisible jaws of ice. He sought refuge among oaks, taking shelter under one of the mightiest. Leaning his staff against the trunk, he set his satchel on the ground, dusted off the snow that was covering his arm, and pulled his woolen glove off with his teeth.
 
   He partially opened his overcoat and pushed aside the blanket he was carrying tight against his chest to protect his precious cargo: a beautiful child who had just completed his first year of existence in a cruel world. The infant was tied to his torso with an improvised fastener of goat skin and linen cloths. The little one looked at him with enormous emerald eyes and smiled joyfully, far removed from the danger lying in wait and apparently immune to the storm that sought to devour them.
 
   Haradin was acutely aware that time was running out; the cold would soon make its mark on the little boy. He was afraid the tiny body would freeze in spite of all his efforts. He thought of the terrible consequences of not arriving soon to his destination; a feeling of anguish took over his soul, gripping him by the stomach. He pondered for a moment the possibility of seeking refuge in the rocky slopes but, seeing the strength of the storm, there was no guarantee he would find enough protection to save the child. He shielded his eyes with his hand as he tried to estimate how much of the journey remained before they would reach the end of the tortuous path. But the inhospitable night would not allow him to make out what his heart so longed to see.
 
   “We are getting close. The end of this infernal escape is right there, almost within the reach of our hand,” he reassured the child. He recalled the beginning of the frenetic flight he’d set forth on a week ago to save the tot’s life. The escape had been full of danger. Their sinister pursuers had been very close to catching them... too close. Fortunately, he’d been able to hide their trail and elude their trackers in the nick of time.
 
   However, something inside—an uneasy feeling of alarm—continued to warn him of danger nearby. Unfortunately, in the midst of the storm in the middle of the night, it was impossible to confirm anything. By the same token, those who were pursuing them would have serious difficulties finding their tracks. The gusts of wind and the heavy snowfall in the valley would have instantly erased his footsteps, leaving in their place a snow-white blanket. He tried to catch sight of any pursuers in the distance, but it was impossible. He sharpened his ears, paying absolute attention, but all he could hear was the gusts of wind through the trees and the moaning sound as it swept over the side of the mountain. He faced the valley they’d left behind, closed his gray eyes and inhaled deeply. His mind tried to capture any strange odor, anything out of place, but he noticed nothing. The cold was too intense. He relaxed for a moment, though he knew it was a false sense of security.
 
   “It’s all right, little one, Haradin will protect you. Soon we shall arrive at our destination and shall finally be safe.”
 
   He gazed tenderly at the little boy who, on hearing his voice, began to wave his arms and babble happily. Haradin closed his eyes, uttered a spell, and conjured up an enchantment that wrapped the baby in a pleasant halo of warmth. 
 
   “Now that’s better, isn’t it, little imp? We can’t let you freeze.”
 
   He covered the child again with the cloak then used the same protective spell he’d used on the baby on himself. Unfortunately there was little else he could do. I would sell my soul to be able to fight off this stubborn weariness. But my Gift will not allow it. Nor will it alleviate the stabbing pains caused by my overexertion or create a refuge where we might find shelter. He slung his satchel over his back, picked up his staff and resumed the ascent with an unbreakable determination to reach the summit and find the refuge they so desperately needed. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Several hours later, Haradin crested the summit of the mountain, exhausted but triumphant. From there the path gave way to a large flatland surrounded by oak trees and other vegetation buried under the snow. The plain led to a distant valley between the lower peaks of the mountain range. 
 
   Sighing deeply, he tried to release the tension that had been distressing him for so long. He had finally arrived at his destination: the small village of Orrio, situated at the end of the valley opening up before his eyes. It seemed as if they had also gained a refuge from nature; the snowstorm was losing intensity and the icy wind had almost completely died down. This was the end of the journey, the place he had chosen to hide the child from the fatal destiny that was relentlessly pursuing him. In that small, remote town, isolated from civilization, surrounded and protected by these impenetrable mountains, he would be safe.
 
   The region was under the dominion of the proud Norriel, an ethnicity whose origins had been lost in the annals of time. Grouped into thirty sister tribes, they reigned over the highlands and had been doing so since the dawn of man. These lands were rarely visited by strangers, due as much to their inaccessibility as to the distrust inspired by their inhabitants.
 
   "You’ll be safe here, little one; no one will find you in these faraway mountains. Just a little while longer... one last effort to get to the entrance of the valley and we will be safe, my happy little companion.”
 
   Suddenly Haradin heard a strange sound, like a muffled whisper behind him. Alarmed, he immediately stopped in his tracks, spun around, and saw a dark figure huddled down just a few steps away.
 
   One of their pursuers!
 
   An Assassin, without a doubt.
 
   The killer was well-concealed by a dark cloak; the only visible feature of his face was the glimmer in his lethal eyes. His arms, hands, legs—his entire body—was covered in black, as if a shadow had come alive; as if a malignant darkness had been reincarnated as a living being. Fortunately, on that terrain covered in snow he was discernible. Haradin studied him carefully.
 
   I was not mistaken; my instincts faithfully warned me. I sensed that danger was near. Something inside whispered to me and here he is, ready to end our lives.
 
   “What are you looking for, servant of the shadows?” Haradin asked coldly.
 
   “You know full well what I am looking for, Mage of the Four Elements; it is what you are hiding beneath your robes,” whispered the Assassin, his voice revealing the accent of a faraway land. 
 
   “Turn around and return to the world of shadows from whence you came.”
 
   “My mission is to end the life of the Marked,” responded the Assassin in a calm voice, sure of himself. “My lord and master has entrusted me with a mission of blood and blood must be spilled. Deliver the Marked to me and I will allow you to leave here with your life.”
 
   Haradin smiled, a hint of irony on his face. 
 
   “Do you truly believe that I am going to hand over this defenseless child so you can sacrifice him? I am his protector and you will have to finish me off first; no harm shall come to him as long as I am alive.”
 
   “My daggers are poised, waiting for the order to spill and drink the red fluid of life.”
 
   Haradin was not intimidated.
 
   “Another of your dark brothers caught up with me three days ago; he, too, was sure that he would finish me off but the only thing he managed to do was to kill my poor horse. I had no choice but to send him to the abyss from which you both came. If you wish to follow the same destiny, the decision is yours. I will not allow you near this baby.”
 
   “If that is your desire... We shall see who survives this time, Mage.” 
 
   Haradin tensed, wielded his staff in a defensive stance, expecting the Assassin to attack. It was not the first time he’d faced off with an enemy like this; he had already established in the two previous encounters that they were deadly—supremely deadly. He was not familiar with the secrets of the arcane art they used, but he had withstood the superhuman agility and speed of these executioners, as well as their dark abilities. After his first encounter with them—which he survived by sheer luck—he had ended up poisoned. As a consequence of the second encounter he wore two deep cuts on his chest and back that were not yet healed. And his left arm was still partially crippled.
 
   The black silhouette crouching in the snow showed two daggers with curved blades. He made a sudden gesture as he whispered the words of an incantation. A brief flash of reddish light washed over the Assassin’s body and daggers.
 
   Haradin instantly identified this as the use of dark magic. The Assassin had invoked a mortal ability to be used against him. This enemy was not a Mage as he was; he could feel that. The Magic wasn’t as strong in the Assassin, but he possessed a source of power. He was a man who was graced with the Gift. Haradin could recognize them—men with the ability to carry out the impossible. 
 
   “Much time and discipline are required to master the Gift... Who is your master?” 
 
   “Of my lord and master you shall discover nothing.”
 
   “You are not from these lands... What faraway land do you come from?”
 
   “Quite perceptive of you, Mage, but you will not get me to reveal a single thing to you.”
 
   In the blink of an eye the Assassin attacked. He vaulted forward with an astounding agility, more like a great feline than a human, and reaching an unimaginable height. As he executed the leap, with a snap of his right hand he threw a metal object while bounding forward. 
 
   Haradin reacted instinctively. He invoked the force of the wind and fixed his eyes on the Assassin who was midair, directing his aim and increasing the power of the spell with his staff. The spell exited it with a short but intense explosion of blinding white an instant before the Assassin reached him. Its energy struck the Assassin full on, with the strength of a gale-force wind, exploding on contact. A deafening crack surged forth from the impact, as if a massive branch of a tree had broken off. The Assassin shot through the air, forcefully driven back. He slammed into the ground, then tried to get up but could not. He grabbed for his ribs; he was wounded.
 
   “You are powerful, Mage... very fast... extremely fast,” said the dark figure as he let out an agonized moan. “Before we set out in search of the Marked, the lord warned us of the dangers we would face.”
 
   “You will not catch your prey this day, Assassin. Only death awaits you here.”
 
   “Perhaps... but nothing will stop me from achieving my goal. Dishonoring my master is punished by torture and an unbearable death.”
 
   The Assassin placed his right hand on the snow and managed to push himself up. The pain showed on his face. Seeing an opportunity, Haradin began to cast another spell. But with inhuman velocity the Assassin took a black ball from his belt and shattered it on the ground in front of the Mage. 
 
   A cloud of black smoke engulfed Haradin. 
 
   Disoriented, he hesitated a moment; he couldn’t see the Assassin and therefore wasn’t able to aim the spell at him. He could not get his bearings.
 
   Suddenly, as if materializing out of nowhere, the Assassin appeared in front of Haradin, poised to slit his throat. The two bloodthirsty daggers, crossed in a slashing motion, sought his jugular. Haradin tried to take a step back to avoid the attack but could not. His left leg was paralyzed; it simply would not move. His heart skipped a beat as the daggers lunged toward his neck. He managed to pull his head back just enough to escape their reach at the last second. A stinging on his chin told him he had been cut. He looked at his useless leg and saw a small metal object he had not noticed before sticking out of his thigh.
 
   He’s crippled me with a stunning poison!
 
   Haradin lifted his staff and quickly conjured a powerfull flash of light. The explosion blinded the Assassin. Haradin leaned to one side, dodging his opponent’s attack as it brushed past his cheek.
 
   I have to finish him off right now. This Assassin is too dangerous; now’s my chance. He pointed his staff at his enemy who was already preparing to attack again. Haradin immediately muttered an incantation.
 
   A deafening thunder crashed in the night
 
   A bolt of lightning was unleashed on the black figure.
 
   The Assassin fell to the ground. Dead. Struck down in mid-leap by the lethal bolt.
 
   Haradin, shaken to his very soul, swiftly opened his coat. Luckily, he found the little one smiling and waving his arms as if asking for more action, apparently excited by all the commotion. Thankfully, he had not been harmed.
 
   The Mage sighed, greatly relieved. He smiled at the child and, with a deep feeling of joy, stroked his little nose.
 
   “You liked all that action, didn’t you, little one? You have the soul of a fighter, I can tell already.”
 
   He tucked the child back under his coat, then examined his lifeless leg and found the small dart that was stuck in his thigh. He pulled it out. He then looked over at the Assassin lying dead in the snow. 
 
   Almost... 
 
   Without wasting another moment, Haradin began the last part of his journey, dragging his useless leg.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The house was dark. It was not large, but it was welcoming. A structure of the Norriel: built almost entirely of stone with wood trim. Half home, half farm, it housed a family and a few head of cattle. A necessary pairing for survival in the highlands. The roof was covered with snow and, since the chimney was still emitting a dancing thread of smoke, Haradin assumed the residents were sleeping in the warmth of the embers of a smoldering fire.
 
   He approached the door and knocked. He was so exhausted he could barely stand. But thanks to the heavens, he had reached the final destination of his flight. The door opened slowly but no one appeared. The interior was completely dark and, being the middle of the night, he could make nothing out. Haradin slowly removed the hood protecting his head so his face would be revealed.
 
   “Ulis, it is I, Haradin!” he called out, directing his words into the darkness of the hut. “I need your help!” he pleaded.
 
   For a moment nothing happened; only silence and tension hung on the threshold. Something bright and metallic appeared in the doorway and Haradin soon realized it was the end of a Norriel sword pointed at his neck. He stood perfectly still, not even daring to breathe. A few seconds later a muscular arm appeared, brandishing the sword. Finally, a man of a strong constitution made himself visible.
 
   “I see that hospitality in the highlands is as frigid as always,” Haradin commented with a smile.
 
   “Only a crazy man or an idiot wakes a sleeping bear in the mountains in the dead of night,” the man gruffly replied as he lowered his sword. “Mirta! You can put down your bow; there’s no danger here. It’s just our friend Haradin,” he said toward the inside of the house.
 
   “Are you sure, husband?” answered a woman’s voice.
 
   “Yes, it’s all right. Come out and welcome him.”
 
   Mirta came to the door with the string of her bow still drawn back, the arrow still nocked. She smiled and relaxed when she saw the unsteady traveler at her doorstep. 
 
   “It’s been a long time, my travelling friend. It gladdens my heart to see you in one piece. You look very tired. How is it that you’ve arrived in the middle of the night during a fierce winter storm? You hadn’t notified us of your visit like you’ve always done. Is everything all right?” Mirta asked, her face showing profound concern as if she sensed the danger.
 
   “Everything is fine, Mirta. I just need to catch my breath.”
 
   Ulis approached the Mage, a smile beaming on his face as he prepared to hug him.
 
   Haradin put his hand up stop him.
 
   “I bring with me a small travelling companion who requires immediate attention. He is hungry and tired,” he said as he opened his coat and showed them the little boy with emerald eyes. 
 
   Ulis stared at the baby in astonishment. “But... what in the world... I don’t understand... What are you doing with a baby in the middle of a snowstorm, you crazy Mage!” he exclaimed, completely stunned.
 
   Mirta, however, reacted immediately upon seeing the child. She dropped her bow and went running to the Mage to take the baby into her protective arms.
 
   “I knew something was going on; I felt it in my gut.”
 
   “Norriel women have always had that virtue,” responded Haradin with a wink.
 
   “Let’s go in where it’s warm—you both must be about to faint from exhaustion!” exclaimed Mirta as she guided them inside, all the while rocking the baby in her arms.
 
   A feeling of relief and immeasurable solace radiated from Haradin’s very soul, as if all the fatigue, all the pain in his weary muscles, all the tension of the long and dangerous escape had disappeared in an instant to be replaced by a feeling of wellbeing as sweet as honey.
 
   “Refuge at last...” he murmured.
 
   And he collapsed, exhausted.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Norriel
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Komir crouched down, hidden behind a rock and surrounded by tall undergrowth, waiting for his elusive prey. He felt fidgety. The sky was clear... just two small, white clouds dotting the celestial canvas. The sun shone radiantly that morning, its smile shedding a golden glow over the fields and lighting up the great forest to the East.
 
   The much longed-for spring had finally arrived, marking the end of a tortuous winter. The whole forest had awakened from its extended hibernation and now pulsed with a lively effervescence, an essence of renewal wrapping it in a contagious spirit of happiness. Komir turned around slowly, trying not to make any noise. A low-flying robin caught his eye and he watched as it glided toward the basin from the edge of the river that, like a gigantic silvery serpent, zigzagged down the valley in the direction of the distant village.
 
   He breathed in the fragrant mountain air and pulled back his long, dark hair with a leather tie. The sun was blindingly bright, so he lifted his hand above his emerald eyes to try to make out his village, Orrio, in the distance. He looked around him. Nice day today. Spring and the emergence of new life it brought with it always raised his spirits. But what would really make this a perfect day would be to succeed in getting the deer that he had been stalking all morning. Winter had been long and hard, and his stomach was as empty as the meager reserve of provisions they had left. If they did not get some meat soon they would be in trouble; they had almost nothing left with which to barter and they had already run out of grain a few weeks ago. The mountains were unforgiving. They were beautiful but cruel and merciless, and learning to survive was essential—that was a maxim Komir knew well. He checked the direction of the wind to make sure he was hiding facing into it. That way, the animals that came out of the forest would not be able to detect him but he could detect them. Nothing worse than being surprised by a gray bear.
 
   He inhaled deeply, trying to pick up the scent of the deer on the breeze blowing in his direction. The delicate art of hunting required skills thoroughly committed to memory—and extreme patience, as his father had repeatedly reminded him on each and every one of the countless hunts they’d been on. He picked up the hunting bow resting at his side and verified that it was in perfect condition. All he could do now was to wait in silence for the precious catch.
 
   After an hour, he finally picked up on the presence of the prey for which he had been lying in wait. Ever so carefully, without making the slightest sound, he stretched his neck and peered out over the undergrowth from where he was hiding.
 
   There it was! A magnificent, large deer was approaching. Timidly. Cautiously. 
 
   To the east, at the edge of the forest, he noticed a silhouette moving stealthily, expertly directing the skittish animal toward Komir.
 
   He mentally prepared for the shot. He could not miss; they needed this meat.
 
   He breathed in, filled his lungs, and drew back the arrow, pulling his right hand to his cheek in a quick, trained movement. He took careful aim, looking for the heart, then waited an instant for the right moment.
 
   He exhaled.
 
   The arrow released.
 
   The unsuspecting animal collapsed, the arrow stuck in its heart—dying almost instantly. 
 
   Komir stood up from his hiding place, shouting with joy.
 
   “Great shot, Son!” Ulis congratulated him as he came running out of the forest. The expert hunter was carrying a bow in one hand, a leather bag and quiver filled with arrows slung on his back. He was dressed in his typical hunting attire: a doublet with tanned leather pants, both dyed a dark green. On his feet he wore lightweight, weather-beaten leather boots. Komir never remembered having seeing his father dressed any other way—whether in spring, summer, or the dead of winter. As was customary for him when hunting, Ulis had covered his face and hair with mud to blend in better with the underbrush and not draw the attention of his prey. Komir looked at his own clothes and realized he was dressed identically, right up to the same mud stains and the same dirty face. He couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “Thank you, Father. You taught me well, even though I’m not half the expert hunter you are, nor do I think I will ever be. I wouldn’t have been able to find the deer’s tracks in the ravine this morning. It’s good you don’t miss a thing. You’re like a two-legged hunting dog!” he laughed admiringly.
 
   “I wish! I almost lost the tracks on two different occasions. I have to admit it was more luck than skill that I was able to find them again.”
 
   “I doubt that very much. I don’t know how you did it this time but you’ll have to teach me that. It’s one of your most extraordinary tricks.”
 
   “Soon there’ll be nothing left for me to teach you, Son. You learn quickly—very quickly,” Ulis answered with a smile and an expression of pure affection.
 
   “I’m sure you still have a lot of secrets to tell me,” replied Komir, chuckling.
 
   “Well, your mother will be very happy today; we’ll be returning with an excellent catch. Now we’ll have meat for quite some time. A good day of hunting, Son. Let’s give thanks to Ikzuge, our Goddess of the Sun and Protectress for her blessing. There’s nothing worse for a family than deprivation. The mountains provide but they do not forgive human errors and carelessness. Up here a man can hunt and survive if he is tenacious and careful or perish from inattention. Just today I saw a herd of hungry wolves in the deeper woods to the east; thankfully they did not detect my presence. I saw bear prints as well... You must always keep your eyes wide open and your senses alert.”
 
   “I will, Father, don’t worry.”
 
   Ulis knelt down and began to prepare the kill for transport back to the village. In spite of his fifty-five springs and his silvery hair pulled back in a ponytail, the expert dark-eyed hunter was one of the strongest and most agile men that Komir had ever known. As a respected tracker and archer within the tribe, his opinion was always taken into account in the Tribal Council, which filled Komir with pride. To receive the same respect that the tribe professed for his father was the most fervent of Komir’s desires, though rather inconceivable for the moment... yet something that perhaps someday, a day in the far-off future, just maybe he would attain...
 
   Though he doubted that.
 
   He hurried to help his father who started providing expert directives. Komir already knew them all by heart but still gladly listened. Once the animal had been prepped, father and son began the long descent from the high forests to the village.
 
   “Nervous about tomorrow, Son?” asked Ulis, placing his arm around Komir’s shoulder. 
 
   “The Ceremony of the Bear... well... yes, I am, a little... I don’t much care for the tribe’s ceremonies,” Komir confessed with a sigh. The truth was he never had been well accepted in the village. Everyone looked at him with mistrust, so he preferred not being the center of attention whenever possible.
 
   “I understand, but don’t worry. Tomorrow will be a great day. You’ve already seen nineteen springs and you will become an adult warrior in the Ceremony of the Bear. From that moment on you will be a full-fledged member until your death. You will be a man, a Bikia of the Norriel; that’s something to feel very proud of.”
 
   Komir nodded, trying to absorb the importance that moment would have in his life. He would finally get to be a Bikia, by family and by right, and nothing and no one could ever snatch that privilege and duty away from him. 
 
   “This final step in the development of young warriors of the tribe is vital to the survival of the Norriel people,” Ulis explained to him, “and it’s one of the most beloved festivals among the peoples of the tribes.”
 
   The thirty Norriel tribes honored the tradition every spring. They paid tribute to the tribal warriors’ passage—both women and men—from youth to maturity. From that distinguished day on, the young people became part of the tribal society with full rights and responsibilities as Norriel warriors.
 
   They continued their descent, following the bank of the river, chatting animatedly about the grand event. 
 
   Komir stopped a moment, pensively looking in the direction of the distant village.
 
   “I’m worried I won’t do well, Father. It’s an important day and I want to make our family proud...”
 
   Ulis smiled. “Don’t worry so much; you’ll do fine. Enjoy the ceremony and what it represents. It’s a unique moment in your life that you will always remember. Take it from this old mountain hunter who still remembers that long-ago day when he became a Norriel Bear.”
 
   Komir returned his father’s smile and they continued on. As they walked, he contemplated the open fields surrounding them, lush with color and life, like a gigantic, multicolored woven blanket with thousands of interlaced threads of intense oranges, yellows, and greens. The soft spring breeze caressed the landscape, rhythmically rocking nature’s vividly colored cloak. Flowers swayed as if in a dance choreographed to the sound of the perfumed breath of the skies beneath the gaze of the eternal mountains. 
 
   What a vision of beauty my land is!
 
   The two hunters arrived at the first signs of civilization in the high area after walking along the edge of a small forest of oaks. Large, sturdy homes built from rock with wooden roofs warmly welcomed them. They were located in a spacious high plateau surrounded by a closed forest. A dozen Bikia woodcutter families lived peacefully at that altitude, forming a small community. Ulis and Komir greeted two neighbors who were guiding a cow toward their family’s house. After exchanging some of the latest news, they continued their descent toward the valley. 
 
   “The ceremony—the ritual itself—doesn’t worry me,” commented Komir, doubt creeping into his mind. “What I’d like is to be victorious in one of the competitions... so you’d be proud of me...”
 
   “You have trained well and you are ready; I have no doubt you will stand out. Very few are as skillful with a sword as you. You already demonstrated that when you reached your seventeenth spring in the Ceremony of the Wolf. It’s been a year already since I stopped trying to beat you, much to my dismay,” said Ulis, patting Komir on the shoulder as he winked at him. “The Master Warrior Gudin has taught you well and, besides that, you possess a natural ability. Coupled with those mountain cat reflexes of yours, you’ve got formidable skills.” 
 
   Komir smiled. He was convinced his skill was due more to the difficult training the Master Warrior had subjected him to during all those years of Udag—the obligatory martial instruction that all young Norriel, both men and women, received from infancy. He had taught them to be expert fighters, a skill that would save their lives—of that there was no doubt. His methods were rigorous and the training arduous, but the results: proven. Norriel warriors were feared not only in the highlands but throughout that entire half of the continent. It was said that there were no better warriors in all of western Tremia. 
 
   “Yes, his wise teachings helped me conquer the final. But we were younger then, Father; a lot has happened these last two springs... Some of us have already spilled enemy blood and killed in combat...”
 
   “Too true,” acknowledged Ulis as he walked along beside him. “Killing a man is a momentous event in every warrior’s life. It changes you forever. You will carry its imprint on your heart, and you will never forget it. But in battle, only the best swordsmen with the steadiest temperament survive. The rest are food for the buzzards.”
 
   “It was a difficult experience...” Komir stopped walking and turned his eyes toward the Sun Goddess, trying to soothe his unease. He was haunted by his memory of the bloody battle he had lived through while protecting the coast from a pirate invasion.
 
   “Defending your people is your duty as a Norriel. Once the Ceremony of the Wolf is completed it is the obligation of the young warrior to protect his land, his family, and his tribe. If it is required that we fight, we will fight. The Wolf is the symbol of the young warrior, trained and prepared to fight in groups—in packs—surrounded by his companions. The Bear, the symbol of the full Norriel warrior, already completely formed and developed. Prepared to fight for himself, without need of the pack. This is what the tradition decrees, and our tradition is law. Always respect our heritage, my son, as our legacy is sacred.”
 
   Komir nodded. “I will, Father.”
 
   “Norriel are we, Norriel shall we die.”
 
   “Yes, Father. Norriel are we and Norriel shall we die. You don’t need to worry; I won’t forget it.”
 
   “I am sure of that,” responded Ulis, and they continued their descent. 
 
   As the sun followed its perpetual trajectory, dropping behind the peaks of the mountain range to the west, Komir and his father began to see more communities. A handful of large Norriel houses dotted a wide expanse on the slopes of the mountain to the east. From the looks of the buildings, larger than those of the woodcutters they’d left behind, Komir deduced they were meant for livestock. Grouped without any apparent order, they formed another small community, quite characteristic of the Norriel.  In the mountains of the highlands, life was hard, even cruel, and the chances for survival were better when they formed small collectives. For protection, families built their homes in close proximity to the other families of the tribe. 
 
   “Will you take part in the unarmed fighting competition?” Ulis suddenly asked, raising one eyebrow.
 
   “Oh, no! Not a chance,” replied Komir, emphatically shaking his head. “Hartz is going to compete in that challenge. I wouldn’t go up against that giant for all the gold on the continent. You know what a brute he is—and if there’s a prize to be had he’ll take down anyone who gets between it and him,” he added, bursting into laughter.
 
   “I’m sure you could survive a few rounds, but I understand why you don’t want to compete against your best friend.”
 
   “My only friend,” Komir pointed out dejectedly. His father nodded. “But it’s not just because of that. Even though we’re the same age, that hulk is a full head taller than me and his shoulders are twice as wide as mine—not to mention his muscles are more like a bear’s than a man’s. What chance to I have against that ox? He’s too strong for me, and for anyone else. There’s no one who could beat him! I doubt even the veterans could take him. He is a true force of nature. His fights really will be something to see,” smiled Komir. 
 
   “I can honestly say you will never see me challenging him,” chuckled Ulis. 
 
   Feeling in a little higher spirits, Komir looked to the South and then to the West. They were just now beginning to make out the first groups of farms, their fields cultivated on the uneven slopes of the mountain. A smile broke out on his face as soon as he saw them because he knew that, just below, spread out on the plateaus and hills, several communities of farmers were waiting for them, even though from where he was he could not make them out; the rough terrain and the woods were still hiding them. After that began the great valley that was home to the most populated communities and the first villages, sheltered in the protective bosom of the vast hollow. His house, to the west of the valley, somewhat isolated under a rocky slope, was a haven of peace and calm for his tormented spirit. 
 
   Soon they would arrive home and would enjoy a well-deserved dinner. And today it would not be turnip soup.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At dusk, after completing all the tasks that Mirta had entrusted him with in her characteristic tone of authority—soft but firm—Komir curled up under the great oak tree in front of the house. It was his favorite place. There he waited to be called in for dinner. Sitting on the roots, he fixed his attention on one of the two small windows of his house. Illuminated by the light emanating from an old oil lamp, he caught sight of his mother making dinner and giving countless instructions to his father, as usual. Ulis was carving up the kill with unparalleled skill—the fruit of years of experience—while taking in everything his wife was pointing out. 
 
   That familiar scene, in the midst of the beautiful wilderness of the highlands, filled Komir to the brim with serenity—and provided him with a false sense of belonging. But he was well aware that he did not belong in this place and, much to his regret, was well accustomed to the unpleasant loneliness that fact carried with it. He had never had friends in the village, except for Hartz. People steered clear of him. He pondered for a moment about the reasons for that. His whole life the people of the village had purposefully kept their distance, creating an invisible wall of separation from him. Their motives were tied to the dark enigma of his origins—of that he had absolutely no doubt. No one knew how or why he had mysteriously appeared there one frigid winter night, and the absolute refusal of his parents to discuss the topic with anyone had only increased the sense of mystery and had fed the absurd rumors. For the extremely superstitious Norriel, there was nothing worse than an unexplained mystery. Skepticism and fear of the unknown came naturally to them. And the dark stranger who had died under unusual circumstances and was found by the sentry of the Bikia patrol the same night as Komir’s arrival to the village had only made the situation worse.
 
   That dark foreigner with strange, slanted eyes like no one had ever seen before. 
 
   Those two details, which the inhabitants of Orrio immediately linked together, stirred up all kinds of unsavory gossip in both the village and the surrounding areas. The Norriel were a people whose age-old customs were deeply ingrained. With an aversion to the mysterious and unknown, they clung to the familiar and traditional.
 
   I’m a complete mystery. An oddity. An unsolved enigma! He shook his head. 
 
   That fact was the root of the villagers’ unfriendliness toward him. And he had to live with that, like it or not. Even now, after all these years.
 
   I am marked; I am a judged man. He shrugged and then wrapped his arms tightly around his knees. 
 
   His parents had never explained to him the mystery of his origin. He remembered once having asked Ulis about the shameful matter. Ulis had led him away from the house and told him:
 
   “That night I made an unbreakable promise to my wife—the promise never to reveal to anyone what happened. Because of that, no matter how much I may want to, Son, I cannot tell you anything more. I would not be keeping my word as a Norriel.”
 
   Komir sighed, understanding his father’s dilemma.
 
   “The word of a Norriel is sacred, Son. Never break it. Your honor and that of your family are inextricably tied to your word. If you break it, you lose everything. A man without honor is nothing! Less than nothing! Remember that always,” Ulis had taught him, taking him by the shoulders and looking him straight in the eyes. It was a summer afternoon Komir would never forget.
 
   “I understand, Father. I’ll never ask you about it again. As for my word, you can rest assured that I know my word is my life and I never will break it—ever!
 
   Seeing that his father could not reveal to him what he so longed to know, Komir later tried to find out answers from his mother. 
 
   “Mother, why don’t you tell me the truth about who I am? Where do I come from? How did I end up here with you that winter night?”
 
   “You are a gift from the Goddess Iram, our Mother Earth. One night you appeared at our door to light up our lives and fill us with pride and happiness,” she’d answered, an enormous smile on her face. 
 
   “You aren’t planning on telling me what really happened, are you?”
 
   “Do not bring this matter up again, Komir. You are our son. We love you more than life, and no one and nothing is ever going to separate this family or keep your father and me from loving you until the day we die.”
 
   “I know, Mother... but even so, I’d like to know the truth about where I come from. If nothing else just so I can stop torturing myself with countless scenarios of who I am and how I came to be here.” 
 
   “Don’t pay any attention to what folks say. They are superstitious, ignorant people. You are my son; a member of my family, blood of my blood—and there’s nothing else to talk about,” she declared with an unquestionable authority, effectively putting an end to the matter.
 
   That was the last time they ever spoke in that house about the mystery of his origins. 
 
   Komir did not force the matter anymore.
 
   And as if that mystery had not been reason enough to cause mistrust among his compatriots, an unfortunate second incident condemned him to complete ostracism in the village. He was twelve years old when it happened, and even today he could still not explain what happened nor could he undo the consequences. His entire childhood, or at least what he remembered of it, had been complete agony, except when in the refuge of his home. Whenever he was out, he was not only indiscriminately outcast but was constantly tormented and mistreated by his peers. Daily he was forced to silently withstand insults, attacks, and harassment. He resignedly suffered the abuse and tried to avoid confrontation. But it did no good, and unfortunately only made the already critical situation worse. A gang of bullies made up of six boys from the village about the same age as Komir were his own personal tormentors. He knew he was the group’s favorite target, so he had to stay constantly alert and avoid them at all costs or he’d end up severely beaten. They were always looking to torture him. Afterwards—their egos puffed up like bellows—they’d brag and spread stories about it, terribly pleased with themselves.
 
   When Komir ran errands for his mother in the village he had to walk cautiously, looking for alternate routes to evade the group. They were always waiting for him, and tirelessly chased after him wherever he went. For this gang, hunting him down and beating up on him had become a fixation. As long as he was far from the village he was safe, but his required attendance at Udag was a problem. During the training he was safe since no one would ever dare to interrupt one of Master Warrior Gudin’s lessons, but before and after the lessons was another story entirely.
 
   One unfortunate autumn afternoon, everything took a drastic turn for the worse. His life would remain inexorably marked by the traumatic incident; it had enormous repercussions. Nothing would ever be the same for him again. Komir remembered it clearly, as if it had just happened yesterday though it had transpired more than five springs before. On the way to Udag he’d walked into a treacherous ambush. He had chosen to take a detour on the south side of the bridge at the entrance to the town. Unfortunately, the gang was hiding there, waiting for him. He did not realize they were there until it was too late, and he barely had time to react. He saw Akog come out from behind a tree, his face red with rage. For reasons unknown to Komir, Akog utterly hated him.
 
   When he saw him, Komir’s heart skipped a beat.
 
   At that very instant, on his left and his right, he saw the rest of the gang emerging from their hiding places, screaming violently. His blood froze in his veins, but the intense fear that followed the initial shock compelled him to take off running. In the past, his quickness coupled with his knowledge of the area surrounding the village had saved him from more than one beating. He ran with a speed born from panic, as if his heart and legs were being fed from the terror raging through him. 
 
   But that time, a few steps from the river, a thin boy named Belgo, who was a year older than him and very quick, gave chase. Throwing himself at Komir’s feet, he knocked him down, sending Komir rolling downhill until half of his body was in the river. He tried to stand up but Joxiel promptly arrived to hold him down. Shortly thereafter he had the whole gang restraining him in the ford of the river. Luckily he was not completely submerged and managed to keep his head above water. He had Joxiel sitting on his chest, Belgo holding his legs, Etxol holding his right arm and Inieg, his left. Overcome with fear and rage, Komir tried with all his might to writhe away from them but he could not break free. The river water splashed his face, filling him with terror. 
 
   Akog walked up to him and, without saying a word, punched him in the face.
 
   Komir absorbed the impact, but his lip split apart like the peel of an orange. Pain exploded on his face.
 
   “Give it good to the little bastard!” Inieg screamed furiously.
 
   “Don’t you worry—I’m going to break his face,” boasted Akog, hitting the defenseless Komir once again.
 
   “Damned swine!” bellowed Etxol, pushing Komir’s arm even harder into the muddy river bed.
 
   “Let me dish out a couple!” volunteered Joxiel. 
 
   “Why? Why are you doing this to me?” Komir managed to sputter as he spit out a mouthful of blood. “I’ve never done anything to you!”
 
   “Your mere stinking presence is an insult to the whole village, you filthy foreigner,” scowled Inieg.
 
   “I’m not a foreigner. I’m a Bikia, a Norriel just like you,” defended Komir. 
 
   “How dare you compare yourself to us, you foreign pig!” screamed Akog, full of an anger that was quickly turning into an uncontrolled rage. “We are Norriel by blood; you are a disgusting bastard foreigner!”
 
   “Let me clean up that son of a hyena!” shouted Belgo. 
 
   Akog hit him again, a sharp and powerful blow that detonated painfully in his head. His nose started to bleed. Joxiel began punching him in the ribs and the chest. The pain took him over and with it came an uncontrollable fear, as if his mind could withstand no more and yearned to abandon his body. Akog knelt down, grabbed Komir’s head with both hands and shoved it back, submerging his bloody face in the river.  Komir felt himself drowning; he needed air. Panic washed over him. 
 
   He was going to die!
 
   Akog let go of his head for an instant and Komir hurried to breathe in the precious air he had been denied. He had taken in two lungfuls just before Akog forced his head under water again. But this time he prolonged the torture, turning those long moments into pure agony. 
 
   He had no air left!
 
   When Akog finally let up on him, Komir immediately tried to breathe but instead gulped water, flooding his lungs and causing him to start coughing violently. Not waiting for him to recover, Akog savagely pushed him under again. He held him down for a long time. Komir sensed his end approaching as he endured the insufferable agony caused by the lack of air, feeling like his lungs were going to explode.
 
   “Akog, stop. You’re going to kill him. Let him breathe,” pleaded Belgo.
 
   It was no secret Akog had a propensity for flying off the handle and even for violence, which didn’t surprise anyone who knew his father.  It was well known in the village that his dad was an abusive drunk. Unfortunately for the young Norriel, the beatings he received were constant. No one knew what had happened to his mother, but one night when Akog was five years old she disappeared, never to return again. Akog never talked about it, but a look of suffering remained forever etched in his eyes.  
 
   “He’s right, Akog, stop it!” Etxol chimed in. 
 
   But Akog was not listening to anything or anyone. His eyes reflected a gleam—almost an elated madness—as if he were possessed by a fury that was corroding his insides and denying him of all reason.
 
   And that’s when it happened.
 
   The moment in which Komir’s life would take an incomprehensible turn and would never be the same again. 
 
   With his head under water, unable to breathe and suffering an unbearable torture, Komir made one last, desperate attempt to break away from his attackers and get the precious air he needed.
 
   I am going to die. This is the end of me. I am drowning.
 
   His efforts were futile; his desperation became absolute.
 
   Get off me! Let me breathe!
 
   And in that moment of infinite anguish, an incredible blue light awoke inside him, emanating from the deepest part of his being. The light started to flicker as if taking on a life of its own. The luminous, dazzling radiance was concentrated in the center of his chest, forming a brilliant circular area like a small lake feeding off his body’s energy. The strange light began to gain in intensity, radiating more and more powerfully. Komir felt it building inside him, and even with his eyes closed he could make it out clearly. A mysterious, powerful energy, formed by thousands of particles coming from his whole body, flowed toward the center of his chest. He did not understand what it was but clearly felt it radiate from inside him. The light continued gaining strength as if striving to leave his body, and he felt as though his chest was going to burst.
 
   The panic over the certainty of a horrible death completely consumed him.
 
   And in that moment of total agony and desperation, that mysterious light that had been building up and growing inside him did the unimaginable.
 
   It exploded toward the outside of his body.
 
   Like a volcano.
 
   With a supernatural force.
 
   Komir immediately sensed that the pressure that had been seizing his body had disappeared completely. He raised his head out of the water and inhaled the long-awaited air. He coughed amid convulsions as he spit out the water he had swallowed that was flooding his lungs. He leaned back on one arm, trying to recover as he took deep, gasping breaths. Finally he was able to get control of the spasms and stopped coughing.
 
   He was alive! Alive!
 
   He looked up. His five attackers were lying on the ground, scattered a few feet away, sprawled out in grotesque positions like rag dolls. They looked... dead... as if something had violently struck them and launched them furiously through the air. He looked at them, frightened.  They must have hit the ground with an immeasurable force. 
 
   Komir slowly sat up. He felt extremely tired, not only from the terrible beating he had taken but from something else. He was empty... completely sapped of energy, as if all the vital force in his body had evaporated. He could barely stand up.  
 
   He slowly began walking, staggering over to where Akog was lying. He was bleeding from his nose and ears and had lost consciousness but he was breathing. He was still alive. His face and arms were covered in ugly bruises, as if he had been dealt a dreadful beating. Komir checked the condition of the others and they showed similar symptoms. All were alive, though just barely from what he could tell. He stood there, frozen, looking at the five assailants, not able to comprehend what he was seeing. 
 
   But this can’t be! What in the world happened? What was that light inside me? What have I done?
 
   Not understanding what had happened, he rushed off to get help.
 
   Komir remembered it well, as if he had just experienced it. 
 
   He also remembered the terrible reaction that followed the fateful event. 
 
   A few days after the incident, Komir found out that his five attackers’ injuries were more serious than he’d initially thought. Legs, arms, and ribs had been broken. Akog and Belgo, who were in the worst shape, had suffered injuries that would keep them in bed for months. The rest would need long periods of recuperation as well.
 
   When they were questioned about what had happened, the group accused Komir of heresy, of being a Sorcerer of the dark arts and having used forbidden magic against them. The accusation unleashed all kinds of controversy, rumors, and bad blood among the families and even within the Bikia tribe itself. The parents of the injured boys showed up at Komir’s home, armed and out for blood. Ulis, Mirta, and Komir drew their weapons and prepared to defend themselves against the aggressions of a dozen parents and relatives of the five wounded boys. Furious and full of rage, they sought revenge—especially Akog’s despicable father who was the instigator, provoking the rest of them. 
 
   Thankfully, Auburu, the matriarch and leader of the tribe, had arrived in time to intervene. With her special charisma she’d managed to diffuse the situation and keep Norriel blood from being spilled. But the situation was far from resolved, including after a meeting of the Tribal Council in which all those involved in the incident testified before The Twelve. Komir was absolved by the Council, but the parents and families of the wounded were greatly displeased and, even though they had to comply with the law of The Twelve, set out to turn the majority of the town against Komir, making use of all kinds of poisonous lies.  
 
   That drove Komir into complete isolation within the tribe.
 
   The only good that came from the unfortunate incident was that, from that moment on, his life improved substantially in that no one bothered him anymore. On the other hand, the few people that had once upon a time talked to him or had shown him a bit of kindness suddenly were afraid of him and began to avoid him. 
 
   It was as if he had been marked by some kind of plague.
 
   Cursed by the three goddesses.
 
   But that was past history. The strange light that had saved him and at the same time condemned him that fateful day had never again revealed itself. Komir begged Ikzuge, the Sun Goddess, and her sister Igrali, the Moon Goddess, to not let it appear in his life ever again—since all he ever wanted was to be just like any other Norriel.
 
   Maybe the Ceremony of the Bear would get him one step closer to his wish.
 
   Just maybe...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Condemned
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   With the first light of dawn, Althor, the octogenarian Master Smith of the Bikia tribe of the Norriel, was already checking the work done by Bamul, his pupil and an expert blacksmith. It was the day of the ceremony and was therefore steeped in tradition. Every piece created for the great Ceremony of the Bear was of exceptional quality. Forged in Bamul’s metal workshop, in his native Orrio, they were true works of art. The Master Forger carefully lifted up a long double-edged sword, weighing its tempering with an eagle eye. In a series of studied movements through the air he checked its flexibility and strength. Its cross-shaped, broad handle, which allowed for the sword to be used with one or both hands, was engraved with the insignia of the Norriel tribe, the name of the celebration, and the year. These swords were a bit longer than the old-fashioned ones of the western part of the continent of Tremia, and owning one was a great honor within the tribe. 
 
   “I see you have once again increased the reach of the sword a bit,” commented the Master Forger, winking at Bamul.
 
   “Yes, Master. I continue to perfect the technique you taught me so many years ago. They are a little less flexible and somewhat heavier, but as strong as the best short sword. And they provide a better reach for our warriors.”
 
   “I am sure they will appreciate that advantage in combat. Nothing like facing an opponent whose sword is weaker and shorter,” he chuckled.
 
   Bamul smiled. “Master Warrior Gudin likes them—he’s already commissioned two dozen for his instructors and for the guard warriors.” 
 
   “I do believe you are going to have plenty of work in the coming days.”
 
   “This order is not a problem... But once word gets out about these swords I’ll have thirty tribes commissioning them.”
 
   “From the looks of it, business is prospering. You’re going to retire rich and famous!”
 
   “Yes, just like a certain honorable Master Forger who’s rumored to be living out his retirement in the mountains near the mines, completely dedicated to studying the secrets of steel. I know you, Master; you only allow yourself to be seen on occasions when the tribe hierarchy demands it,” the younger artisan refuted sarcastically. 
 
   Althor could not help but laugh.
 
   “How was the trip down from the mines, Master? I hope the rigors of the long trip haven’t caused you too much suffering,” Bamul inquired.
 
   “At my age all trips are difficult, and they are becoming more and more punishing. My bones hurt more all the time—it’s my age, you know—so what can I do! But I am always enthusiastic about making this trip. I feel a great passion for this celebration. I very much enjoy seeing how, year after year, you improve my techniques.”
 
   “Your words are a great honor for me, Master. I thank you from the bottom of my heart.”
 
   “Let’s get back to the reason for my visit. Where do you have the coats of mail—the ones for the victors of the competitions?”
 
   The blacksmith called to one of his apprentices, a tall boy with disheveled dark hair, and asked him to go get the armor from the basement of the workshop. He reappeared a short time later with several coats of mail and placed them on the table.
 
    “They cannot compare to your exquisite metalwork, Master. Please do not be too hard on me when you evaluate them.”
 
   “You have nothing to worry about,” said Althor as he picked up one of the pieces and examined it closely. He carefully checked over the ring and rivet work. A classic pattern—four on one for interlocked rings, right?” 
 
   “Yes, Master, just as you taught me. Regretfully, I must confess I have not been able to evolve that technique much. But I have lengthened the sleeves so they cover the forearm and I’ve raised and reinforced the neck for better protection.”
 
   “Excellent work. I am sure these will serve our young warriors well and, having been made by your hands, they will last a lifetime.”
 
   “That will depend on the number of battles in which they get involved,” replied the blacksmith with a smile.
 
   The second of Bamul’s apprentices approached and announced the arrival of Master Warrior Gudin, who was waiting in the outer part of the foundry. 
 
   Bamul and Althor went out to greet him.
 
   “Good day, Gudin,” said Althor.
 
   “It certainly is,” agreed the Master Warrior as he tapped his chest with his fist and bent his head forward to salute them.
 
   Gudin was the personification of a warrior god: tall and broad shouldered with sculpted muscles from a lifetime of training. He conveyed a feline agility and an enormous physical might, as much in his demeanor as in the way he moved. His dark eyes, beneath his long, smooth, dark hair, radiated tranquility and a sense of balance. But undoubtedly what most attracted attention to the great Norriel warrior were his scars. His body had been punished by the unequivocal marks of countless battles. Several horrific scars were visible on his face, eyebrows, chin, and left cheekbone. That man had been to hell and back on more than one occasion. A true specimen of the invincible Norriel warrior. Because of his vast experience and charisma he was highly regarded in the Bikia tribe. His exploits on the battlefield were legendary among the thirty tribes. Likewise, his tireless work teaching youth and leading veteran warriors had made him into an institution. His renown and notoriety were not just limited to the Bikia tribe; they extended to the rest of the Norriel tribes as well. Everyone knew and respected him, young and old alike—including the rest of the Master Warriors. 
 
    “Are you here to make sure everything is ready for the big celebration today?” asked Bamul.
 
   “I am, Master Blacksmith. I’ve just visited Honar the furrier and he has the bearskin capes ready as gifts to give the young ones for their passage.”
 
   “Wonderful! A Norriel warrior has to have a good bearskin to shelter him from the cold—and to strike fear in the heart of his enemy,” commented Althor as he took a seat in one of the chairs to rest his weary bones. 
 
   “I’ve also visited the carpenter, and he has shields made from the best lime trees all ready to go. A total circumference of three hands to protect our warriors, and reinforced with iron through the middle and on the edges.”
 
   “Made in the traditional style. Light and strong, and not so costly since they are not completely made of metal,” noted Bamul.
 
   “The cost must always be a consideration. We have to produce many shields for our warriors and steel is scarce. It is a sign of the poor...” lamented Gudin.
 
   The Norriel were not a rich and advanced people like their neighbors in the lowlands—the great kingdom of Rogdon, where their many soldiers had the best steel that wealth could buy. The Norriel reserved the use of steel for forging swords, and what was left over they used to create coats of mail. But the majority of the warriors wore suits of armor made of tanned leather that were reinforced with wood because they could not afford anything else.
 
   “We cannot give steel weapons and coats of mail to all our young ones. Only the champions of the competitions will receive those as their reward; that is the best I can do.”
 
   “Bamul ... always thinking about costs and profits... Soon he’ll be the richest man in all thirty Norriel tribes!” Althor quipped, smiling mischievously.
 
   “Of course, I have to get ready for the long winter of old age—though I see you, Master, feel fantastically well,” Bamul threw back at him. 
 
   The three laughed, filled with a warm sense of friendship. They’d known each other for many years and had shared quite difficult times in the past. Life in the highlands of the West was cruel; the Norriel were well aware of that fact. They were a people accustomed to the rigors of the highlands—the inevitable wars, the scarcity, and the impoverishment.
 
   “We should really get moving and join the celebration,” commented Bamul.
 
   “Everything is in order here. I’ll finish inspecting the spears and then we can head to the village square to enjoy the festivities,” confirmed Althor. 
 
   “Perfect. Don’t take too long—this year we have considerably more visitors than usual and the village is overflowing with people,” warned Gudin.
 
   “Apparently they’ve come to see this year’s two young standouts. I’ve even seen visitors of other tribes who’ve come to see the ceremony. Looks like the gossip mongers have spread rumors far and wide,” explained Bamul.
 
   “You’re talking about Komir and Hartz, right?” asked Gudin.
 
   “Exactly—especially Komir. Everyone wants to see this enigmatic young man because of all the mysterious rumors about him. They want to check out the boy’s mettle—see if he excels in the sword competition as he’s expected to or if it’s all just a bunch of rumors. There’s always been a dark shadow—a negative aura, even—hanging over that boy wherever he goes. He will never be able to break free of the stigma caused by his dark origins... you know, his arrival to our town... marked in blood... eighteen years ago already,” said Bamul, shaking his head. 
 
   “And besides that, no one has forgotten that horrendous incident along the river bank some years back... just awful what happened to that boy... everything about him is ominous and unusual,” added Althor as he raised his hands in praise to the goddesses—as would any good, superstitious Norriel.
 
   “As for that hulk, Hartz, you suppose he’ll be what people are expecting? Everyone wants to see if he can knock out everyone they put in front of him. But I believe this year there is another young man from a neighboring village that is absolutely gigantic, and they say it will be a confrontation of epic proportions,” explained Bamul.
 
   “Gudin, you who have taught them everything they know and who have so many years of experience with this—what do you think? What surprises are in store for us today?” asked Althor, intrigued.
 
   “First, allow me to say that all the rumors and other nonsense circulating about Komir are nothing more than rubbish. He is an excellent young man, noble and obedient. Certainly the stigma and all the malicious superstitions haven’t done him any favors. You should nip those kinds of senseless commentaries in the bud and leave the boy in peace. As for the competition, I believe we are going to witness an historic afternoon. An afternoon that will be talked about for many years to come in our tribe,” predicted Gudin.
 
   “Those two young men are that good?” asked Bamul as he leaned back against the window to feel the warmth of the morning light.
 
   “Actually, my friend, it has been many years since we’ve had such outstanding warriors. They possess a natural ability for combat—an innate ability, I assure you; not just the fruits of training and practice. I tell you, truthfully, they are special—very special.”
 
   “Then let’s hurry along to see the show!” exclaimed Althor, making a beeline for the door. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Komir sat at the old kitchen table, waiting for his good friend Hartz. It was a cool morning, and although Ikzuge, the powerful Sun Goddess, was still awakening with sleep in her eyes, the dryness of the air announced the probability of a blazing hot day. 
 
   His parents had already left for the much anticipated celebration. Mirta had wanted to get there early to enjoy browsing the numerous goods and Ulis had no choice but to go along with her. Komir took a drink of water from the wooden cup, trying to dissolve the knot in the pit of his stomach.
 
   The Ceremony of the Bear!
 
   The event that would transform him into a warrior and would mark him for the rest of his life.
 
   Luckily, Hartz would be with him. He always felt better in the company of his oversized friend, not only for the sense of protection his companion instilled in him but because of his untamable spirit, his extroverted character, and his sense of humor that invariably cheered Komir up—even on the grayest of days.
 
   Hearing the familiar whistle Hartz and he used to call out to one other, Komir was brought back to the present moment. He stood up and hurried out to meet his friend. 
 
   “Hello, Hartz,” he said, greeting him with a hug.
 
   His strapping friend returned the hug, lifting him off the ground.
 
   “Ready for combat, little pal?”
 
   “I will be as soon as you put me down!” laughed Komir.
 
   “Today will be a great day, I just know it. Tons of skulls to crush.”
 
   “And on top of that they’ll give you a prize for doing it,” Komir merrily added.
 
   “True—I hadn’t thought of that. Oh, I do believe this is going to be a great day!”
 
   Looking at Hartz, he thanked the goddesses for such a good friend. He and Hartz had not been friends for that long even though they lived in the same village and were the same age. In fact, until just a couple years ago they had barely said a word to each other outside of Udag. That had no doubt been due to Komir’s stigma within the community, even though Hartz had never confirmed that assumption. But Komir knew his buddy well and knew he was superstitious like everyone else and terribly afraid of the mysterious and the unknown. 
 
   The friendship that now united them had not been born of camaraderie or proximity but had been forged as a result of a fortuitous and traumatic event that would join them together forever. It had happened two years before, during a hunting expedition organized by Ugor, Hartz’s father. Komir had been invited due to the friendship between Ulis and Ugor. Ulis had insisted Komir should take part in the hunt so he did, respectful of his beloved father’s wishes. During the hunt, Ugor was gravely wounded by gray bears and the two boys had had to survive an epic journey to save him as they were in the highlands, several days away from their village. It had been that chilling, desperate experience that had forged the unbreakable friendship they now shared. 
 
   From then on they were like brothers.
 
   And the ostracism did not hurt as much anymore.
 
   The two friends began walking toward the village square where the celebration was about to begin.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   From Wolf to Bear
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When they arrived in town both young men were astonished. Orrio, their tranquil village, was brimming with locals and visitors; every square inch was filled with people. The whole village was in a state of celebration and this liveliness was nothing like the town’s usual serenity. A multitude of people from all the villages and small communities belonging to the tribe had gathered to witness the ceremony. The Bikia, led by the young matriarch Auburu, were one of the most populous and influential among the thirty Norriel tribes. The town of Orrio was the Command Village of the Bikia and the center for festivals, rituals, and celebrations. And on this particular day, it was practically impossible to take a single step in any direction without bumping into someone else. It was hard to remember having had a crowd like that there for quite some time.
 
   Komir fought to control his nerves. He had anticipated being anxious about the ceremony because of the ruthless scrutiny of the other residents, but certainly not like this. His knees were trembling. This was ridiculous; he had to calm down. 
 
   The two friends ambled through the village, captivated by all the attractions provided for the enjoyment of locals and guests alike. Hartz insisted on stopping at every single stand—as if they could afford to taste the delights for sale―even though neither one had any money. After drooling over fresh and cured meats, cheeses, breads, and other delicious treats, Hartz—with an appetite to match his size—ended up nearly fainting over a honey-glazed blackberry pie that only a privileged few could afford. Komir had finally grabbed his arm and dragged him away to put an end to his agony. 
 
   A group of musicians passed nearby, heading in the direction of the main street and livening up the morning with their festive melodies. Komir observed his friend; he showed not one iota of nervousness. How he envied his indestructible calmness and cheerfulness! Nothing ever seemed to alter his good mood and self-confidence. Komir, on the other hand, was a completely different case. The only moment all morning long when he hadn’t been overwhelmed with nerves had been the time he had shared with his parents on the outskirts of town, in the low prairies next to the river where the ranchers’ market was taking place. There he had seen the most magnificent horses—and he had a considerable soft spot for horses... steeds brought from the kingdom of Rogdon, and even some from the faraway lands of the South under the control of the Nocean Empire. Horses were scarce in the lands of the Norriel and owning one was considered a sign of social status. Maybe one day he, too, would have one, although right then he thought of that as an unattainable dream.
 
   But now the moment of truth was near. The ceremony would soon begin. He could barely keep his legs steady. The enormous town square was completely packed with spectators. They had with some difficulty managed to establish a guarded perimeter where the ceremony and the final competitions would be celebrated. The Master Warrior Gudin moved to the center followed by two of his instructors. Drawn on the ground was a white circle. Inside it, the effigy of a roaring bear had been carefully etched in a deep, blood red. Gudin and his two instructors turned around in the middle of the square to face the leader of the tribe and knelt in a show of respect. 
 
   Auburu presided over the festivities seated on a high throne made of oak with intricate ceremonial carvings. She wore a long, white wool tunic with silver embroidery. Her straight blond hair flowed down to her waist and shone like wheat bathed in sunlight. On her head, a simple crown of silvery flowers softened the usual seriousness of the young matriarch’s face. In her right hand she held the ancestral scepter of the Bikia. It was almost two and a half yards high, made of elm wood and adorned with complex symbols representing the sun and the moon in a brilliant, dazzling silver. That scepter identified her before all her people as leader and spiritual guide. To her right were seated two other women: Suason, the healer, and Amtoko, the strange hermit. The latter, of an undetermined age but beyond fifty, caressed her long, snow-white hair which sharply contrasted her jet-black clothing. She was the Mistress of Tribal Ceremonies, in charge of ancestral rites and formal rituals and responsible for guaranteeing the purity and correctness of these. The majority of people considered her a witch and mystic; some revered her for her immense wisdom. Everyone respected her and above all, feared her. To the left of Auburu was Althor, the Master Smith; Bamul, the Blacksmith; and various artisans and merchants of importance in the small tribal society as well as the Council of the Twelve. Protecting them were fifty veteran warriors covered with bearskin capes.
 
   In the midst of the din from all those present, Auburu stood up, scepter in hand, and with her soft but firm voice addressed the audience.
 
   “Bikia, Norriel, one and all.”
 
   At once the cacophony of overlapping conversations came to an abrupt halt and everyone present listened in silence to the words of their leader. 
 
   “I welcome you yet another year to the Ceremony of the Bear on this very distinguished day in the history of our people. As is tradition, we thirty Norriel tribes celebrate today our young warriors’ passage from youth to maturity and welcome them to take their place as members of the tribe with full rights.” She took a few steps forward and, looking out over her people united there, reached out her arms. “Thanks be to Iram, the Goddess Mother Earth; our tribe, the Bikia, grows strong and powerful. Under her protection and divine shelter we will continue on as a free, honorable, and proud people in the years to come. Today is a day of joy and celebration; let us all enjoy these great festivities and give honor to Iram so that she might continue to wisely guide our destiny as we are her people. And may we enjoy this event in peace and liberty in the years to come.”
 
   Raising the ancestral scepter, she struck the ground three times. At the top of her voice, radiating fortitude and resolution, she announced: 
 
   “I hereby declare the commencement of the Ceremony of the Bear!”
 
   The entire square broke into cheers of joy. Full of excitement, each and every Norriel shouted jubilantly.
 
   “Come forth, youth of the tribe who this year will reach or who have reached nineteen springs, and position yourselves around the sacred circle!”
 
   From the great House of Council, where they had been waiting impatiently, the young men and women began to file out toward the village square amidst the applause and elated acclamations of the crowd. Komir, his nerves running high, advanced to the sacred circle and looked at the threatening face of the bear etched on the ground. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. When he reopened them he saw each of his peers from Udag as well as many others from nearby towns he did not recognize—all expectant and uneasy. 
 
   Auburu turned to the young warriors.
 
   “Today, young Norriel, you will be transformed into full members of the tribe in your own right. When you attained seventeen springs you became Wolves, acquiring the right to bear arms for your tribe as young warriors, fighting in packs to keep our people safe. That is what tradition dictates and that is how it should be. Wolves will today be transformed into powerful Bears, wild and proud. You are becoming young defenders of the tribe, Norriel in blood by right of birth. This is a great honor but, at the same time, it binds you with a responsibility for life. Your destiny becomes tied to that of the tribe until the end of your days. Our myths and legends tell us that, before the first men arrived in Tremia, the Norriel already populated the highlands. Our beliefs, passed on from fathers to children since the beginnings of time, place us on these mountains before the Era of Men; so rooted is our tribe in this land, so great is the honor of belonging to her. Because of this, you are required to always venerate her as sacred land for which you are responsible. You shall unwaveringly obey the commands of your leader and Matriarch.” She authoritatively struck the ground with her great scepter, then showed it to the young Wolves. A solemn silence fell over the entire square. “Today you have the opportunity to become members of this tribe, obeying all its laws and traditions. Or, you may set forth on another path, moving away from here, renouncing the tribe and following your own solitary destiny. The choice is yours. Once made, it shall not be changed. Consider it carefully... and decide.”
 
   Auburu gestured to Gudin who indicated to his assistants that they should proceed. A heavy metal brazier was placed in the center of the sacred circle. The brazier, on the side of which was etched the head of a bear, was filled with embers that were still glowing hot. Auburu then requested the assistance of Amtoko, the Mistress of Tribal Ceremonies. She approached and, with solemn steps, entered the circle. Once in the center, everything went silent—a silence interrupted only by the firm step of Amtoko’s assistant, who was carrying a majestic bearskin. He approached her and offered her the sacred pelt. The Mistress of Ceremonies put it on her head and, letting the rest of the pelt fall over her back, pointed her staff at the symbol of the bear drawn on the ground. She began to sing, entirely absorbed in the ancient chant comprised of mysterious, unintelligible words. Everyone watched her, both fearful and engrossed. As the chant gained in magnitude, Amtoko’s body shook and her arms opened wide as if possessed by the spirit of a mountain bear. She then did an eccentric ritualistic dance—a blend of animalistic symbolism and exaggerated movements. All in attendance observed in absolute silence, completely captivated. Finally, with a thunderous, guttural growling, the mystic ended the ritual. 
 
   She remained perfectly still for a few moments until, looking at Auburu, she announced with a firm voice:
 
   “The circle has been blessed! It is free of all evil. It will protect all those who take the oath today.”  
 
   “Onward, Amtoko, proceed with the rite,” signaled the leader, bowing slightly to the mystic. 
 
   Amtoko called Master Gudin’s two assistants and instructed them to stand on either side of the brazier, hot coals still crackling inside it. She turned and pointed at one of the anxious teenagers with her staff.
 
   Komir.
 
   “Enter the sacred circle, young Wolf. It is time to transform yourself into a powerful Bear. Komir swallowed, then fearfully entered the ring and stood in front of the brazier. Amtoko placed her hand upon his head and, looking up at the sky, muttered a strange chant. When she finished, she spoke to him.
 
   “What is your decision, young Wolf? Do you want become a Bear or follow another path, far apart from the tribe?”
 
   “I want to be recast as a Bear,” replied Komir, the decision well planned. He had never wanted anything more.
 
   “In that case, uncover your arms and show them to me,” ordered the Mistress of Ceremonies.
 
   The boy complied.
 
   “In order to be transformed into a Bear, a test of blood and another of pain are required,” announced the mystic, looking at the public. From her belt she drew out a curved dagger of gleaming silver with strange etchings on its blade. She held Komir’s left arm and, with one swift slash, made a cut on his forearm. As blood flowed from the wound, Amtoko directed it toward the image of the bear on the ground, bathing its ferocious face with this liquid of life.
 
   “This is the test of blood!” she proclaimed, looking to the sky. She then recited a few inaudible words toward the ground and immediately thereafter forcefully grabbed Komir’s right arm by the wrist. Preparing himself, he breathed deeply and closed his eyes. He’d already forgotten all the nervousness he’d been suffering, as if the wind had erased it. Amtoko pressed his forearm against the burning hot etching of the bear on the brazier. Komir repressed the urge to scream out in pain, but his face contorted, unable to conceal his excruciating agony. The unpleasant smell of burned flesh found its way to Hartz who had to fight back a surge of nausea. The mystic sustained the torture for several moments as Komir suffered immeasurable pain. He thought he might pass out. Finally, she let go of him and Komir instantly clutched his arm. Concerned and barely able to endure the pain, he looked at the wound. By iron and fire, his forearm had been forever branded with the image of the Bear.
 
   “This is the test of pain!” announced Amtoko, looking to the sky again. She placed her hands on the young man’s head and, as she gazed to the heavens, she recited a blessing. 
 
   Auburu proclaimed to her people, “As a Wolf you entered the circle and as a Bear you leave it. The tribe proudly accepts you unto its bosom!”
 
   The audience feverishly roared, welcoming the new member to the tribe.
 
   Komir bowed down and, somehow bearing the terrible pain still reflected on his face, he left the circle.
 
   He was finally a Bikia, a Norriel.
 
   Forever and with full rights. 
 
   It was everything he ever wanted.
 
   The ritual continued until each of the young Wolves had completed it, including Hartz. No one, neither man nor woman, complained in the least. They all stoically faced the barbaric torture of the ritual. And none of them decided to follow any path other than belonging to the tribe. All chose freely and consciously to become full-fledged members. 
 
   Norriel Bears.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The finale of the unarmed combat was announced to the public in midafternoon. The great expectations for this event drew an eager crowd away from their food, beer, and folk songs to witness the clash.
 
   And a Norriel rarely left beer behind. 
 
   Hartz felt good. Prepared. He flexed his strong legs a few times, then did a few squats and stretched his arm and back muscles in a series of studied exercises. The warmup was a typical ritual for him. It helped him to relax and shake off any hints of tension. And today, there was most assuredly tension. He knew this was one of the most anticipated finales for everyone. He could feel it in the air. 
 
   He smiled. Finally, the great final. The contest that would bring him the glory, would crown him as champion of his favorite specialty. The coveted title and the prize that went with it were within his reach and he wanted it desperately. The previous eliminations had turned out to be simpler than he had expected. His opponents had not performed at a very high level and he had quite easily defeated them. But he was sure the final would be another story. 
 
   Gudin’s powerful voice announced Hartz’s opponent, and he entered the fighting ring. Hartz gave him the once-over and nervously noted he was as tall and as strong as he—even more so. He came in like a giant, with energetic, confident steps. Scratching his head, he frowned severely as he stared at Hartz, his dark eyes full of enmity. He swiftly pulled back his long black hair with a leather tie. Hartz, mirroring his adversary’s gesture, tied back his long mahogany mane so it would not be in the way during the fight. 
 
   Hartz had heard people speak of his gigantic rival: Brotan the Ox. He was from the town of Dango, somewhat smaller than Orrio and located a little less than two days away to the northeast. His fame preceded him; he was well known in the neighboring villages for his exceptional strength and physical stamina. On one occasion he rescued a neighbor trapped under a tree that had been struck by lightning. With his bare hands, he had been able to lift the trunk by himself so they could get the poor man out from under it. A veritable wonder of nature—since three men would not have been able to move that tree. 
 
   People were shouting the names of the two combatants, cheering them on as the excitement grew by the minute. As was customary in this type of tribal event—and in almost any Norriel event—wagers were swiftly made among the spectators.
 
   Master Gudin’s voice thundered out and the square fell silent.
 
   “You know the rules of the fight,” he said, and the two young men nodded in consent. “Get on your marks,” he ordered, and the two contestants did so. 
 
   The tension in the atmosphere was palpable. The spectators could barely contain themselves. Gudin raised his arm, looked at both opponents and, after a brief moment, dropped his arm. The audience’s thunderous roars reverberated throughout the village, everyone cheering for their favorite fighter. The contenders hurtled toward one another like two bulls charging at top speed.
 
   Brotan surged forward and threw a quick right. Surprised by the aggressive attack, Hartz pulled back in the nick of time, saving himself from a good, solid cross. They exchanged several swift punches, measuring each other up. 
 
   The crowd was screaming, celebrating every blow as if they were the ones participating. Everyone had something at stake. The commotion was deafening.
 
   Brotan threw a left hook, but Hartz had his guard up and blocked it. Brotan struck again with a powerful right, connecting with Hartz’s ribs.
 
   All right, tough guy! You’re about to find out what fighting really is! thought Hartz, annoyed by the pain from the impact.
 
   Another sharp blow in the opposite rib forced him to instinctively lower his guard to protect himself, but it did not shield him from another stiff jolt. 
 
   I cannot let this stinking ogre beat the great Hartz! he told himself.
 
   An explosion of sharp pain erupted inside his head and for a moment he was completely disoriented. Stunned and confused, he took a couple of steps back, trying to recuperate. A horrible left blow had hit him square in the nose. He ducked just in time to avoid another right upper cut then managed to get enough momentum to throw a punch that hit his opponent in the gut, causing him to stumble backwards. Hartz shook his head, trying to clear it. As he began to feel a little less disoriented he inhaled deeply, trying to steady himself. The blow had been brutal; Brotan struck with the force of an ox. He did not remember ever having been hit like that. It worried him. This guy was good; very good. For a moment, he doubted his own chances for victory. But he quickly pulled himself together and pushed the doubt from his mind. He was going to put this brute to the test; put him in a tight spot and see how he would react. 
 
   Hartz tried to do just that. But after having taken several well-landed blows from his rival, Brotan threw a devastating counterpunch that detonated on Hartz’s face. On impact, Hartz tottered back a few steps, dazed—then his legs went limp. Paralyzed by a horrible dizziness, his vision blurred. He felt like he was losing consciousness, like he was going down. He tried to stay on his feet, but his limp legs failed him and he finally fell. His face hit the dirt hard.  
 
   The spectators that had been cheering tirelessly now began screeching wildly—some for the likely victor and others trying to lift their beaten warrior off the ground with their cheers. Bets were quickly reversed as both young men desperately tried to stay in the fight. 
 
   Gudin approached to check if the match could continue. Hartz looked at him, got up on one knee and indicated he could go on. He stood up and breathed deeply. I won’t win this way. He is stronger than I am and his technique is as good as mine or better. I won’t beat him by attacking. Think, think! By the three Goddesses I am not giving up. No way! He’ll have to split my skull to beat me!
 
   And that was when an idea popped into his mind.
 
   He raised his guard and the fight resumed, much to the delight of the spectators. Hartz, on the defensive, withstood a monumental beating. Blow after blow. Everything hurt. But he was... smiling. A barrage of crosses, hooks, and jabs rained down on his head. Through his bloody guard he could see Brogan frenziedly punching, consuming every drop of energy he had left. The furious attack ended and Brotan took a step back to rest and catch his breath.
 
   The time has come! He’s worn out...
 
   Hartz leaped forward and planted a powerful right on his opponent’s jaw. Brotan stumbled backwards from the tremendous impact. Hartz noticed Brotan’s legs wobbling for a second, and then they buckled. 
 
   You’re mine! I’ve got you!
 
   Hartz threw a sharp left hook but, much to his surprise, Brotan did not fall. Somehow he remained upright, motionless, his arms down, resisting the knockout.
 
   The square went dead silent. Expectant. 
 
   With a war cry at the top of his lungs, as if he were in the midst of battle, Hartz threw a punch powerful enough to take down a bull. 
 
   Brotan the Ox dropped to the ground like a downed oak tree. 
 
   The spectators, who had been so swept up in the anticipation and tension that they had kept completely silent, broke into thunderous cheers and applause. The whole square was filled with frenzied screams heard throughout the surrounding area.
 
   “Victory!” yelled Hartz as he raised his arms to the sky. He then fell to the ground, exhausted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour after Hartz’s incredible show of courage and honor it was Komir’s turn. There, in the middle of the village square, surrounded by a multitude of onlookers, Komir began to feel his nerves taking over. He had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach that was growing by the second, like a volcano about to erupt. Just a few moments before he had been completely calm and confident about his chances. But now, in the middle of these spectacular surroundings, his nerves were starting to get the best of him.
 
   Hartz approached, his face completely swollen and bruised from the brutal beating he’d taken. He looked Komir straight in the eye and said: “Norriel are we, Norriel shall we die.” 
 
   “Norriel are we, Norriel shall we die,” affirmed Komir, appreciative of his friend’s support. Hartz winked one purple eye at him and took a seat with the other spectators.
 
   Gudin went to the middle of the crowded square. Looking at the public he announced: 
 
   “Komir, son of Ulis of the Bikia tribe, come forth into the ring.” He looked at him and motioned with this right arm where Komir should go.
 
   Komir hesitantly approached and stood where Gudin had indicated.
 
   “Akog, son of Lopar of the Bikia tribe, come forth into the ring,” summoned the Master as he pointed with his left hand at the second combatant’s position.  
 
   When he heard that name pronounced, Komir shuddered. 
 
   Akog? It could be no-one else!
 
   His rival walked to his position with a firm step and an attitude of defiance. He stared at Komir, his eyes glaring with stifled rage. The hatred in his gaze was unmistakable. His right fist was so forcefully clenched it was almost white.
 
   Komir breathed deeply, filling his lungs and then exhaling slowly as he tried to calm his nerves. He looked into the eyes of his opponent. There he saw clearly visceral hatred projected back at him like a poisoned dart. So, we meet again. My worst enemy, the one who deeply despises me... the one who caused the incident by the river I’ve tried so hard to forget yet never could. It could be no other way... So much rancor... You would desperately like to defeat me, wouldn’t you? But more than that, you would love to humiliate me in front of everyone, to ridicule me so I am the laughing stock of the village. But that is not going to happen; I will not let that happen! Your hatred is my strongest ally, and it will ultimately help me defeat you.
 
   Master Gudin’s voice once again resonated through the square. 
 
   “You know the rules of combat.”
 
   Both boys nodded in agreement.
 
   “Instructors, present the weapons to the fighters.”
 
   They took the flat, edgeless competition swords and, ready for combat, saluted one another in the Norriel style. The Master Warrior gave a signal with his arm and the two contenders moved into guard position. The spectators, crowding the square to see the grand finale, began shouting and cheering.
 
   This was the culminating moment of the day. The one everyone had been waiting to see.
 
   The Master’s arm fell to his side, signaling the start of the bout, and both fighters initiated the circular movements of their advance. 
 
   Without delay, Akog launched a furious attack. Komir vacillated a moment and retreated to evade him. Akog pressed furiously. The crowd cheered, surprised by the speed and fierceness of the young man’s attacks. After his initial brief moment of hesitation, Komir defended himself against the irascible assault as best he could while his confidence waned in the face of his rival’s spurs. All his concentration was focused on blocking the attacks. Arm and wrist acted on the orders from his brain, instantaneously connecting thought and action, but his poise and confidence were dwindling with each of his adversary’s thrusts.
 
   The fight gained in intensity. The increasing speed of the attacks brought looks of surprise to the spectators’ faces as they cheered in astonishment. Akog was beginning to show signs of frustration over not finding a way to break Komir’s defensive guard. He tried a combination of chest thrusts followed by a straight thrust at his support foot, but Komir deflected the first move with a quick turn of the wrist and shifted backwards with a sudden spring. 
 
   Akog’s eyes shone with pure hatred.
 
   He loathed Komir. To death.
 
   And it was that gleam of profound malice that got Komir thinking.
 
   He had to put all feeling out of his mind—empty it completely. That was the way to go. It would be the only way to defeat him. He vividly recalled Master Warrior Gudin’s teachings. In the art of sword fighting one must empty the mind of emotions and enter into a neutral, balanced state. That state allows one to evaluate each action equally and initiate a reaction in consequence. Feelings cloud judgment and a clouded judgment cannot make rational decisions—which inevitably leads to errors. It was a dogma that the Master Warrior had repeated on innumerable occasions. 
 
   Technique without reason brings death; the fighter believes his ability will conquer all, until he encounters a technique equal or superior to his own.
 
   He relaxed and, feeling more confident, began in turn to press his frustrated opponent. He put him to the test with rapid-fire movements, attacking his sides to gauge his reaction time. Akog was aggressive; his skill with the sword, polished. But his footwork was not sufficiently agile and coordinated. His feet did not follow the same rhythm as his arm movements and, now that he was beginning to tire, it was becoming more evident.
 
   The crowd was getting more excited, shouting feverishly at each thrust. Bets continued to mount; there would be quite a few people finishing the day a bit richer than they had started it. Fidgety children, who occupied the first rows so they could see the clash better, were cheering for Akog and insulting Komir.
 
   Komir had sized up his enemy well. Nearly rabid with fury, Akog scornfully spit at Komir’s feet and tried to provoke him with other disdainful gestures. He seemed totally beside himself. But Komir was now fully confident and his mind was in balance. He decided to go on the offense. He waited for an off-balance attack and parried and counterattacked with a swift riposte to his head. His opponent reacted late, leaving his body exposed. Komir lunged agilely and hit him with the sword on his support leg. Akog, trying not to lose his balance, moved the weight of his body to the other leg but Komir swept it with a hard kick. Akog fell backwards and hit the ground hard. Komir darted swiftly forward and pressed his sword on the neck of his defeated opponent.
 
   “Victor of the contest: Komir, son of Ulis of the Bikia tribe!” proclaimed Gudin authoritatively.
 
   The audience began to cheer and applaud wildly, shouting the winner’s name in unison.
 
   Komir remained perched an instant longer over the body of his conquered rival, his hated enemy since his earliest days of childhood, the person who had repeatedly caused him so much pain though he’d never done anything to deserve it. There he was, at his feet, publicly defeated. Komir knew he should feel happy—jubilant, even—but all he felt was pity for the unfortunate creature he’d just beaten. He looked down at him a second longer; the face red with rage, the eyes filled with pure fury. Nothing, no satisfaction; just a feeling of sadness for this despicable being. 
 
   It’s over. I beat him in front of the entire tribe. I showed that I am a better Norriel than he is before the whole community. I’ve waited a long time for this chance and I finally got it. No longer will anyone doubt that I am a true Norriel warrior. I’ve won the championship. I am a Norriel by right, a champion.
 
   He turned away and walked over to Master Gudin, handed him his sword and respectfully saluted him. The Master solemnly returned the salute. 
 
   Komir started to leave the ring amidst the applause and cheers of the excited crowd. As he walked he looked for his parents’ faces among the spectators. Finally he found his mother’s face to his left among the people sitting in the first row. But something wasn’t right; her face did not reflect the joy he was expecting... it reflected a completely different emotion...
 
   It showed...
 
   Horror!
 
   Her eyes wide, Mirta was looking in his direction, pointing at him and shouting something. But in the midst of the noise from the thunderous applause, cheering, and shouting, he could not make out what she was saying.
 
   The expression on his mother’s face both surprised and startled him. He stopped, almost to the edge of the fighting ring, trying to hear what she was shouting. He strained to understand; she was screeching at him now. He tilted his head and craned his neck to hear better.
 
   What was happening? Why was his mother pointing and yelling?
 
   He did not understand.
 
   A shrill screech, a piercing scream coming from his mother’s throat, stood out over the rest of the din from the crowd:
 
   “Look out! Behind you!”
 
   When he heard that, Komir’s heart skipped a beat. A visceral fear overcame him. He instinctively turned to look over his shoulder. 
 
   Akog, his arm raised high, a dagger in his hand, was two steps from dealing him a deathly blow in the back. The ill-fated boy’s eyes shone with the gleam of insanity. His mouth, contorted by rage, was twisted into a grotesque smile.
 
   “I’ll kill you, you bastard!” he screeched, with all the fury of years of stifled irrational hatred. 
 
   Behind his attacker, at too far a distance to stop the treacherous assault, ran Master Gudin and one of his instructors, screaming at the top of their lungs for Akog to stop his demented attack. The spectators’ cheers and applause abruptly ended and immediately transformed into shouts of horror and alarm in the face of such a frightful, dishonorable betrayal. 
 
   Akog, ignoring all of them, took one last step, gathering momentum, and threw himself at Komir.
 
   A fateful ending seemed inevitable. 
 
   Komir, seeing his enemy’s imminent attack and the dagger rushing toward his neck, experienced a rush of horror so acute that his chest nearly burst. But something else awakened within him along with that rush. An odd sensation flowed through him and he perceived a singular energy, born out of the deepest part of his being, running through his body. A powerful energy, set in motion by the sensation of danger, had instantly concentrated in his chest. He could feel the intense blue force pressing against his chest, trying to break out of his body.
 
   In that ill-fated moment, time seemed to come to a standstill, freezing reality. Every sound ceased to exist, all movement stopped; the air itself seemed to evaporate, replaced by a vacuum. Akog hung suspended in midair, the deadly dagger just inches from his neck. 
 
   Instinctively, Komir raised his right hand to defend himself. But instead of placing it in a defensive position he’d reached out to touch his attacker, not knowing why. The dagger sluggishly advanced in a deadly arc toward his neck. The motion was occurring so slowly he felt he was caught up in a nightmare. An instant before the blade would sever his neck, his extended hand touched his attacker’s chest.
 
   And in that last moment, something unthinkable happened.
 
   With a savage wrath, all the energy accumulated in Komir’s chest surged forth as a devastating explosion from his hand.
 
   Time awakened. 
 
   Everything returned to life. 
 
   Sounds once again filled Komir’s ears. The power of the brutal explosion was so strong that Akog was blasted forcefully in the opposite direction. He shot through the air outside the fighting ring and landed on the other side of the square with a sickening, hollow thud.
 
   Several of the onlookers had to get out of the way to avoid being struck by his body.
 
   A sepulchral silence came over the square. 
 
   The spectators were left speechless, in a state of shock from the horrendous event they’d just witnessed. No one moved for what seemed like minutes, trying to grasp the magnitude of whatever it was that had happened. Gudin was the first to react. He ran to Akog to see if he was still breathing. He shook his head, confirming Akog was dead.
 
   Komir lowered his head, profoundly grieved.
 
   A soft murmur could be heard among the crowd. The whispering was quickly getting louder until it erupted into hundreds of muffled shouts and accusations. And one word was becoming clear above the whispering: 
 
   Sorcerer. 
 
   The spectators began to chant, repeating ever more quickly and loudly:
 
   “Sorcerer! Sorcerer! Sorcerer!”
 
   A public accusation directed at Komir in response to the arcane act they’d just witnessed.
 
   Looking at his hand incredulously, Komir could not process what had happened moments before. Desperation consumed him. He had killed Akog and his secret—the reason why he had never been able to integrate into the tribal society, the stigma that had marked him—had been revealed here, in front of everyone. His spirit plunged into the abyss of despair. Everyone had witnessed it and he was sure they would condemn him.
 
   Why? Why is this happening to me now? Now that I was finally so close to being an accepted member of the tribe? Now that I could finally erase that dreadful incident that marked me as persona non grata in everyone’s memory? After winning the tournament, when I’d finally succeeded in becoming a rightful Norriel warrior and achieved what I’d always wanted... this will destroy all of it. His eyes filled with tears from a mixture of anger and frustration as he heard the accusations hurled at him like a merciless lashing.
 
   He would remain forever marked as a Sorcerer, a stigma from which he would never be free.
 
   Forevermore he would be someone the tribal society could barely tolerate. Never would he be welcome. He would be forced to carry out his existence on the margins of the tribe. Magic and arcane arts generated fear and misunderstanding among his people. Never would he be the respected Norriel warrior he so desperately longed to be.
 
   His dream would die, here and now.
 
   “Sorcerer! Sorcerer! Sorcerer!” the shouts went on. His head down, he left the square with a painful void in his chest for not having achieved what he had yearned for, knowing that he would never again have the chance to achieve it. He did not even dare to look at his mother, so afraid was he to see the shame in her eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Dark Power
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Far removed from the heartache of the Norriel Ceremony of the Bear, in a remote continent beyond the Hundred Seas hidden from the known world, Isuzeni stood in the antechamber of the throne room. He was waiting to be called before his powerful and ruthless queen, Yuzumi—the Dark Queen, as she was known throughout the shattered continent of Toyomi. That morning, the queen had requested his humble presence. Isuzeni was unsure of the reason, but as High Priest of the Cult of Imork, ancestral god of the dead, and personal Counselor to his all-powerful queen, he was accustomed to being summoned to carry out the wishes of his lady and mistress.
 
   He looked contemplatively at the chamber, his slanted black eyes noticing every detail. Before him, a large and exquisitely decorated room, adorned in velvet fabrics that bathed the walls with the Empire’s colors. A huge flag waved on a balcony showing two swords with blood-red, curved blades on a background as black as the night; a banner that struck dread in the hearts of its enemies and fear in the hearts of its subjects. The emblem that, since the time Queen Yuzumi began the conquest just over ten years ago, had gradually but savagely taken the nine kingdoms one by one, bringing the entire continent under her control. None had been able to stop the bloody and relentless advance of the Dark Queen with her unquenchable desire for power—a power that gripped then choked off everything within reach like an immense black tide, suffocating everything in her path. 
 
   The doors of the royal throne room opened and two imperial guards entered the antechamber.
 
   “Her Highness will receive you now, Your Eminence,” they announced as they bowed in a show of respect before the Supreme High Priest.
 
   Isuzeni went in to see his queen, never even casting a glance at them.
 
   Surrounded by her faithful guards and seated on a rich ivory throne that paled in comparison to her exquisite, lethal beauty, Yuzumi looked at him, her face serene. Her silky hair, perfectly coiffed, fell smoothly down to her waist. It was a dazzling jet-black and her enormous slanted eyes were as dark and cold as a winter’s night. The darkness radiated by those eyes—almond-shaped in keeping with her race—was striking. Her skin was snow-white and of a delicacy that always surprised Isuzeni; the yellowish skin tone typical of her ethnicity was nearly imperceptible. Yuzumi’s beauty and power enchanted Isuzeni each time he was in her presence. But above all, it was her dark, arcane power of incredible magnitude that dazzled him. 
 
   “Supreme High Priest,” his all-powerful lady welcomed him.
 
   “Your Majesty,” greeted Isuzeni, bowing grandly in homage. He squinted slightly and considered her for a moment. How great was the power his lady had amassed...
 
   A mere ten years ago, the Dark Queen had taken under her sovereignty—by treason and force—the kingdom of Kotami. In spite of being the leader of the poorest and weakest of the nine kingdoms on the continent, Yuzumi had begun the great conquest. It was completely unthinkable, something no one had achieved in more than five hundred years... until the arrival of his lady. The Dark Queen had vanquished and eliminated the nine sovereignties, one by one, and had raised her flag over the capitals of the nine kingdoms. Now everything belonged to her; nothing could stand in her way. The continent of Toyomi had fallen under her bloody power. To ensure the future control of each kingdom, the conqueror had wiped out the entire royal lineage, all the royal Generals and Counselors to the throne and all the members of their families—without exception. No one remained who could oppose her. No one.
 
   “I believe you have something to tell me Counselor, isn’t that right?” said the queen, in her velvety yet stern tone of voice.
 
   Isuzeni knew then why he had been summoned, but did not know how the queen had found out about it.
 
   “There has been an incident related to the Marked...”
 
   The queen sat up straight on her throne.
 
   “Go on,” she nodded.
 
   “Our spies on the great western continent have received information about a possible candidate.”
 
   “What degree of certainty is there to this information? Tremia is very far away...”
 
   “Very low, Your Majesty. It is nothing more than a rumor, but the age coincides.”
 
   “Has he demonstrated the Talent?” asked the queen.
 
   “Yes, my lady. The young man has shown he possesses the Gift.” 
 
   “Give me every available detail.”
 
   “The rumors speak of a young man in a remote village in the mountains, in the western highlands, who was capable of killing another young man with just the touch of a finger.”
 
   “Very interesting... if it were true... That would be proof of his Talent. A powerful Talent. If it is indeed true, of course.”
 
   “That is what caught my attention, Your Majesty.”
 
   Yuzumi slowly stepped down from the throne, a pensive expression on her face. Her honor guard immediately came forward and surrounded her. They stood silently, like stone guardian statues. They were dressed in heavy armor, complete with overlays and as black as a moonless night. Engraved on their chest plates was their queen’s emblem: two crossed blood-red swords. Their faces were hidden behind a red mask that revealed only their almond-shaped eyes and a cold stare—the stare of elite soldiers. On their heads was the peculiar-looking, traditional helmet; it extended down over their necks and the visor hid the warriors’ faces. They were the Moyuki, the elite guard of the Dark Queen, the best warriors in all of Toyomi. These soldiers were recruited and trained because of their formidable physical strength and abilities with the sword. Tall, strong, lethal, obedient, and loyal unto death. An select force whose only mission was to safeguard their queen’s well-being.
 
   Isuzeni smiled as he observed them. A thoroughly commendable mission; an honor without equal. He had seen them in action on many occasions during the military campaigns over the last several years, and it was quite a spectacle. They made up a fiendishly dreadful killing machine, capable of spreading waves of destruction and death wherever their lady required it. One hundred Moyuki fighting in closed formation created so much devastation they could completely alter the course of a battle, shifting it in favor of the Dark Queen.
 
   Yuzumi inquisitively fixed her eyes on Isuzeni. “Are the rumors credible or simply another pack of lies like the ones we have been chasing down over the past few years?”
 
   “I believe they are... credible, my lady. The incident took place in front of an entire village during a sword tournament. Many people witnessed it. From that moment on, the rumors rapidly spread until finally making their way to the ears of our spies.”
 
   “How old is he?” persisted the queen, intrigued.
 
   “Nineteen. That coincides with the supposed age of the Marked.”
 
   “How much time has passed since the incident?”
 
   “Hmmm... A little more than sixteen weeks. It takes time for news to cross the seas and get to us, Your Majesty.”
 
   “It is possible he is no longer in that town, that he’s gone into hiding now that his power has been revealed,” pondered the Dark Queen as she stroked her long, silky, jet-black hair.
 
   “Do you think he is conscious of his power... of his possible destiny, my Lady and my Queen?” 
 
   “No, I do not believe he is aware of it, although it is possible that he is under the protective custody of someone who knows of The Premonition. That would explain why all our efforts to find him have been in vain. Even now, we do not have enough information available to ensure that it is he. This could be some other young man with the Gift—but not necessarily the Marked. However, as you say, the age and the magnitude of the power do coincide... Still, I do not want to take any chances.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Eliminate him immediately.”
 
   “Shall I send one of the Dark Assassins?”
 
   The Queen had at her disposal a secret order of assassins to whom she entrusted the task of finding and killing fugitives. These assassins relentlessly pursued their victims; failure to carry out a mission led to dishonor and, consequently, an inconceivably painful death. Thus they unrelentingly hunted down even those who fled by ship to faraway lands—as far away as the prosperous continent of Tremia. Distance did not bring salvation to their victims; it simply postponed the inevitable. Precious few had succeeded in fleeing the ruthless and bloody claws of the Dark Queen. 
 
   “Where on the great continent is this village located?”
 
   “To the west, Your Majesty, north of the kingdom of Rogdon. Tribes known as the Norriel inhabit the highlands. Wild savages, Your Majesty; uncivilized, though quite skilled fighters according to the rumors. The territory is considered hostile and dangerous. Rogdon has desisted its conquest after several unsuccessful attempts, mostly because of the high cost of the campaigns and the meager gains those territories bring— even though they give way to the North Sea.
 
   “Send the White Tigers. They manage that kind of terrain better than anyone. But make sure they are not overconfident. If he is the Marked, it could be very dangerous.”
 
   “The White Tigers are unequaled in the entire Empire when it comes to manhunters, Your Majesty. No one can elude them. I have no doubt they will complete their mission.”
 
   “They had better. I have spent years unsuccessfully searching for the Marked. But I shall find him; I must find him. It is imperative that he be destroyed, at all costs. The Premonition will not come to pass!”
 
   “He shall be destroyed, my lady,” pledged the Royal Counselor as he bowed before his powerful mistress.
 
   “Do not disappoint me, Counselor. I want to bring the conquest of the entire continent to a close with the death of the Marked. Do not deny me the one thing I so deeply desire! The continent is finally mine, after ten long years of war! Get me the head of the Marked so I may celebrate this triumph. Bring it to me!”
 
   The most powerful woman in the world had just ordered a murder. A murder that, if it turned out to be the Marked, would be of unimaginable significance. It would change the destiny of the world as they knew it. 
 
   Isuzeni turned and hurried out of the throne room, all the while remembering in wonderment that day some twenty years ago when the Dark Queen had arrived at the temple of the Cult of Imork—when he was just a simple novice Dark Priest. The child was just seven years old and already clearly radiated power. She demonstrated a restrained energy that stood out above all those graced with the Gift. Conspicuously so. One of the temple’s priests had discovered her in a small fishing village during a trip to one of the temples on the coast. She was an orphan, and no one knew anything about her past. She’d been abandoned at the door of a humble fisherman whose wife and son had died from the fever. Feeling sorry for the little girl, he had taken her into his home and raised her. The priest had had no difficulty convincing the old fisherman that the child would be better cared for and would have a much more promising future if the powerful Cult of Imork were to take her into their protection. After offering him a generous compensation, he had taken the girl to the temple on the coast.
 
   The evidence that she possessed the Gift made it inevitable that she would be sent to the Grand Temple in the capital of the kingdom of Zchu, where notable, high-ranking Priests could adequately instruct the child and guide her toward a brilliant future. The Cult of Imork was always poised to bring in new followers, especially those blessed with the Gift. The more followers they had, the wider the Cult’s reach and influence; the more members blessed with the Gift they had enlisted in their strict pyramidal structure, the greater the global power of the Cult. Unfortunately, the Gift was scarce. Very few people were born with it, and it could neither be acquired nor transferred. Even its continuation by bloodline was not guaranteed. A father might have the Gift yet his son would not—and vice versa—though there was a greater probability it would exist within the same family. In the majority of cases, when the Gift manifested itself in a person, it did so in a limited capacity, oftentimes very subtly. Of all the priests in the Cult, most had been graced with scarcely more than four drops from the Gift’s fountain of power and only a fortunate handful had been blessed with a wellspring of considerable power. Isuzeni was amongst those in the latter group and was well aware of his tremendous good fortune. 
 
   But the power of his Gift paled in comparison to that of his lady and mistress.
 
   From the day the girl arrived at the temple their destinies had been united...  inexorably intertwined. First as teacher and student, and then as Counselor and Monarch. His first memory of her, as indelible as it was impressive, was the very day she arrived. The intensity of her mysterious Gift was of a magnitude that had not been seen in anyone for many generations. She was a veritable prodigy and had fortunately been discovered at a young age, making it possible to fully develop her immense potential. It was considerably more difficult, and oftentimes simply impossible, to develop such a potential in adults because the bond between the Gift and the person weakened and eventually faded away with the passage of time if the union was not strongly established—just as a flower or any living organism that hasn’t been properly cared for will wither with the passing days until, finally, it dies.
 
   Isuzeni let his memories carry him back to that crucial moment.
 
   “Hello, child,” he had said as he greeted her with a wave of his hand and a welcoming smile. 
 
   “Hello,” answered the introverted girl, not even raising her head to look up at him. 
 
   “Let’s begin by introducing ourselves. My name is Isuzeni and I am a Priest of the Cult here at the temple. What is your name, small one?”
 
   “My name is Yuzumi.”
 
   “I think you and I are going to be very good friends,” he said in a friendly voice. “You have nothing to fear and nothing to be concerned about; you are in a safe place. This will be your home for a time, and we will take very good care of you. Do not worry about a thing. If there is anything you need, you have only to ask me.”
 
   “What will I do here?”
 
   “What you will do is learn. I will be your tutor and will teach you everything I know about many interesting subjects. And then, when you are ready, other priests more powerful than I will instruct you in disciplines at a higher level which will allow you to accomplish things that right now you could not even dream of.”
 
   The girl looked up and stared into his eyes, as if trying to glimpse any trace of deception. After a few moments she nodded and again lowered her eyes.
 
   “What kinds of things?”
 
   “Magical things... Incredible things!”
 
   She looked in his eyes again, studying him, and looked down once more.
 
   “Magical? How?”
 
   “You shall see. You are a very special person. You were born with a great Gift, a Gift that will be with you always and will allow you to do things mortals can only dream about doing.”
 
   After glancing at him again and nodding, she calmly replied, “I believe you.” 
 
   That had been many long years ago. Now that introverted child had transformed into the Dark Queen and had forged an Empire. She was the ruler of the whole continent. Under her command was an army of more than seventy-five thousand men.
 
   Her dark, arcane power was incomparable. 
 
   And she had ordered the death of the Marked.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Threads of Destiny
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   In the refuge of the comforting hearth fire, Amtoko, Norriel Mistress of Ceremonies, was savoring a broth infused with aromatic herbs—just how she liked it. She instinctively looked toward the entrance to the cave that had been her humble home for countless years. She had lived the greater part of her long life in the depths of this protective cavern. This particular day she was expecting a visitor; a young man of great interest would soon be arriving.
 
   Her home, located on one of the peaks of the Ampar Mountains, was difficult to access and generally took more than a half day of brisk walking to get to from the village of Orrio. Because of this, and for other reasons related to her mystical powers, she was well known in the region and practically every Norriel had heard of her—the Silver Witch, as she was called. Amtoko smiled. That name, in reference to the iridescent color of her hair and her art, had always amused her. Man’s dread of the unknown or unusual had always fascinated her. Due to the trepidation she instilled in her superstitious neighbors she did not receive many visitors—actually, practically none at all. This was undoubtedly the destiny reserved for a Norriel Witch, but she didn’t care.
 
   She was both pleased and saddened by the fear she struck in the hearts of her beloved people. It provided her with invaluable peace and tranquility, but it also isolated her. The Norriel respected her but—above all—they feared her and the arcane arts she practiced. So they kept their distance. Of course, it also did not help that she had an enormous black panther constantly at her side. She was her loyal companion, charged with keeping nosy people and intruders out of her dwelling.
 
   “They are afraid of you, my friend,” she announced, smiling at her pet. “They do not know what an honest heart you have. They see only the danger you represent; the proud and instinctive feline in your eyes. But I know you well—from your first steps, since you were a kitten—and I know your heart is pure and noble,” she said to the great panther stretched out next to the fire. 
 
   Amtoko couldn’t help but smile at the thought.
 
   “They call me a witch and many of them think I’ve lost my mind for living in isolation up here with you. But you and I know that’s not how it is, don’t we, dear?” The panther let out a low growl, as if agreeing with her mistress. “Let them think whatever they wish. We are safe here and no one bothers us. There is not much we value more than peace and quiet, isn’t that right, my little one?” she asked her loyal companion rhetorically. 
 
   Her visits to the village were not frequent. When she went down to town it was generally to visit her two good friends, Auburu and Suason, or when she was needed in her capacity as Mistress of Ceremonies and Rituals. Occasionally she went in at the request of the Tribal Council. At times, there were serious issues to resolve, like wars or anything that put the tribe in danger, or situations that required her mystical talent. She knew Auburu, the leader of the tribe, very well—and had known her since she was a girl.  Even then she’d already identified in the young woman the inner strength of a leader and an innate aptitude for command. And that was part of Amtoko’s talent: the ability to perceive people’s strengths and weaknesses and see their potential. 
 
   “Oh, Auburu! Such a great leader. A promising future, that girl. I remember you well, my dear. We shall see where you will lead the destiny of the Bikia tribe, the destiny of our Norriel. It shall be interesting indeed to see how you manage the turbulent times to come,” she said as she added more wood to the fire. 
 
   Amtoko had always favored Auburu. She recalled how, one rainy afternoon—already taking charge—a perfectly composed, fearless girl had approached her in the town square, impertinently yanked on her tunic, and asked her name—much to the amazement of everyone around her. Right then and there she’d seen in that child the strong personality that would be so characteristic of her. And with the passing of time she had witnessed her potential grow and develop, eventually turning her into a leader. Whenever Auburu had needed it, Amtoko had offered her assistance. And Amtoko always kept a watchful eye on both the internal and global events that could have an impact on—or be dangerous for—her land and her people. After all, her blood and her heart were Norriel. 
 
   “Norriel are we, Norriel we shall die.”
 
   And that was her true talent, her arcane Gift: the capacity to see and sense events and people beyond physical distances. After years and years of arduous work, incessant study, research, and experimentation she had mastered this elusive art. She had the ability to create mystical bonds with people and animals which allowed her glimpses into events surrounding them. Besides that, this symbiosis allowed her to acquire for herself some of the same characteristics as that being. But Amtoko made sure not to mention that small detail... No reason to give people the negative impression that she was unscrupulously using them; her reputation was already dismal enough. Unfortunately, even though it was for the good of the tribe, her talent and the use she made of it had turned her into a Witch in the eyes of her people. Fear, disdain, and solitude were the price she paid for her Gift. But she had gotten over that an eternity ago. For her, her talent was much more important than the caring and acceptance of those around her.
 
   Regrettably, she was not able to see the future. It caused her great sadness; it was as if her talent was not complete. It was... imperfect. No matter how hard she’d tried she had not been able to achieve the ability that was her heart’s deepest desire—and that which would make her whole. It wasn’t that she was not powerful enough, but the ability to see the far-off future was simply outside the limits of what she was able to do with her Gift. She had strong intuition about the immediate future, though, and could glimpse ahead and see the invisible threads of events that would soon come to pass. But she would never give up; her greatest goal was to someday see into the future.
 
   “One day, dear friend, we shall be able to read the distant future. Believe me, we will! That day, we will be complete and our spirits, at last fulfilled, will fly high above the mountains like a white eagle searching for clouds in an infinite sky,” she told her companion as she affectionately stroked her velvety black back. 
 
   Suddenly, the panther growled a warning.
 
   Komir had arrived at the entrance of the cave.
 
   The young man, not daring to enter out of respect, stood at the mouth of the cave and called for Amtoko. He was clearly nervous.
 
   “Come into my humble abode—you’ve arrived just in time to share a nourishing broth,” answered a raspy female voice from inside.
 
   “Thank you, Amtoko,” answered Komir, hesitantly entering the dark cavern. Walking slowly, his eyes struggled to adapt to the new, dimly lit surroundings. After a few moments he could make out the Witch in the back of the cave next to a small fire, her hair shining in the light of the flames. The huge black panther next to Amtoko was scrutinizing him with her brilliant eyes that were the color of the sun.
 
   “Come and sit down here next to me. The warmth from the fire will comfort you,” suggested the eccentric hermit. “Don’t worry about my friend—she won’t bother you.”
 
   “Thank you, Amtoko,” he responded as he sat down in front of the fire and the panther. He took the bowl of soup the Witch offered him, waiting silently for Amtoko to speak. The woman made him feel profoundly uneasy. He was not afraid of her; he respected her—but she did make him feel nervous, as if there was something dangerous... or unnatural about her.
 
   “A very special recipe... I hope you like it—it’s one of my specialties.” She smiled as she took a taste of the spicy broth.
 
   “You called me to your home... I imagine it’s because of what happened in the Ceremony of the Bear... a few weeks ago...”
 
   “Oh, the impatience of youth! So much vitality and so little patience,” she laughed, making a face. “Don’t be so anxious. Finish your broth and then we can talk calmly. First things first, young Norriel.” 
 
   The two ate in silence until they’d emptied their bowls. The Witch offered him seconds of the unusual broth but Komir politely declined. 
 
   “All right, now that we have a little warmth in our stomachs, we can deal with what’s worrying us. You are precisely right; I summoned you because of what took place at the Ceremony of the Bear, but not just because of that specific incident,” she said as he looked down, apparently uncomfortable. “For some time I have been perceiving events and an energy that revolve around you. The intricate threads of destiny are very quickly weaving a great, complex web around your being. And that worries me.”
 
   “I do not wish to doubt your powers, much less offend you, but are you sure this is all about me? I haven’t done anything, I haven’t provoked anything—that I know of, of course—unless it’s because of the incident...” Komir again shifted his eyes to avoid the Witch’s small, deep ones.
 
   “In fact, you did not incite the events. But destiny is capricious and draws everything—the dreams and desires of many beings—into an unsolvable and unintelligible labyrinth of countless actions.”
 
   “But, why me?” asked Komir, anger beginning to well up inside him.
 
   “I perceive that your life—since your birth—has been woven in an intricate plot, an intrigue of great repercussions—not only for you, but for all those around you. Initially it was nothing more than a small sensation, like a tiny tickling, alerting me to its existence. But with the passage of time this omen has become stronger and the sensation is now powerful and clear. What happened in the tournament has just brought my suspicions to light.”
 
   “An intrigue, you say? So I may be in danger?”
 
   “Indeed you are, my dear young man. I cannot see the exact danger but the sensation of something threatening is getting stronger and stronger... and more imminent... The signals that I am receiving when I focus on you, or the omens if you prefer to call them that, are of grave danger. Since the ill-fated incident they have multiplied and continue to intensify. Most likely the incident itself has put a series of new events in motion, and those are what I am now perceiving. That is why I have called you here. To warn you. So that you can be prepared for whatever may happen.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Why me?”
 
   “The reason is unknown to me; I cannot see that. What I do see clearly is that you are not an ordinary Norriel. You never have been and you never will be. You are marked by destiny. A destiny that is now beginning to show itself, to unfold its wings. The great wheel of events has begun to turn after being still for many years.”
 
   “And what if I don’t want it? What if I refuse that destiny you say is out there waiting for me?” 
 
   “I don’t think you can avoid it, my young friend. You will have to play your part and hope the Sun and the Moon protect you on your path. With what I am perceiving, we will have to turn to Iram herself; her daughters cannot sufficiently shield you. Only Iram will be able to protect you. You must entrust yourself to our Mother Earth.”
 
   “You are sensing that much danger?”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   Komir nodded. “Thank you for the warning, Amtoko. I will stay alert. But if I don’t know what the danger is, I might not be able to identify it until it’s too late.”
 
   “That is true. But it is still better to keep your mind alert. That way, when something odd happens or you notice something that seems suspicious, your mind will react and will keep you from being caught unprepared.”
 
   “You’re right,” agreed Komir, nodding as he thought about the situation he was finding himself in. “Thank you for your warning. I will stay alert and will inform my family. I only hope this won’t make me see shadows and danger where there really isn’t any.”
 
   “It is quite possible that it will have precisely that effect at first, but you will get used to it. Believe me; crazy old hags like me have been living that way for a long, long time... suspicious of every shadow, of every unusual sound. But perhaps that is not the best example to give a young warrior!” laughed the Witch in her gruff voice. 
 
   “I hope it won’t bother you that I ask you this... I mean you no disrespect and do not wish to upset you, but is it possible you’re wrong about all this? Perhaps your premonitions aren’t about me... Couldn’t it be some other person from our village?”
 
   Amtoko smiled, revealing the deep wrinkles that furrowed her face.
 
   “A very logical reaction—and it does not bother me at all. If you did not react that way I would be surprised. Why believe an old nutcase who lives in a cave, far from the rest of humanity? Why follow her senile recommendations and advice? Don’t be embarrassed, young Norriel; if the situation were reversed I, too, would have my doubts.”
 
   “You are not at all crazy or senile.”
 
   “Ha! A great deal more than you could imagine! If you saw me talking to my dear kitty you wouldn’t think that. But I am sorry to have to assure you that I am not in the habit of making mistakes. Particularly in this case, I am completely sure. I have not the least doubt that my intuitions are indeed about you. I know your essence well; I’ve been on your trail for quite some time... since that night years ago when you unexpectedly appeared in these mountains.”
 
   Komir sighed. “In that case I will prepare for whatever may happen and will stay alert.”
 
   “Remember my words, young Komir. Danger and death surround you. Many lives and the destiny of many beings are intimately tied to your actions and decisions—like it or not, want it or not—that’s how I’ve seen it and have now told you so.”
 
   Komir shook his head, a bit overwhelmed. “You are putting a great responsibility on my shoulders, Amtoko—a responsibility I did not ask for and do not wish.”
 
   “I’m sure you will get through it. There is much strength and determination inside you. You will make it. Besides, we both know there is something more in you, something you’ve avoided talking about since you got here,” nudged the astute Witch, hoping to get him to open up.
 
   “Please, I don’t want to talk about it. I want to bury it and forget about it.”
 
   “Why? You possess the Gift and that is a great privilege, not something to be ashamed of. You should study it and learn to use it. Who knows what kind of power it is and what you will be able to achieve with it? Such a valuable gift from the Goddesses should not be despised. You insult the Goddesses with your contemptuous negativity and refusal to accept this divine and extremely rare ability. You know that Ikzuge and her sister Igrali are terribly capricious and can turn against you if you do not follow their plan... and you need them, and their protection,” scolded the Witch, pointing toward the sky with both hands raised.  
 
   “I just want to be normal…” he said with regret in his tone. “Normal,” he lowered his voice, “average... like everyone else. I never wanted to be anything else. I don’t want this Gift…”
 
   “You must not reject something you do not understand, young one, even if you and those around you are suspicious and fearful of it. But if that is your choice, I shall respect it—although I do not agree with it. I must tell you, though, that the mere fact that you want it to disappear from your life will not make it so. It will always be inside you; it is part of you, whether or not you want it.”
 
   “Then I will bury it… until it disappears…”
 
   “All right, now... If some day you should change your mind I will offer you my humble assistance. It is not much, but this crazy old lady has also been granted the Gift and could help you develop yours. So few of us are graced with it, so we must help one another. Who knows what we could discover inside you—the power you might possess, the abilities that power might bestow on you! You could develop skills that others can only dream of. You could control the elements: Fire, Water, Air—and, from them, create magic... acquire an overwhelming power like the most powerful magicians of the greatest kingdoms... develop the capacity to control the minds of others—make them obey your wishes—like the great Sorcerers and Shamans of faraway lands of the South, where the land is but sand and the sun scorches all it touches. You might cultivate the ability to connect with nature and animals or use it to improve your own physical skills for combat. You might even attempt to see the fine threads of destiny as does this humble servant. So much power to develop; so many abilities to discover...”
 
   “Please you have to understand that none of that interests me… I do not want to know anything about this Gift or about any abilities. I just want to be a normal Norriel like anybody else…” He turned and stared at the entrance to the cave.
 
   “All right, young warrior. I shall not force the matter any longer.” said Amtoko, looking at him warmly.
 
   “Before you go I would like to ask a small favor of you,” requested the Witch, softening her voice so it almost sounded as if she were pleading with him. 
 
   Komir looked at her. “Yes, of course. What is it?”
 
   “You may find this request a bit strange but I beg you to consider it for a moment before you answer me.”
 
   “All right,” he agreed. 
 
   “I would like you to allow me to carry out a ritual of spiritual union. It is an ancient rite that unites like spirits through a joining of blood and allows them to establish a bond of communication between them. It is one of the abilities my Gift has granted me, and it is of great value. It will allow me to communicate with you even though you may be a great distance away from me. At the same time it will strengthen our bond, which in turn will allow me to more clearly and accurately perceive what surrounds you.”
 
   “A rite... a rite of blood?” he questioned apprehensively.
 
   “Calm down, my young friend, nothing bad shall befall you under my care. The blood is necessary for sealing the bond. It is just a slight bit uncomfortable, that’s all.” 
 
   “Well, all right then...” he hesitantly agreed, not entirely convinced.
 
   Amtoko pulled an ornately decorated, curved dagger from beneath her sleeve. With a mischievous smile she whispered in his ear: 
 
   “Give me your hand. It won’t hurt... too much...” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tragedy
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He could not sleep. 
 
   Komir changed positions again on his rickety old bed but slumber was ever-elusive. Night had placidly descended on the small farm hours before. But his mind would not stop punishing him with countless images and thoughts. He felt tired, his eyes were heavy; he wanted to sleep. But rest would not come. He had spent the greater part of the day hunting and the rest doing chores around the farm, so his muscles were fatigued. But his mind was constantly jumping from one place to the next, from one thought to another. He concentrated on trying not to think about anything. But he could not keep the image of Akog lying dead in the town square from rushing back in. His heart was pounding in his chest as bile crept from his stomach to his mouth. He breathed in deeply, hoping to calm himself.
 
   He tried to stifle the images by focusing on the blackness, the perfect darkness. Nothing else existed; only the night, the emptiness. The images would stop for an instant, replaced by a shadowy veil. But that suffocating feeling, the anxiety that stayed with him constantly, would not let sleep come. He began to doze for a moment once when his discomfort eased slightly, but a new image immediately surfaced, slipping past the protective veil and putting him right back in the middle of the square, hearing the accusatory shouts of the entire tribe. A thousand condemning eyes bore into him with disdain. His anxiety swelled; his stomach turned. He rolled over once again trying to find a more comfortable position, knowing that if the images continued he had become even more distraught and would never get to sleep. He had already spent many sleepless nights, haunted by his demons. The battle for a bit of rest went on in his mind for hours. 
 
   Finally, he fell asleep.
 
   And he dreamed.
 
   A pleasant, peaceful feeling enveloped him and he let it pull him into the depths of restfulness, guided by the promise of the much-needed repose. He dreamed he was lying on a blanket of wildflowers, sleeping. He was at the edge of the forest in the high prairies. A feeling of well-being came over him. A light, warm breeze that smelled of springtime flowers caressed his hair. Carried along by such pleasant feelings, he fell into an even deeper sleep.
 
   Slowly, a mysterious silhouette began to take shape at his side. Dressed in a long, black, wool tunic, its head was covered with a hood of the same color. The stranger’s shape eclipsed the sun which was bathing his body in light and blocking the pleasing sensation Komir had been feeling. Komir struggled to open one eye and looked at the visitor. He could not see the figure’s face; the only thing he could make out was a shadow beneath the hood. But he felt no fear in its presence; he instinctively knew the figure did not pose any threat. Though the shape was unfamiliar to him, it was not completely foreign. He was beginning to feel it was even somewhat recognizable. 
 
   The enigmatic figure showed him its hands. They were a woman’s hands—thin, and punished by the difficulties of life and the passage of time. Komir observed them carefully but could not recognize them. Even so, the feeling of familiarity was increasing. The figure turned and moved toward a nearby stream that came down from the forest toward the pastures. When she got to the brook she knelt down, cupped both hands and dipped them in the water. Then she stood and, carrying the water, came closer to Komir without saying a word.
 
   Komir sat up and looked at the water she was carrying, confused. He strained to look at the face under the hood but it was impossible. He tried to ask the woman what it was she wanted but could not get a single word out; it was as if for some unknown reason he had been robbed of the ability to speak. His lips formed the words that his mind devised but no sounds sprang forth from his mouth. He brought his hand to his throat and, feeling the vibration of his vocal chords, was startled to discover that he was indeed speaking but the sound emitted had been erased by the air itself the moment it left his mouth. 
 
   A fleeting but intense silvery glimmer grabbed his attention. It was coming from the water the mysterious figure was carrying in her hands. The water, completely still, was sparkling with great intensity. After a few seconds, it gleamed again. The liquid surface had been transformed into a small mirror. Komir could see himself reflected with complete clarity. He watched as his face began to disappear and then was replaced by a different, hazier image. The image began to take shape, slowly revealing itself like sunlight at the break of day. As the scene was gradually revealed, it was quite familiar to Komir, yet he could not place it. It appeared to be nighttime and a thick fog covered the landscape, preventing his mind from defining the details. 
 
   Intrigued, he continued watching, trying to make sense of it all. He could make out a forest under the star-filled night; in it, several figures dressed in the skins of some wild animal were moving with silent stealth, like the mist at dawn. Alarmed, he focused even more closely. Covering their faces were masks with fierce teeth, traces of blood coating the jaws. They were dressed all in black with red embellishments. They were wearing... tiger pelts. Their movements were those of agile warriors. An urgent sense of fear overwhelmed Komir; he was suddenly battered by violent feelings of danger and unrest. Carefully peering into the woods they were running through, he quickly knew it was more than familiar to him; this was a place he knew... but still could not divine what it was. The sensation of alarm swelled within him; his trepidation burst forth like an arrow from a powerful bow. 
 
   At the head of the group of masked figures, the leader pushed onward at a crushing pace. The mask that covered his face revealed sinister teeth with atrocious fangs, and on his head and back he wore the pelt of a great white tiger. His tall, muscular body was protected by a reinforced leather suit of armor that had been dyed black. The chest was decorated with red symbols and the shoulder pads and black pants were covered by the same pelt. He marched forward, armed with an extremely sharp black spear, the tip of which was painted red. Suddenly he stopped and signaled to his party; they dispersed in several directions. Seeing them move with such trained synchrony, Komir’s sense of alarm intensified; his heart began pounding so wildly he thought it might beat right out of his chest.
 
   Who were these sinister figures? What were they searching for? Why did he have such an ominous sense of danger? He tried to calm himself by breathing deeply. For a moment the image changed, exposing more than what his vision initially had revealed. In the midst of the fog, the sacred Norriel monolith appeared before his eyes—the monument to Ikzuge, the Goddess of the Sun! Komir felt a pang of terror in his chest as a chilling sense of evil coursed through his body. The warriors were arriving at the monolith...   
 
   The monolith that was located dreadfully close to his home!
 
   His heart stood still then began to beat like a runaway stallion. The image of his parents sleeping, unaware of any danger, seized his mind.
 
    I have to warn them! They’re coming for us! I have to save them!
 
   And he awakened.
 
   Startled, he sat up in bed, soaked in a sea of cold sweat. He opened his eyes wide and frantically took in his surroundings. He was in his room. Jumping to his feet, he waited a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He quickly looked for his pants and boots and got dressed, then rushed to his sword that was hanging in its sheath on the wall. In one swift motion he pulled it out and headed for his parents’ room with just one thought in his mind: to warn them of the imminent danger. Silently, he entered their room, went to his father and, covering his father’s mouth with his hand, whispered in his ear: 
 
   “Wake up, Father. We are in danger. Wake up!”
 
   Ulis opened his eyes, alarmed. He looked at Komir and, after taking a brief moment to awaken and clear his mind, he nodded. Immediately, they gently awakened Mirta. She gazed at them with frightened eyes.
 
   “I had a vision,” whispered Komir. “We are in grave danger. Several warriors wearing tiger pelts are closing in. They are coming for us,” he cautioned, unable to mask the anxiety in his voice.
 
   “A vision? Couldn’t it have been just a nightmare, Son?” asked an incredulous Ulis.
 
   “No! It was more than just a dream—I’m sure of it—but I can’t explain it. It is a warning, a foreboding that we are in danger.”
 
   “Who are they and why would they want to harm us?” his mother urgently questioned.
 
   “They appear to be foreign warriors, Mother, or at least they are not from any tribe I recognize. They are very close. I think they are coming to kill me... why, I don’t know but I’m positive that I am the one they are searching for. Amtoko already warned me about this.”
 
   “How many are there, Son?” asked Ulis, now completely convinced.
 
   “About six or seven, but I’m not sure. There could be more.”
 
   “All right. Whoever they are it will be better if we are prepared for them. We will defend ourselves from here, inside. Out in the open we have less of a chance,” stated Ulis. 
 
   “Quickly, Father. They must be almost here by now.”
 
   Ulis pointed at the door of the room. “Mirta, get the bow and cover the entrance from here. We will wait for them next to the front door.”
 
   She agreed. Not wasting a moment, she immediately took down the bow and quiver from the wall.
 
   Swords in hand, father and son silently moved toward the front of the house. They positioned themselves on both sides of the entryway, simultaneously covering the windows that flanked it. Doors, windows, and shutters were all bolted shut. They crouched down and waited in silence. Komir looked at his father who was trying to cautiously peer into the darkness through the cracks in the shutters. Komir did the same. Everything was pitch black; clouds covered the moon, allowing only a faint silvery light to descend from the nocturnal clouds. 
 
   They continued to wait quietly. Mirta had the bow armed and steadily pointed at the door. Not a sound could be heard. His mother’s face reflected the increasing tension of the moment.
 
   Komir noticed a slight movement and turned his head. As he watched in astonishment, two thin metal lances emerged between the wooden slats of the door and silently raised the plank that had been securing it. The two lances dropped the plank to the floor.
 
   Komir looked at his father. His father gave him a nod.
 
   The moment of confrontation had arrived.
 
   Making absolutely no sound, the door opened slightly. As if appearing out of a nightmare, in total silence, they glimpsed a masked man covered in a tiger pelt. The warrior looked around, turning his head, his unusual almond-shaped eyes gleaming beneath the terrifying mask. Ulis, still crouching at the other side of the door, delivered a well-aimed blow to the intruder’s throat. His body collapsed against the door. Mirta released an arrow into the darkness that found its way through the half-opened door. A muffled scream of pain was heard from outside. Suddenly, with a feline agility a dark figure jumped over the fallen attacker and rolled across the floor. Mirta took another shot; the attacker moved quickly to avoid the arrow but it struck him in the arm. 
 
   Komir instantly jumped on the tiger warrior to protect his mother. The assailant was grasping a strange, sharp, single-bladed sword—nothing like a Norriel weapon. Behind him he could hear his father fighting with another of the enemies. Komir slashed at the attacker’s head but was blocked by a wickedly quick flick of a knife and, as he spun around, he threw a backhand at Komir’s neck. Komir pulled his head back but felt a stabbing pain in his neck. The blade had grazed his jugular. Fear shot through his body.
 
   He had nearly been killed!
 
   That savage had nearly slit his throat. He regained his balance and, enraged, thrust furiously with his sword. His opponent deflected the strike with his own sword and counterattacked with his knife. Komir jumped to one side to dodge it but felt a sharp pain in his shoulder; he had been cut. He was preparing to again defend himself when his enemy’s body arched in pain and spun around. An arrow was protruding from the middle of his back. Without hesitating, Komir finished him off with a powerful thrust then, looking toward his mother, silently signaled his appreciation for her help. 
 
   He turned and saw his father defending himself against two attackers near the door. He was in serious trouble and a bloody cut on his forehead was bathing his face in red. Abject fear struck Komir’s heart when he saw his father desperately fighting for his life.  He cringed at the possibility of a tragedy. His own life mattered not in the least; he was completely prepared to die while defending his home and his family. But the prospect of losing his loved ones was unthinkable. With his heart in a knot he rushed to his father’s aid.
 
   With a loud crash, the windows on both sides of the door shattered into a thousand pieces. Komir instinctively covered his head as wood and glass rained down on them. Following the explosion, two warriors burst in, agilely rolled across the floor and launched themselves at Komir. He dodged them and positioned himself en garde. He quickly slashed at the neck of the enemy on his left who retreated and avoided the strike. The second attacker leaped through the air and kicked Komir in the chest. The impact sent him tumbling backwards until he collided with the oak table behind him. He tried to stand up but, before he could, the first attacker thrust his sword toward Komir’s face; Komir threw himself sideways and, miraculously, the blade missed him at the last moment. The second attacker jumped on Komir and raised his arm to deliver the fatal blow. At that exact moment he heard a hollow thud and watched as an arrow pierced the savage’s heart. The tiger warrior grabbed the arrow with one hand, took two steps back, and dropped to floor, dead. 
 
   Komir got on one knee and blocked the other warrior’s attack. He looked toward his father, desperate to see how he was doing. Ulis was fighting off one of the tiger warriors. At his feet were the bodies of two of the barbarians Ulis had killed. He was bleeding profusely; his face and his tunic were cut and covered in red stains. He was retreating, fiercely defending himself against his adversary. With the severity of his wounds and the loss of blood he would not last much longer.
 
   Komir was shaking. I have to help him or he will die!
 
   A third attacker stormed in with his blade held high in both hands and headed straight for Mirta.
 
   Komir, leaning on his knee, leaped up and planted a forceful kick in the attacker’s face. Stunned, he was forced to retreat. Komir took advantage of the moment and outwitted his enemy by changing the movement from a slash to a thrust at the last moment, stabbing him in the heart. The warrior howled in pain, then fell to his knees as the life drained from his body.
 
   Mirta shot an arrow at the attacker rushing toward her. It hit him in the right side of the chest but he kept coming at her, as if possessed by demons. Before she could load another arrow, he was on her. The warrior raised his sword and then brought it down on her. 
 
   “Nooooo!” Komir screamed in despair.
 
   Mirta blocked the strike by holding the bow with both hands above her head. On impact, it split in two with a sharp crack. The warrior raised the sword again, ready to kill her. Mirta dropped the two pieces of bow and took out her knife in a vain attempt to defend herself.
 
   The tiger warrior laughed.
 
   Komir sprung at him with everything he had and drove his sword into the back of his neck before the aggressor could kill his mother.
 
   The tiger warrior convulsed and dropped the sword. Then he breathed his last and collapsed.
 
   At that moment, three more massive tiger warriors burst into the house. Their ferocious appearance and enormous size made a formidable, intimidating impression. Komir recognized the leader in the middle of the group... In one hand he was carrying the spear with the bloody tip he had seen in his dream. The two men with him wearing white tiger pelts were armed with short bows. They looked like a trio of wild beasts from the depths of some sinister jungle.
 
   Before Komir could react and attack, both archers took their shot.
 
   Komir jumped out of the way but the arrow hit him in the shoulder. He felt a stab of pain. He skidded across the floor then tried to stand up. 
 
   He looked at his mother.
 
   A boundless anguish gushed over his very soul. Kneeling on the floor, her head drooping, Mirta peered through the darkness at the black arrow protruding from her stomach.
 
   “Mother! No! Noooooo!” screamed Komir.
 
   Out of his mind with agony, Komir threw himself at the three attackers with wild abandon.
 
   Forced back by another arrow that hit him in the right thigh, he lost his balance and fell to the floor. In that same moment, he saw his father finish off his assailant and heard his agonizing scream of despair as he saw his wife, dying.
 
   “Mirta, Mirta! No! Mirta!”
 
   With a desperate, raging howl, Ulis hurled himself at the three warriors in an impossible attempt to save his family.
 
   The powerful enemy leader readied his spear. With both hands he blocked Ulis’ feverish attacks then brutally struck the Norriel in the face, leaving him stunned. The leader of the tiger warriors calmly took one step back. His violent, slanted eyes silently analyzed the incapacitated Norriel. With a swift thrust of his arm he drove the bloody spear through his victim. Mortally wounded, Ulis dropped his sword. He took hold of the spear that would end his life and took two unsteady steps backwards. He looked at his beloved wife, took one desperate step in her direction and then stumbled and collapsed on his side on the floor.
 
   “Noooooo! Father! Noooooo!” bellowed Komir with a deafening wail of unfathomable anguish. The powerlessness and the agony were too much for him. He felt as though he would go out of his mind.
 
   The leader of the tiger warriors gave an order to his two men in a guttural, unintelligible language then walked over to Ulis. The two tiger warriors put down their short bows, drew their swords and slowly approached Komir and Mirta to finish them off. 
 
   Komir could not get up. It took all he had to get on one knee. From one of his boots he took out a small throwing dagger. 
 
   The leader approached Ulis. With one last effort born of absolute desperation, the valiant Norriel tried to continue the fight to save his family. As the leader of the tiger warriors raised his sword, Ulis, staring at him defiantly, struggled to his knees and proudly and fearlessly spit at his enemy. With one swift motion, the warrior finished off the brave Norriel.
 
   Komir hurled his dagger at the tiger warrior heading straight for him, intent on ending his life. He released it with a force born of the wrath and madness of that fateful moment. The weapon stabbed the warrior in the right eye with such violence that it drove him back several steps before his lifeless body dropped to the floor.  
 
   Mirta lifted her eyes from the black arrow in her stomach. She stared at her dead husband, then with every ounce of strength she had left in her lungs she let out a long, high-pitched wail toward the heavens, shattering the silence of the night. 
 
   Komir gazed at her, recognizing the unmistakable Norriel warning call—a shriek could awaken neighbors long distances away and alert the village guard.
 
    The enemy warrior hurried to silence Mirta. He lifted his sword, preparing to slaughter her. Mirta lowered her head, accepting her fatal destiny. She looked defeated, hopeless. The warrior placed his sword on the Norriel’s neck and cackled menacingly. With a quick, unexpected move, Mirta plunged the knife she’d been hiding behind her back into the warrior’s boot—penetrating through his foot and into the wooden floor. The warrior howled and, as he doubled over in pain, the sword moved away from her neck. In one swift motion Mirta pulled the knife out with both hands and drove it into the enemy warrior’s gut. He recoiled in a sea of suffering.
 
   The tiger leader slowly approached Komir and delivered a powerful kick to his head. He blacked out for an instant, and when he came to his vision was still blurry. As it began to focus he could see the enormous assassin had moved behind his mother’s back. He was holding her by the hair and had his sword against her neck. A stream of blood spilled over the floor from the arrow in the brave Norriel’s stomach. Mirta looked upon her son and, with tears in her eyes, said to him:
 
   “Live, Son; you must survive!”
 
   “Mother!” was the one word Komir could pronounce in his agony, stretching out his hand in a vain attempt to reach her. 
 
   “Live another day; you must save yourself, Son!”
 
   “Mother!”
 
   “Live, Komir!”
 
   The leader warrior looked at Komir, a glimmer of triumph in his black, almond-shaped eyes. In a fleeting moment he slit Mirta’s throat and let the brave Norriel’s body drop to the floor as Komir watched his mother collapse on her side. As her head hit the floor, the light went out in her eyes; the glimmer of life faded from her face... never to return again.
 
   “No! Noooooo! Noooooo!” screeched Komir, with the despair of a thousand souls damned to eternal suffering. His pain and grief were so deep his mind could not fathom what was happening. Enraged, he stood up—oblivious to the two arrows embedded in his flesh and the acute loss of blood.
 
   He picked the sword up off the floor and began an assault on the mighty leader who almost effortlessly blocked his frantic attack. This enemy was not only powerful but a highly skilled warrior and an incredibly well-trained swordsman. A swift and forceful blow sent Komir stumbling backwards, nearly knocking him out. The warrior was fighting with the power and speed of a great feline. Komir managed to quickly execute a thrust but his enemy parried and counterattacked, cutting Komir’s arm. Blood immediately gushed from the wound.
 
   His rival was stronger and more skillful. He would not be able to defeat him.
 
   All was lost.
 
   He would not live to see another day.
 
   His right leg faltered from the injury and he fell to one knee. It mattered not; he would fight to the end. He would die like a Norriel, sword in hand.
 
   “Norriel are we, Norriel shall we die!” he cried out, tears of rage filling his eyes.
 
   He launched one last, desperate thrust toward the savage beast’s stomach but he easily averted it and disarmed Komir with a mere flick of his wrist. Sure of his victory, he began laughing. A hideous, guttural cackle.
 
   Komir gazed upon his parents one last time, their lifeless bodies spread across the floor as if subjects in a morbid, macabre painting. An uncontrollable rage possessed him once again but his body could no longer respond to it. He had absolutely no strength left; every muscle paralyzed. Yet, something awoke inside him; something intense and self-willed. A feeling that was both familiar yet strange to him. He felt a powerful force emanating from inside his body; thousands of tiny particles emitting glimmers of pure energy that coursed through him and collected in his chest. 
 
   The tiger leader stood over him and, looking into his eyes, raised his sword above Komir’s head.
 
   The final moment. Death.
 
   I must live. I must kill this bloodthirsty assassin!
 
   The sword began its deadly descent toward his neck. 
 
   Not wanting to give up the fight, Komir lifted his left arm to protect himself from the lethal blow. And in that instinctive move to defend himself, the powerful energy stored inside him surged forth from his body, propelled by the immeasurable fury and absolute desperation that had overtaken him. It exploded against his attacker with a terrible virulence. The tiger leader was blown backwards across the room from the violent force and smashed into the stone wall of the hut. It was a brutal, horrifying blow.
 
   Komir was astonished. This cannot be... it has happened again. I don’t know how, but it has happened again.
 
   Sprawled on the floor, his enemy observed him. Without saying a word he slowly began to get up. As if indestructible. Superhuman. Komir could not believe his eyes. The impact had been unmercifully fierce—more than any human could endure. This man had to have broken every bone in his body. Even so, he was still intent on coming for Komir, still wanting to carry out his mission. As if the laws of nature did not apply to him.
 
   Komir again reached for his sword and without a drop of strength, in a last-ditch, futile effort, tried to grasp it. The warrior took two steps and raised his sword over his head.
 
   He took another step, and collapsed on the floor.
 
   Dead.
 
   Komir released his sword.
 
   He lost consciousness and was hurled into blackness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Witnesses to a Decision
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Midway through a stormy, gray afternoon, a private meeting was taking place in the Tribal Council’s courtroom. A young man limped into the building and greeted the two guards dressed in bearskins posted at the door. When the warriors recognized him, they saluted him and withdrew the lances they had crossed to impede access to the building. Reluctantly, the young man slowly advanced and went directly into the courtroom. He stood before the great oak table and observed the twelve elected members of the Council seated there, waiting for him. Auburu presided over the Council. She greeted him with a welcoming smile and a serene expression. To her right was seated Master Smith Althor, who seemed lost in thought. To the left of the leader, Master Warrior Gudin greeted him with a quick nod of the head. The rest of the twelve prominent members of the community simply looked at him with concern.
 
   “Welcome to the Tribal Council, Komir,” Auburu warmly greeted him as she stood and smiled. “We are happy to see that you have finally recuperated and are once again healthy. You fought so long for your life, often closer to the kingdom of the mistress of eternal night than to that of the living. There were moments when we feared she would take you with her.”
 
   Komir looked at the floor and sighed. He still could not believe he was alive. Against all odds, he had survived. He had no idea how; he should have been dead. Nearly four long months had passed since that fateful night, and the serious wounds he’d incurred were still pitilessly punishing his body. He suffered from intense pain and sporadic spasms he had to fight to control. His body needed more time to heal. His spirit, though, would never heal.
 
   “Thank you, Auburu. I feel much better. Suason’s care has truly worked miracles.”
 
   Komir found it strange to see Amtoko and Suason among those gathered at the meeting since they were not voting members of the Council. Only on a handful of occasions did the Council call on nonmembers and, generally, only for extremely serious matters.
 
   “I want to publicly thank Suason for having saved my life. Her knowledge of medicine is extraordinary,” he said appreciatively, looking at the tribe’s elderly Healer as he bowed in a show of gratitude and respect. 
 
   “I was only doing my job, young bear. Your body and spirit are as strong as the mighty oak. That is what saved you; that—and the constant vigilance of the three goddesses. Ikzuge, the nourishing Goddess of the Sun, watched over you during the long days of your convalescence at the request of her mother, Iram. And every night at sunset she was relieved by her sister Igrali, the wise Goddess of the Moon. Without the intervention of the three goddesses on your behalf, I would not have been able to do anything for you,” the Healer explained, a look of affection in her eyes.
 
   “You were lucky that arrow in your stomach did not finish you off. Two inches to the right and you would not be here today,” said Master Warrior Gudin, shaking his head. “I have seen many wounds like that, and nine out of ten men do not survive. You should consider yourself quite fortunate. I agree with Suason that the goddesses smiled upon you with their blessings; otherwise we would be returning you to the bosom of our mother, Iram.”
 
   “Sit down at the Council’s table, please,” invited Auburu, pointing to a place at the table.
 
   “Thank you,” responded Komir. He sat at the end of the enormous table, facing Auburu.
 
   “Before we begin to deal with the matter at hand, I would like to know if the funeral rites and distinctions with which the tribe memorialized your family were what you had hoped for. Your family has always been cherished and respected in our community and they deserved to be sent off to their eternal rest with every honor.”
 
   Komir swallowed hard, trying to choke back the pain rising up in his throat.
 
   “Yes, Auburu, the farewell was fit for a Norriel leader; I could not have asked for anything better,” he answered, his voice faltering with pent-up emotion.
 
   Auburu nodded. “The purpose of this Council meeting,” continued the leader, 
 “is to understand what happened. There are many unanswered questions; we must find out why this tragedy occurred.”
 
   “I am at the disposal of the Council and the tribe.”
 
   “These foreign assailants with their slanted eyes and tiger pelts were expert warriors,” began Gudin without pretext. “The way they fought is proof of this. These were no ordinary warriors; if they had been, Ulis and Komir—with Mirta’s help—would have been able to defeat them. They were an assault force. Men with exceptional skills.”
 
   “Foreigners we know absolutely nothing of. Has anyone ever heard anything about these people?” Auburu asked the Counselors. “Perhaps you, Ailite? You, the grandmother of the tribe, with your one hundred and ten springs?”
 
   Ailite cleared her worn-out throat. 
 
   “I’m sorry, my dear, but I must say I know nothing of these foreign peoples, though I admit my memory is not what it used to be... I am familiar with the blond, pale-skinned men from the icy lands to the northeast, from way beyond the great mountains where the snow is ever-present... with their lightly colored eyes and their rude mannerisms... as cold as their snow-covered lands... heartless, and as direct as their sharpened war axes. Tall, strong men, with long, golden hair and beards, but with icy hearts and manners to match.
 
   “The men of the snow, the Norghanians,” added Auburu.
 
   “I have seen the men from the distant South, past the kingdom of Rogdon; born in the desert lands, with their dark, tanned skin burnt by the arid sun. Dark eyes, dark hair, always carrying their imposing scimitars... Always courteous and friendly, full of flattery... and always dangerous. Never trust them or you’ll find a curved dagger in your back and a smile on their faces,” explained Ailite.
 
   “The men of the deserts, the Noceans,” clarified Auburu.
 
   “And we are all quite familiar with our neighbors from the southern plains. The kingdom of Rogdon holds no secrets for our tribe. We have been trading and negotiating with them for many years. These warriors most certainly did not come from there. No, the men with slanted eyes and lemon-colored skin have never been seen in these lands,” Ailite concluded.
 
   Auburu nodded pensively. “And what is your opinion, Amtoko? You have been so quiet, and your insights on these matters are always quite wise.”
 
   “When the members of the Council debate, one must listen and reflect. But since you are asking me, I will tell you... It makes sense that they are from some faraway land... even from overseas... Otherwise we would have some evidence of their existence, though it is true enough that there are remote, unexplored places in Tremia. Small kingdoms and city-states exist on the east coast that we know nothing of. In any case, I would say those men come from much farther away, from another continent...”
 
   “But why come so far to attack a Bikia family? Was it chance or premeditated?” Auburu pondered. 
 
   Amtoko cleared her throat.
 
   “It might be considered chance... Savage foreigners lost in an inhospitable land... an accident of life... if not for one small detail. The body of a man with slanted eyes was discovered some eighteen years ago, and that event marked Komir’s arrival to our village...”
 
   An uneasy murmur filled the room.
 
   “That is true,” corroborated Auburu, quieting their voices with an authoritative wave of her hand.
 
   “The two incidents must be related...” Althor thought out loud.
 
   “That’s right; these kinds of ‘coincidences’ never really are,” assured Gudin. 
 
   “That very day we buried all traces of that foreigner...” Amtoko began to explain, grabbing the attention of everyone present. “We did not place much importance on the fact that he was a man with distinct eyes, of a different race never before seen by any Norriel. It was a conscious decision. Under the watchful vigilance of Igrali, the wise Goddess of the Moon, we tried to play down that fact, as if it were just a matter of a random accident. At the time it seemed like the right decision. There was no need to place a greater stigma on the strange apparition of that baby than there already was.”
 
   A wave of whispers again rippled through the room.
 
   “Silence! Quiet down. Silence!” insisted Auburu.
 
   Clearing her throat again, Amtoko went on. “That happened eighteen springs ago... Now, after so many years, the men with the slanted eyes have returned, and they’ve returned—in my opinion—for him,” she stated, pointing at Komir. “No, this was no accident. Their objective was Komir; of that I have no doubt. Two such strange coincidences are not a matter of chance—quite the opposite, actually.”
 
   All those present nodded and the whispering resumed.
 
   “Komir, do you have any suspicions about why they are looking for you? Did your parents ever mention something that would in any way make you think something like this would happen?” questioned Auburu.
 
   “No. I have no idea of the reason. My parents never told me anything about my past. It is a complete mystery to me. I am sorry I can’t shed any light on this situation. Believe me—I would like nothing better than to be able to offer you an answer. I myself need those answers.”
 
   “You should not torment yourself about what happened, young bear. It was not your fault. The threads of destiny are moving dark forces we know nothing of,” reassured Amtoko, raising her hands and gesticulating. “Unfortunately, you are caught in the web of a merciless destiny.”
 
   “I believe we should reinforce the security on our borders. Since we’ve been enjoying a time of peace, we’ve relaxed the border patrols. We must fortify them and step up surveillance in the fishing towns on the coast. For all we know, this group of warriors may have arrived by sea. A fisherman saw a strange ship with foreign sails anchored near Leike Bay the morning after that fateful night. The boat did not wait for survivors; it departed shortly after being sighted,” Gudin explained. 
 
   “If they came for Komir from faraway lands once, it is reasonable to think they might try again since they failed in their first attempt,” reasoned Althor.
 
   “If that is the case, we shall be ready and waiting for them. They will not catch us off-guard again,” Gudin responded.
 
   “What will happen if they send more men this time, or even an army to invade us? We do not really know what they are searching for or what they are trying to get,” noted Lemak, the woodcutter.
 
   “If they send an army we will spot them and will stand up to them just as we have always done: united, as Norriel. We will call together the rest of the thirty tribes, and united we shall defeat the enemy,” proclaimed Auburu resolutely. 
 
   “That will not be necessary,” interrupted Komir. “I have decided to... leave the village... I’m leaving.”
 
   The murmurs among the council members immediately increased in volume.
 
   “I am going after those responsible for the death of my parents. I will find them and bring justice to them.”
 
   “Vengeance is a foolish companion,” cautioned the Witch.
 
   “Amtoko is right. There is no need for you to leave. You are a Bikia, a Norriel in your own right and the tribe will protect you,” assured Auburu.
 
   “Not everyone shares your opinion. Plenty of people will feel relieved once I leave the village. They will sleep better at night. I don’t blame them—it’s only natural. I have always been a stranger among my own people... incomprehensible events marked my life, and what has happened now is only going to make the situation worse. No matter what I do, it will always be that way. But I do appreciate your kind words, from the bottom of my heart. You are a just leader and I thank you for that, Auburu.”
 
   “You will not be able to face them by yourself, young warrior,” warned Gudin.
 
   “You do not even know where or who they are,” protested Althor.
 
   “I have made my decision. I will not change my mind. I will find those responsible and I will have justice—or die trying” he said, not a shadow of doubt in his voice.
 
   “But this is madness! Think this over, Komir. You are young and impulsive. Reconsider your decision, I implore you,” pleaded Auburu.
 
   “I have had much time to consider all this while I was healing; thinking was nearly all I could do... My decision is made,” Komir declared to the Council.
 
   A heavy silence came over the room; no one dared break it. Finally, with a heavy heart, Auburu announced: 
 
   “In that case we shall not oppose your wishes. The tribe shall permit you to leave. When your search is completed and you wish to return—whether or not you’ve delivered your justice—do not hesitate even a moment. This is your home and it always will be.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Komir, struggling to keep his voice from shaking.  
 
   The meeting of the Council was adjourned. Komir left the building amidst the continued deliberating, debating whispers of those in attendance.
 
   But he did not care what the Council thought.
 
   He would find those responsible.
 
   He would have justice.
 
   


 
   
  
 



May the Goddesses Protect You
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dusk was descending over the village of Orrio and its inhabitants were preparing for a much deserved rest after a day of hard work. Komir arrived at the hillside, covered with tall grasses and flanked by oaks, where the stone tombs had been erected. This had been one of his parents’ favorite spots. He tried unsuccessfully to hold back the tears. He sought to find some peace, to think about happy times gone by... and for a few brief moments, he experienced the joy he had lost. 
 
   The death of his parents had changed him. Never again would he be the same; he was painfully aware of that. It was almost impossible to withstand this agonizing pain; it was so intense he felt as though he was suffering from within the very depths of his being, as if part of his chest had suddenly been ripped out and he now was left with just a bleeding emptiness that could never be filled. He sat down in the grass and tried to breathe slowly, to calm the suffering that was devouring him. For several moments he could not fill his lungs; he needed air. He inhaled deeply, struggling to bring air into his lungs, then slowly exhaled, prolonging the release of his breath. He repeated this several times in an attempt to relax, but it was in vain. As he remembered his mother’s face, tears flooded his eyes once again.  
 
   And he cried.
 
   He tried not to allow himself to be carried away by emotion. But at that moment, his very soul was collapsing under the weight of the aching void left by the horrifying murder of his parents. He sobbed, unable to ease the overwhelming sense of pain and loss. Suddenly, anger invaded his soul. An immeasurable, violent fury—as if a demon had taken possession of him. He could see the attackers in his mind; just the memory of them inflamed him so that he almost completely lost control. He forcefully clenched his fists. He wanted to kill them all, especially the one behind the attack—the one who had given the order. The motive was secondary to him. He would find every last one of those responsible. 
 
   “Why me? Why? Answer me, Igrali!” he cried out to the heavens. “I just wanted to be a Bikia, a Norriel warrior, like everyone else! Just another... normal...”
 
   He was startled by a sound coming from behind him.
 
   “Already saying goodbye? Leaving so soon, young Komir?”
 
   Komir recognized the voice.
 
   Amtoko had approached him so silently that he had not even sensed her presence. 
 
   “The sooner I am on my way, the better for everyone,” he answered, looking back toward his loved ones’ graves.
 
   “The path on which you embark is full of dangers. The mistress of the eternal night is pursuing you, my young friend. If you go off and leave your land, the axis of destiny will begin to turn and you will find yourself irremediably involved in events that will have grave repercussions. This is a moment of great significance in your life and in the lives of many others, even if, at this moment, you cannot comprehend this.”
 
   “I know your intentions are good but nothing you say will make me change my mind.”
 
   “And if I tell you that you will die without fulfilling your desire for vengeance?” retorted the old Witch. “If I can assure you that you will never get the revenge that you so long for?”
 
   “Then so be it… But I will not change my decision. Whatever my final destiny may be I shall go forward—nothing will divert me from this path.”
 
   “Vengeance is a powerful feeling, but the most foolish of counselors. Life teaches you to confront unjust and painful situations; such is the nature of man’s existence. Pain touches each of us in one way or another; there is no escaping that. We are human; we must endure the heartaches of life. But in our hands lies the choice to select the correct path and not allow our judgment to be clouded by powerful yet irrational feelings.”
 
   “My decision is final, Silver Witch.”
 
   “You still have time to change your direction. You are a Norriel in your own right. Stay here; live, fight, and die like a Norriel and I assure you your life will be full, long, and overflowing with good fortune. If you go off in search of vengeance only pain and death await y—”
 
   “I am not some child you can frighten with your arcane arts. I will not change my mind, no matter what you say.”
 
   “My heart is saddened to hear you speak such misguided words. But being that this is your will, I can do nothing more than offer you a bit of advice.”
 
   “Rest assured you have already done that. I appreciate it”
 
   “In that case I can only wish you luck on your journey. May Ikzuge, the Goddess of the Sun, protect your way by day and Igrali, the Goddess of the silvery star, protect your dreams by night,” said the Witch, her voice steeped in regret.
 
   “Thank you... and thank you for warning me that night,” said Komir, softening his tone. “It was you, wasn’t it? You visited me in my dreams and warned me of the arrival of the tiger warriors.”
 
   “Yes, my young friend, it was I, with the help of our mother Iram. My abilities depend in great measure on her designs. I am sorry I was not able to warn you sooner; I did not sense their vile presence until they were already very close. Too close. I truly and deeply regret it.”
 
   Komir looked at his parents’ graves and nodded.
 
   “Will you continue to help me?” Komir inquired hopefully. 
 
   “I shall try, but I cannot guarantee anything. Outside of these lands it will be much more difficult for me to communicate with you. Our goddess Iram protects these lands, and her children within them. Outside of Norriel territory, outside of our beloved mountains and valleys, her influence dissipates. However, I will continue to try if that is what you ask of me.”
 
   “Thank you. Any help—however small—you can give me will be more than welcome.”
 
   “Do not thank me yet. Someday it will be I who need a favor and will turn to you; I hope that when I do so, you will be so good as to honor my request.”
 
   “You have my word, as long as whatever you ask of me does not go against my honor.”
 
   “Oh, yes, honor and principles. Morality and its two faces. Let us hope they do not stand in the way of our friendship, young warrior.”
 
   “Yes, let us hope...”
 
   “Do you know where you will go?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure...”
 
   “Did you find anything in your parents’ house that sheds any light on what happened or the path on which you must set forth?”
 
   Komir hesitated, thinking, but decided to take a chance and confide in the Witch.
 
   “I did find something... but I don’t know what it could mean. Perhaps you can tell me something more. I found... a rare medallion... hidden in a double bottom of my mother’s chest. I’d never seen it before; I never saw her wear it—which seemed very strange to me since it appeared so valuable.”
 
   “Hmmm...  Interesting... a medallion, you say. May I see it?”
 
   “How do you know I have it with me? How do you know I haven’t hidden it somewhere, or buried it?”
 
   The old Witch burst out laughing, cackling as she held her hands over her stomach.
 
   “The same way I know when it is going to rain, dear friend. What silly things you ask! I perceive it; I sense it inside me. Right now I can feel its presence.”
 
   Komir looked at her, perplexed. “You perceive it? But it is nothing more than a pendant with a large precious stone.”
 
   “Yes, my young friend, but this is no ordinary object...”
 
   “I don’t understand... but, all right—here it is.”
 
   Komir pulled out the medallion he was wearing around his neck under his doublet and showed it to the Witch. It was beautiful; a perfectly round gem, as black as the night, the size of a large plum with more than one hundred fifty facets and set in a ring of pure gold on a long, gold link chain. Komir didn’t know if the stone was a sapphire, a ruby, a diamond, or some other precious stone. He knew nothing of jewels and riches beyond what he’d learned from Norriel legends and children’s stories, but he suspected the gem was unique and shrouded in some kind of mystery.
 
   Amtoko examined it closely. She took her time, studying it in detail. After considering it for some time she closed her eyes and murmured some mystical words while extending her arms, as if praying to the sun and the moon. Absorbed, the Witch exhaled and her whole body lit up, bathed in a beam of intense light. Then as quickly as it had washed over her, it vanished.
 
   Several long moments passed as Komir waited, unsure of what to do, uncomfortable with what he was witnessing—though he was sure it was witchcraft of some kind.
 
   Finally, Amtoko opened her eyes.
 
   “Magnificent!” she suddenly exclaimed, startling Komir, who automatically took a step back.
 
   “For the sake of the Moon! You scared me!”
 
   “And I’m about to scare you even more,” smiled the Witch.
 
   Komir watched her expectantly, not sure he wanted to hear what she was going to say next. He crossed his arms and prepared himself for the news.
 
   “This medallion, your mother’s medallion, is an Object of Power.”
 
   “A what?” asked Komir, utterly baffled.
 
   “Listen to me and pay careful attention, my young friend, because this will prove very useful to you in the future. On our great continent of Tremia, and in other faraway, unknown lands, there exist objects that have been created—or imbued—with great power.” Amtoko shook her head at Komir’s look of incredulity and went on. “Magical objects, just to be clear. Objects that have been created from the very same energy as that which feeds the Power, or have been infused with it for some purpose... what you might think of as ‘enchanted.’ Do you understand, dear bear cub?” 
 
   “I think so... You’re telling me that my mother’s medallion has power... it’s magical. Is that right?”
 
   “That’s right! But more than that, this medallion has an ancient power.”
 
   “I see. And that’s why you sensed its presence, felt its power, right?”
 
   “I see that, besides muscles, you have been blessed with brains, my young warrior, and that is a rare combination in these lands,” the Witch smiled warmly. “This object, this gem, has been imbued with great power by a very powerful Mage.”
 
   “Can you figure out what kind of enchantment it has or what it’s for? Is it dangerous?”
 
   “No, it is well protected with a distant, terribly old, almost simple magic. Truly extraordinary,” commented the Witch, examining the black gem again.
 
   “If it is an Object of Power it is probably related to the attack. That makes it a clue that could lead me to the assassins and, from them, to those responsible—the ones who ordered it.”
 
   “Quite possibly, Komir, quite possibly...”
 
   “Then you have to help me, Amtoko. Can’t you use your magic to break the medallion’s protection, to get information? Everyone says your magic is very powerful.”
 
   The Witch looked at him empathetically and placed her hand on his shoulder.
 
   “It will be difficult but I could try.”
 
   “Go ahead, then!” exclaimed Komir, suddenly feeling hopeful.
 
   “Not here. We should go somewhere else. Somewhere where I can enter into contact with the essence of what happened, with objects, with the room...”
 
   Komir had already decided he would do whatever necessary to achieve his goal. He knew perfectly well the place Amtoko was referring to before she said anything else.
 
   “We must go to your house. We must perform a ritual, tonight, at midnight. A ritual of blood for Igrali, the Goddess of the Moon, so that she might bless us with her wisdom and help us find what we seek.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was now almost midnight in the seemingly ageless Ampar Mountains and in the shelter of their silent wake the Bikia were sleeping peacefully, like babes in the protective bosom of an immortal mother. The waning moon bathed the valley in its silvery splendor, casting an aura of beauty over the pastoral landscape.
 
   Komir sat next to the fireplace of his home, watching as Amtoko drew a circle in the middle of the common room. She was carefully scattering ashes; Komir preferred not to ask what exactly they were or where they came from. The Witch’s magical arts greatly intimidated him. He’d always had misgivings about them, so much so that he—like the majority of the Norriel people—loathed magic and sorcery. Using the same ashes, Amtoko had drawn two other smaller circles in the exact places where Mirta and Ulis had died. Just thinking of them, a tormenting, abysmal pain consumed him once again, crushing his chest and then his throat, taking his breath away. He fought back the tears welling up in his eyes and sat down on a chair. Focusing on Amtoko, he struggled to inhale deeply, fighting for air.
 
   “Settle down; I need you to stay calm. This incantation has to work.”
 
   The Witch hadn’t even looked in his direction. She had spoken with her back to him, which did not surprise Komir. That woman sensed so much more than she ever said, or saw.  
 
   An owl hooted somewhere outside the hut.
 
   It sent a chill up his spine.
 
   Amtoko stood in the middle of the main circle. In her left hand she held a worn-out tome with an old leather cover Komir hoped was not made of human skin. In her other hand was a dagger with disconcerting engravings on its blade that gleamed menacingly. 
 
   “It is time, my young friend. Are you sure you want to go through with this? We still have time to forget all of it and let the threads of destiny go about their capricious way without our interference.”
 
   Without a moment’s hesitation, Komir quickly got up from the chair, walked toward the Witch, and stopped at the edge of the circle. He looked into her eyes.
 
   “I am ready. Let’s do this.”
 
   “Enter the circle and give me your hand,” she directed.
 
   Komir went into the circle, nervous but secure in his decision to go through with it—to the very end, whatever the cost. Even if he were to lose his life.
 
   Amtoko waited a few moments then began to speak strange verses in an unfamiliar tongue that was nothing like the Norriel language. Suddenly, a strong gust of cold wind burst through the door and windows, and a whirlwind of leaves swirled around the room, putting out the candles that had been lighting it. In an instant, the two were immersed in absolute darkness. Only the glimpses of light from the Goddess of the Moon that crept through the door lit their silhouettes. Amtoko, as if unaware of what was happening around her, continued reciting her mysterious chant. The three circles began to give off a whitish light that rose upward. The light remained trapped inside, as if confined in a mystical world from which it could not escape. The Witch opened the book she had been holding and read aloud a series of incomprehensible words. She looked into his eyes and gestured that he should show her his hands.
 
   Komir did as she indicated.
 
   He barely noticed when she cut his palm with the ceremonial dagger.
 
   His blood began to flow.
 
   Komir instinctively closed his fist but Amtoko shook her head. His blood dripped onto the floor inside the great circle, and the light began to turn yellow the moment it made contact with the precious fluid of life. Images began forming in the circle at their feet, images he recognized with an aching heart... images from that terrible, deadly night. 
 
   He started to move away but Amtoko grabbed his arm.
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   Komir took a deep breath and nodded.
 
   The Witch moved to the next circle—the place where Ulis had perished. She repeated the ritual, and when Komir’s blood fell into the circle the image revealed was the scene from when his father had died. Komir closed his eyes, suffering an unendurable pain. Amtoko completed the ritual once more; Komir could no longer hold back the tears as he yet again witnessed the death of his beloved mother.
 
   “The medallion, please,” the Witch requested.
 
   Trembling, Komir handed it to her then returned to the middle circle. The Witch held the jewel of unknown powers by its golden chain and let it swing freely above the circle. 
 
   “Take it, and hold it just as I am,” she indicated as he dried his tears with his cuff.
 
   He obeyed and Amtoko again began to recite the unusual verses. Blood trickled from his hand and began to run down the golden chain. A thin stream of the scarlet liquid reached the medallion’s round black gem.
 
   A flash of golden light emerged from the object. 
 
   Komir jumped.
 
   The blood washed over the gem and fell into the center of the circle on the floor. New images began to take shape. First, a vision of an infinite sea of blue. A few moments later, a scene filled with waves breaking forcefully against a high cliff. Komir watched; not recognizing the place, not understanding. A few seconds passed and the scene changed again. This time, it was night, and at the top of the cliff, an enormous lighthouse shone over the horizon. The vision remained fixed on the rectangular tower for several instants, then finally vanished. 
 
   Amtoko stopped her chanting and the circles of light instantly disappeared.
 
   “What... was that place? What did those images mean?” he asked.
 
   “Those images show you your path, the place where your mother’s medallion wishes to return... its origin, perhaps... or possibly its final destiny...”
 
   “But what is that place? Do you know of it? Do you know where it is?” he pressed anxiously.
 
   “Yes, young Norriel, I know of it. It is the Egia Lighthouse in Ocorum, the great port city in the kingdom of Rogdon. Our neighboring kingdom to the south.”
 
   “Then that is where I will go. To the cliffs in the kingdom of Rogdon!”
 
   The Silver Witch looked at him and, saddened, shook her head.
 
   “May the three goddesses protect you, Komir. You are going to need them.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning dew greeted him, tinging the vegetation with a radiant glow and, with each step, depositing droplets on Komir’s well-worn boots. He picked up the dampened satchel inside which he had packed a few warm items of clothing and enough provisions for two weeks and slung it over his back with a sigh. His spear was leaning beside the door. He picked it up and, slowly, carefully closed the door to his home.
 
   Komir stood there for a long moment, contemplating in silence, lost in thoughts about the past. He had lived so many happy moments in this house with his beloved parents! He wondered if he would someday return here. No... it was likely he would not. But the thought of that did not frighten him. He would go forward, fearlessly, to find the answers to all the unknowns that tormented him. Without waiting another instant, he turned and began to walk toward the town, leaving behind the home he’d held so dear. His stomach churned with conflicting feelings of sadness about giving up everything he knew and loved and bittersweet joy about beginning the hunt. He had to find rest for his soul; he had to impart justice. 
 
   “Are we leaving without saying goodbye?” boomed a familiar voice behind him.
 
   Komir instantly recognized it.
 
   “I wanted to avoid having to see your ugly face one last time,” replied Komir, turning to face his giant of a friend.
 
   Hartz smiled from ear to ear.
 
   “Well then today is not your lucky day.”
 
   “I see you aren’t going to make this easy for me.”
 
   “When have I ever done anything to make your life simpler?” laughed Hartz.
 
   “Never... I don’t remember a single time when you helped me with anything important. You always got us into trouble—that’s your greatest gift. Helping? Not so much.”
 
   “We all have our talents. Mine is very special...”
 
   “Yes, of course, getting into messes and cracking skulls... nice little talent, that one of yours.”
 
   “Really special—lots of people would love to have it,” joked Hartz, laughing. 
 
   “Why did you come here, big guy? It would have been easier not to say goodbye... I wanted to avoid it.”
 
   “After taking care of you all those months like a lovesick maiden, now that you’ve recuperated you’re going to leave me without so much as a goodbye?”
 
   “I know, it’s not right or honorable... and you know I deeply appreciate all the help you gave me during that... difficult time.”
 
   “I know, calm down—I was kidding. You’ve turned serious on me all of a sudden,” said Hartz, smiling. 
 
   “There’s no way to have a serious conversation with you.” Komir looked into his good friend’s big brown eyes. “I’m going to miss you, that’s for sure,” he said, choking up a bit as he gave Hartz a heartfelt pat on the shoulder.
 
   “Well, I don’t think that’s going to happen,” responded Hartz, turning around and heading for a nearby oak. Komir followed him with his eyes, intrigued. From behind the tree, his friend took out a huge satchel, his war spear and his bearskin cape.
 
   “You can’t come with me, Hartz. We’ve already talked about this.”
 
   “Yes, we have talked. And you made your decision. Now it’s time for me to make mine.”
 
   “I don’t want you to get mixed up in my problems. If you came with me and something happened to you I would never forgive myself.”
 
   “I understand, friend, but my life is mine to live however I decide. I am not going to let you walk into danger alone. We are friends and wherever you go, I’ll go with you.”
 
   “You are so stubborn! Your head is harder than a rock! I already lost my parents—I don’t want anyone else to die because of me.”
 
   “I know. And I don’t want you to die alone in some distant land. I won’t allow it.”
 
   “Please, I’m begging you; turn around, go back to your father and live the life of a Norriel, here in your land, with your people.”
 
   Hartz shook his head. “It’s time to see the world—to go out and explore. Experience new places and live great adventures. If I stay here, I’ll die of boredom. The pirate attacks are few and far between and hunting bears holds no excitement for me anymore.”
 
   Komir tried to dissuade him. “If you come with me you will probably die.”
 
   Hartz burst out laughing. “Thanks for trying to scare me, but it’s not going to work. Whether I stay here or go with you, the only sure thing is I’ll end up mixed up in some kind of deadly mess... and I’d rather it be with you.”
 
   “I don’t want you to come with me. I don’t want you to die and I don’t want to hear anything more about it!”
 
   “And I won’t let you die alone in some far-off land without being able to help you. So I’m going with you and I don’t want to hear anything more about it!”
 
   “Damn it! You are more stubborn than a mule—the most pig-headed guy on the face of the Earth. A rock full of nothing but air—that’s what you have for a head!” Komir was shouting, furious with him. He turned and started walking down the path. After taking several more steps, he calmed down a bit then looked back at his friend, who was still standing there expectantly. 
 
   “For the sake of the Sun and the Moon! Let’s go... we have a long trip ahead of us...” surrendered Komir, resigned to his defeat.
 
   Hartz’s face lit up, his enormous smile a perfect reflection of his enormous joy. He immediately bounded toward Komir.
 
   “So many adventures to live! So many skulls to crush!” he exclaimed.
 
   Komir dolefully shook his head. Once again, his good friend had beaten him. 
 
   He looked ahead and sighed. It was time to leave the lands of the Norriel behind, to head south, to the kingdom of Rogdon, in search of his destiny and, most probably, never to return.
 
   “Onward! Rogdon awaits,” he said, setting off on his path and leaving his home behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Healing
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana’s lithe body bent to pick one of the medicinal plants that was ready to harvest. It was a warm day, and a soft breeze was whispering over the cliff, gently swaying the flowers that decorated it. From these heights she could see the coast of the kingdom of Rogdon, and admired its savage beauty, a glow of satisfaction on her face. She picked several dandelions and slipped them into the tattered leather bag she wore tied to her waist. When she straightened up, she looked for another plant to harvest but did not see any. The delicate breeze, coming from the infinite ocean behind her, caressed her face and hair. She stretched out her arms and let her body sway to the sound of the sighing of the gods, enjoying this pleasurable sensation. 
 
   Lagging behind a bit, Gena watched Aliana and smiled at her tutor’s obvious delight. She warmly remembered how, since her arrival at the Temple of Tirsar to become an apprentice, the beautiful Aliana had taken her under her protective wing. In almost the same moment, Gena recalled with great sadness how her parents had sent her to the temple as soon as they discovered she possessed the Gift. Her parents’ astonishment and subsequent rejection had caused her unspeakable pain. It seemed paradoxical that an act of kindness, of love, on her part would have had such horrendous repercussions for her. Having just turned sixteen, Gena had healed an ugly gash on her brother Bilon’s arm after he’d fallen from a tree. Not knowing how or why or understanding what was happening, a small miracle had taken place, born of her worry and sincere desire to help relieve her loved one’s pain. She had cured him—had healed her brother with that incredible bluish glimmer that she had never before experienced. 
 
   Her dear parents, however—humble Rogdon farmers with good hearts but very superstitious in their ignorance, and fearful of anything mystical—had been completely horrified. Their negative reaction had broken Gena’s once-cheerful heart. She was well aware of the fact that, just like the majority of the townsfolk and people of the region, her parents both feared and abhorred anything unknown or mysterious. So after consulting with the leaders of their small village, they had decided to send her to the Temple of Tirsar, home of the Healers, on the westernmost coast of the kingdom where they would take care of her and deal with the special needs her “situation” demanded.
 
   The sadness and pain she had experienced after her loved ones abandoned her had been horrific.
 
   Gena had been at the temple a year already and, contrary to what she had thought in the beginning, she was happy. Very happy. Now she walked cheerfully toward Aliana, thinking to herself that she could not have asked for a better tutor. In spite of her young age, Aliana was a very gifted teacher and, precisely because of that youth, an excellent companion. 
 
   When Aliana saw Gena waving at her she returned the greeting, wielding that enchanting smile of hers. Gena, putting her analytical mind to good use, studied Aliana for a moment. The Healer had just turned nineteen; she was tall and slender, with long hair as golden as summer wheat that trailed halfway down her back. Her enormous eyes were the color of the sea and shone with a captivating tranquility and harmony. Her skin was pale though somewhat tanned from the constant exposure to the gentle sun in that region. The peaceful beauty of that face, so serene and harmonious, had an exceedingly calming effect—like balm for unsettled souls.  
 
   According to what the sisters had told her, Aliana had spent her whole life at the temple. That would also be the honorable destiny in store for Gena since she, too, possessed the Gift. She accepted it willingly and, what’s more, gave thanks to the gods for it. She followed her teacher with her eyes as she walked briskly toward the temple, allowing herself to be drawn in by the majestic landscape before her. 
 
   The Temple of Tirsar, both headquarters and refuge of the venerated Order of Healers, had been erected on an extraordinarily beautiful, triangular-shaped peninsula situated on the far western edge of the powerful kingdom of Rogdon. A long stone bridge with nearly one hundred arches, built on an irregular isthmus, united the independent peninsula to the territory of the prosperous kingdom. The peninsula constituted a veritable natural fortress, surrounded almost completely by the sea. A walled gate and two regal towers protected the entrance to the peninsula from the prominent bridge. Gena was enchanted by the bridge, constructed partly on the narrow isthmus and partly over the sea. Whenever her obligations would allow, she would take walks on this well-built structure to enjoy the spectacular vistas. Impassable cliffs surrounded the entire length of the peninsula with the exception of a small bowl-shaped area in the South where a tiny port with a charming beach interrupted the predominance of the enormous precipices. Gena approached one of the cliffs to the south and, from that impressive height, looked out over the little beach.
 
   She continued to look down over the northeast side of the peninsula. A vast, dense forest spread to the bare base of the cliffs. The expanse to the west had been converted into large fields for crops. The building in the center, a sturdily constructed tower that had been an old military fortification, had had a large wing added on each side where the majority of the residents lived. Since she possessed the Gift and had been initiated into the Order as an apprentice Healer, Gena stayed with her sisters in the east wing. The Protectress Sisters, on the other hand, had not been blessed with the Gift but they were wholly dedicated to the Order. Their duty was simple yet essential: to protect the temple and all its members. Instructed in the art of warfare and in the handling of weapons, they made up an elite sentry of soldiers. 
 
   As she went down the hill, not a care in the world, Gena reviewed in her mind all the knowledge she had gained about the Order and its origins, lessons she had learned from the stories Aliana and other teachers had shared with her over time. The Order’s mission and purpose was to promote the study and practice of healing as well as all the curative arts. In turn, those blessed with the Gift had to be protected so they might help those in need and ease the pain caused both by the sicknesses and the villainy of mankind which were ravaging the world. Founded by Helaun, the first known Healer with the Gift in the kingdom of Rogdon, the Order had been in existence for several centuries. 
 
   According to legend, Helaun had pursued just one altruistic objective all her life: to create a benevolent corps of people dedicated in body and soul to eradicating sickness and pain from the face of Tremia. With great perseverance and determination, Helaun founded the Order of Tirsar with just two Healers in a time when they were being hunted and accused of witchcraft. Although no portraits or written accounts existed of the Founding Mother of the Order, Gena had always imagined that she had an ethereal, almost divine appearance because of her noble ideals and achievements. She had begun alone, with just her Gift, and after many years of self-directed study based on trials and experimentation she had come to understand the basic principles that guided them still. 
 
   In a bygone era when the existence of the Gift was scarcely known, the few who possessed it specialized in the art of destruction. The existence of Magi of Power had been confirmed; Magi capable of manipulating the elements—Fire, Earth, Air, and Water—to create enchantments with great destructive power. They laid waste to cities and armies, these Sorcerers who penetrated and corrupted the minds of men with horrible visions of excruciating pain, death and abomination. But Helaun, who could herself have become an incredibly powerful Mage or Witch considering the intensity of her Gift, refused to follow the paths of dominance and death and chose instead to dedicate her life to the magnanimous task of healing her fellow man. With no one to help her and relentlessly pursued by the ignorant masses, Helaun created with her own hands the first treatises on healing. 
 
   With many years of arduous work and constant training she developed her talent, but it went far beyond that; she founded an order to guarantee the continuation of her work so that, in the future, other Healers would be able to follow the path she had undertaken. All that in an era when they were hunted, marginalized, and tormented by the ignorance and lack of worldliness of simple-minded people who were easily frightened by what they did not understand. Several Healers were brutally murdered—burned at the stake by these ignorant peasants and their religious leaders trying to uphold their misguided truths. That is what compelled Helaun to found the Protectress Sisters. It was the only way to prevent more murders, lynching, and rapes of the defenseless Healers.
 
   Tremia was a hard and cruel world, and the vileness of some of its men reached unthinkable heights.
 
   For all those reasons, in Gena’s eyes Helaun represented all the virtues and goodness she aspired to one day emulate. With a sigh, she looked toward the endless horizon over the immense blue sea and, in a whisper, thus vowed:
 
   “Someday I will be deserving of the Gift with which I have been blessed. Some day you shall feel proud of this humble daughter, Founding Mother.”
 
   With that one wish in mind, she watched her tutor descend toward the temple.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana arrived at the great central plaza in front of the temple. As was typical for that hour of the day, the plaza was full of Sisters carrying out their daily tasks. The plaza was divided into three areas where all the Order’s principal activities took place.  The eastern section was dedicated to trade and agriculture and had tables and posts set up for the preparation and storage of the products to be used both for internal consumption and for trading with the neighboring kingdom. The western section was dedicated to healing and all the work related to that complex art, with different posts where scores of Sisters completed their work. Aliana walked toward them and greeted her sisters. She gave them the medicinal plants she had collected so they could be dried and later used as medicines or ointments. With her usual cheerfulness, she walked to the southern section of the plaza where the Protectress Sisters were working on their archery, sword, and spear skills. Some thirty women—one quarter of the total armed forces of the temple—were rigorously training for war. The rest remained at their stations in the towers, in the temple, or on patrol. 
 
   As she watched the training, Aliana was suddenly overcome by a desire to join in, so she asked the official instructing them if she might be permitted to take a few practice shots with the bow. It was the law of the Order that all the women—whether Healers or Protectress—be instructed in using the bow as soon as they entered the Order. And even though Aliana was a Healer because the Gift was so strong in her, she handled the bow quite well. She took five shots from a considerable distance and every one of them hit the bull’s-eye. Pleased with her skill, she broke into a smile. She loved archery and could not resist taking a few shots now and then. She decided to try a shot with a moving target; she actually preferred that due to the added difficulty it entailed. She signaled to one of her sisters who, dressed in a full, heavy suit of armor complete with visored helmet, was next to a tree holding a rope with hoists. The Sister pulled the rope and a round, white wooden disk with a bull’s-eye on it was released from one of the tree’s branches and began swinging back and forth. At that distance, hitting the mark on a moving target was only within the reach of the most expert markswomen. 
 
   She concentrated, measured the wind, studied the movement of the target, calculated the shot and the angle necessary and readied herself. She cleared her mind, letting it go blank and into a state of complete harmony; the only thing that existed for her was the swinging movement of the bull’s-eye. She felt the light breeze on her face, breathed deeply, drew the bow string back to her cheek, and let go. The arrow shot like a beam of light, making a measured ellipse and driving square into the center of the bull’s-eye.
 
   Aliana, celebratory fist in the air, jumped for joy.
 
   “Excellent shot, Aliana,” came a familiar voice at her back.
 
   Aliana spun around, a huge, satisfied smile on her face, and saw Sorundi, leader and counselor and the Order’s Master Healer. She had a kind face and, though she was more than sixty springs old, she looked twenty springs younger—due no doubt to her great inner power. Her blond hair was lightly speckled with gray, and her pale complexion was surprisingly lacking in discernible wrinkles. Aliana looked into her indulgent brown eyes and bowed in a gesture of respect. 
 
   “Thank you, Master Healer. I am trying to keep my aim fine-tuned.”
 
   “And you do that so very well, child,” said the highest ranking Sister of the Order of Tirsar, taking Aliana’s hand between hers. “Thanks be to the Light I found you here. I was afraid you might be distracted for hours in the forest, collecting roots and mushrooms—as you usually are.”
 
   “I just returned from the northern cliffs. I was gathering dandelions.”
 
   “I need to speak with you... in private. It is urgent. Let’s walk to the beach,” said the leader, her voice sounding worried.
 
   “Of course, Mother Healer,” answered Aliana, intrigued. She felt a slight pinch of concern in the pit of her stomach.
 
   They walked arm in arm, like mother and daughter, strolling along until they were sufficiently removed from the rest of the Sisters.
 
   Sorundi stopped walking and looked into Aliana’s eyes. With a tone of great urgency, she explained, “A messenger from Rogdon arrived with grave news.” She breathed deeply and continued, taking Aliana by the arm. “Something tragic has happened and King Solin has ordered us to call on him at once.”
 
   “His Royal Highness, Monarch of Rogdon? What has happened, Mother Healer?” inquired Aliana, worried and a bit frightened.
 
   “The King’s son was struck by an enemy arrow in an ambush. It is suspected to be the work of assassins from the Nocean Empire... the men of the desert. The royal surgeons have done everything they possibly can but they believe the arrow was poisoned with some kind of foreign substance—an extremely potent, unknown toxin. The Prince’s life is slipping away and the King has asked that we intercede immediately.”
 
   “Such sobering news... this is terribly serious...” Aliana was nearly whispering, trying to imagine the implications and possible repercussions of an assassination attempt on the Prince who was heir to the crown of Rogdon. Relations with the Nocean Empire were always tense; the children of the desert were cunning and always seeking to broaden their power by expanding to the north... but an assassination attempt?... The audacity... it was unthinkable. In any case, they had to save the Prince. 
 
   “I am sure you will be able to neutralize the poison, Teacher,” said Aliana with measured optimism.
 
   “I am not so sure, my daughter. My Gift of healing is depleting, little by little. I no longer have even half the power I had before and, unfortunately, it does not regenerate itself,” the leader confessed, decidedly troubled. 
 
   Aliana lowered her head. “I am so sorry, Teacher; I was not aware that your power was waning. 
 
   “Actually, daughter, that is why I need you to accompany me this time. Your Gift is exceptionally powerful and it is quite possible that we shall need it. I want you to be by my side at all times. It is of vital importance for the kingdom that we save the Prince. Not only that, but we owe them a very important debt of gratitude. The royal family of Rogdon has accepted and protected our Order from practically its inception. This is a unique opportunity to repay that debt.” 
 
   “You could ask other Healers with more experience to accompany you. There are nearly two dozen sisters in the Order with a well-developed Gift of Healing, and I am among the youngest.”
 
   “I know, my daughter. The Gift does not manifest itself much in Tremia. An Order of more than one hundred fifty Sisters and only about twenty who are blessed with the Gift of Healing. Let us hope that the Light blesses us with more Healing sisters in the near future. But for this delicate task I want you to be the one to accompany me; your power is far superior to that of any of your sisters.”
 
   “I will do everything in my power to help you, Teacher,” Aliana humbly replied.
 
   “Let us hurry, then, to gather our most potent antivenoms, antidotes and balms and leave immediately for the capital. The horses are being readied and a royal escort is waiting for us—a regiment of the Royal Lancers of Rogdon. A sentry of fifteen of our Protectress Sisters will also be escorting us; as you know I do not like leaving our refuge if not in their company. It would not be the first time we fell into an ambush because we were overconfident.”
 
   “Be longsighted and suspicious and you will live to see one hundred,” recited Aliana, smiling slyly.
 
   “You have no idea how very true that is, dear daughter...”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Ambushed
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They heard the unmistakable sound of battle as it was ushered along by the wind. The pealing of steel on steel and the shouts of the armed confrontation were softened by the distance, floating to them across an invisible current. To their young but experienced ears, that sound and the bloody message that went along with it were unequivocal. The tragic presence of death was patently clear, dangerously near. Hartz and Komir stopped in their tracks. They grabbed their weapons and looked around them, tense and alert. The trail they had been following crossed through a pine forest, but just then they were surrounded only by underbrush and some trees. They focused their attention and listened intently, not missing a single detail—just as Gudin had taught them—trying to extract valuable information from the muffled sounds coming to them on the breeze. They were like two young bears, lifting their snouts into the wind to catch a scent.  
 
   “Quick! To the forest!” Komir quietly urged as he pointed at a hillside to their right.
 
   Hartz gestured in agreement and promptly followed his friend.
 
   They veered from the trail that led directly to where the battle was taking place and cautiously proceeded up toward the forest, to the refuge the woods would provide. They jogged quickly, taking care to step lightly so as not to make any noise. For two outdoorsmen like themselves, the forest was their best ally. They got to a bend in the path that bordered the rocky drop-off and stopped so they could peer over the edge. Komir crouched down and made his way to the rim, now able to see down into the clearing that spread out before them where the trail crossed an oval-shaped, open plain surrounded by forest. 
 
   A fierce battle was taking place in the middle of the open area. A large group of men dressed in purple and black, greater in number than their opponents, was attacking a small group wearing white and gray. The men in purple and black were wearing light leather armor reinforced with metal plates that covered their chest and back. Their legs were protected by tall riding boots, and on their shoulders and forearms they wore protective armor made of hardened leather. Each was armed with a short sword and a shield. By their style of fighting and equipment, Komir assumed they were a light assault force—agile fighters accustomed to clashes and hand to hand combat.
 
   Conversely, the men in white and gray wore heavy armor with large rectangular shields that covered half their body. They held long, traditional one-handed swords with handles in the shape of a cross. Their heads were completely covered by a helmet with a slit cross piece which allowed them to see. Gauntlets and steel boots covered their extremities. Komir knew armor like that would make combat difficult, and the weight would eventually end up draining the combatants of energy.
 
   The aggressors in the conflict they were witnessing were the large mobile assault force. They had cornered their victims—the much smaller, slower group—against the hillside at the mouth of the plateau. The leader of the group in purple and black was shouting orders to the rest of his men. They were trying to break through the barrier of shields the defenders were holding up, apparently in an effort to protect one person who was in the middle of the semicircle they had formed.
 
   “What do you think?” asked Hartz as he stretched out face down next to Komir.
 
   “Well... I count sixteen attackers in light armor and seven defenders in heavy armor. The attackers’ faces are completely covered by some kind of mask... strange... and I don’t see any emblem or a flag from any kingdom that would indicate they might be soldiers. They’re not soldiers from Rogdon, that’s for sure. I’d say they’re bandits or mercenaries since they know how to fight; they aren’t just simple thieves. I don’t know; I don’t have a good feeling about this...  The ones in white and gray are wearing heavy armor with what looks like some region’s coat of arms. They seem to be protecting someone... it must be their lord. I could be wrong but I’d say this was an ambush,” deduced Komir.
 
   “I think so, too,” concurred the brawny Norriel. “If you look at the ones who’ve already fallen, you can tell the attackers came at them from both sides of the trail. Should we intervene?” asked Hartz, the excitement apparent in his voice. “If we don’t do something soon they’ll all die. The leader of the assailants is ordering them to attack the flanks, and if they do that their defensive circle will fail.”
 
   “Yes, you’re right. That is probably what will happen. We better not get mixed on this, we don’t know what’s going on and we can get killed.” Komir was trying to convince his friend as much as himself. 
 
   “If we don’t help, we’ll be letting those thieves get away with murder.” 
 
   “Why are you going to risk your life for something that doesn’t concern you?” 
 
   “Because otherwise this life would be really boring.” Hartz flashed a huge smile as he began to stand up. 
 
   “There are too many of them; we couldn’t handle all of them. If we attack we’d have to take on almost a dozen at once and there are only two of us. It would be suicide.” 
 
   “We’ve got surprise on our side, and we’re in an elevated, protected spot. That would even things up. But you already know that; you’re much more clever than I am about this sort of thing.”  
 
   “Hartz, listen to me, please. It is too dangerous.” 
 
   His friend shook his head. 
 
   Komir knew the reason Hartz could not keep from jumping in was that his soft-hearted friend could not accept that those men were going to be killed. “Let’s get out of here; otherwise they’re bound to see us.” Still crouching down, Komir very carefully turned around to slip away.
 
   He suddenly heard a strange cracking sound behind him, and immediately turned his head to see what it was.
 
   “Komir!” Hartz gasped in distress. He’d lost his footing when turning back from the cliff and his mighty body listed irrecoverably backwards, over the edge of the cliff. His wide-opened arms flailed desperately in a vain attempt to regain his balance and keep from falling over the side. 
 
   Komir’s heart thumped so forcefully he thought it would explode through his chest. Instinctively, he reached out his hand to try to grab onto Hartz and keep him from going over the edge.
 
   But his hand clutched nothing but air. 
 
   Hartz fell backwards, rolling and tumbling downhill.
 
   Komir ran to the edge and watched in dismay as the great Norriel plunged violently downward, losing his bearskin cape on the brutal descent. He was barreling over ground, underbrush, rocks, and trees. Finally, with a noisy thud, he landed against a tree at the foot of the hill. Komir cringed and clenched his teeth when he saw the impact. He instantly asked the three Goddesses for a miracle: that the fighters hadn’t noticed his friend’s mishap.
 
   But the Goddesses were not listening.
 
   Several of the assailants—including their leader—had already realized something was going on. They instantly noticed Hartz lying at the edge of the clearing. The leader was gesticulating wildly, apparently ordering four of his men to go to the fallen Norriel. The henchmen took off running.   
 
   Fear seized Komir. His very soul shrank within him as if being wrung out in the hands of a giant. They would have to fight for their lives, and the outlook was certainly grim. 
 
   He jumped up and swiftly got the bow that was hanging from his back as he dropped his bearskin cape on the ground.
 
   He had to protect his friend—he had to help him!
 
   The four thieves were running toward Hartz, brandishing their weapons.
 
   Hartz had gotten up, but he looked stunned and disoriented. Miraculously, his bow was still fastened to his body. In the quiver, which was now hanging at his knees, was a single arrow.
 
   Komir nocked a black-feathered arrow onto the bowstring. He had to buy them a little time so Hartz could recover and have a fighting chance. He aimed, inhaled deeply, and released the bowstring. The arrow shot through the sky in a descending arc, emitting a hissing sound as it cut through the air. It stuck with a hollow thud into the chest of the attacker in front. The unfortunate man stared in horror at the unexpected arrow—then dropped to the ground, dead.
 
   The three remaining attackers immediately stopped their advance, their eyes scanning the area to locate the threat. One of them spotted Komir and pointed with his sword. His companions immediately saw him as well, and nodded. As if by instinct, Komir armed his bow again and swiftly took another shot without thinking twice. It hit the henchman who had pointed him out in the stomach. He dropped the sword, looked down at the arrow protruding from him and stumbled, doubling over and wailing in pain. Komir silently gave thanks to his dead father for having taught him to use a bow and arrow and for the innumerable hours of hunting they had shared in the mountains and forests of the highlands.
 
   The other two assailants hesitated, unable to decide whether to advance or retreat.
 
   And that was precisely what Komir needed. While placing another arrow on the bow he could see out of the corner of his eye that, down below, Hartz had recovered a bit more from his terrible fall and was quickly arming his bow. 
 
   But the two attackers, spurred on by their leader’s shouting, launched themselves at Hartz.
 
   They were less than five steps away.
 
   Two arrows with two distinct trajectories hit the doomed henchmen with maximum velocity and force. Their race brutally interrupted, both men fell back. One struck in the stomach, the other in the lung, they lay there on the ground, dying. They would last no more than a few moments longer.
 
   Komir did not like having to kill these men but there was nothing he could have done. Their own lives were in danger. That was the nature of combat. It was neither noble nor dignified as he had imagined it in the daydreams of his youth. Quite the contrary. It was brutal, savage, and merciless. Komir knew that all too well, and he despised it. He watched as Hartz put down his bow and unsheathed his sword. Hartz looked at him and, with a tilt of his head, asked what to do. Komir looked toward the bloody fight and saw the leader sending four more men to finish off Hartz. Not giving it a second thought, he gestured to his friend to head over to the trail and then promptly started down the hill to help him. As he was running and jumping over the undergrowth and roots he dropped his bow and unsheathed his sword.
 
   He had to get to his friend to help him.
 
   Together, maybe they would have a chance of getting out of this predicament with their lives.
 
   Hartz waited restlessly, still in significant pain. His body had taken a colossal beating and he cursed his enormous clumsiness. His size was matched only by his lack of coordination, and that frustrated him greatly. Which one of the three Goddesses might I have offended for them to punish me with this way? 
 
   The four men came rushing at him with intent to kill, shrieking violently. Although Hartz felt afraid, this was not the first time he’d been face to face with death. He had spilled enemy blood and killed during combat while defending the Bikia coasts from pirate raids. He and Komir had fought together, but they had been surrounded at all times by experienced Norriel warriors. Today they were alone, just the two of them, with no one to help and—heading straight for them—enemies determined to end their lives. He regretted having asked Komir to get mixed up in this battle. Sometimes his desire to crush a few skulls took charge and he did not stop to think things over first. Now they were in quite a fix and, once again, it was his fault. He felt bad about it now and, as if trying to rid himself of his discomfort, he gave his head a good shake. 
 
   Komir appeared behind him.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked, panting.
 
   “Yes, thanks. They’re coming...” 
 
   “Shoulder to shoulder, my friend.”
 
   “Norriel are we, Norriel shall we die!” 
 
   Hartz got ready for the first attacker. He raised his sword and executed a powerful diagonal chest cut that his enemy almost failed to block. He followed that with a forceful cross cut; with a resounding crash his victim fell on his back. Filling his lungs with air, he let out the Irruli, the fearsome Norriel battle cry, then faced the second enemy who was already on him. The piercing, ear-shattering din of the cry exploded across the whole plateau and struck fear in the hearts of the enemy.
 
   Komir drew his hunting knife with his left hand as he advanced toward the henchman running toward them. The extremely sharp weapon—more a machete than a knife—was the size of a short sword and had been a gift from his father. Komir cherished it. It was of exquisite quality, perfectly balanced and light; it was a masterpiece. Created in Orrio by the Master Smith Althor years before, it had initially belonged to his grandfather, then to his father, and now he had the honor of carrying it. It was always with him, wherever he went, at the ready on his belt. The knife filled him with valor and calmed his spirit, dispelling the fear he was feeling. He blocked the enemy’s first attacked with the knife then, without hesitation, he swiftly and skillfully stabbed his sword into his opponent’s neck. The dying man’s eyes shone with terror as his blood splattered Komir’s face. Komir turned his face away—just in time to see and immediately block another attacker on his left. With one thrust, he drove the sharp blade of his knife into his rival’s leg, below the shield. The man fell to ground, bleeding profusely. 
 
   To his right, Hartz had just split open his opponent’s head in one brutal blow. When Komir saw that, he felt a bit more confident. His friend was a wondrous physical specimen while he himself was an extremely skilled swordsman; perhaps they could actually get out of there with their lives if they were careful... and just a little lucky.
 
   For a moment, they watched the battle going on at the other end of the clearing. Two of the defenders in heavy armor—the ones who had been on the outside of the semicircle—had already fallen. The one in the middle was retreating and was also badly wounded. There were only four left standing and they would not be able to hold out much longer against the relentless onslaught. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here!” urged Komir.
 
   “I’m with you,” agreed Hartz.
 
   But the leader of the attackers was apparently not inclined to let them out of there alive. Screaming wildly in a foreign tongue, he sent three more men after them. They were forced to stay and face the oncoming danger. 
 
   Komir exhaled, calling to mind the teachings of so many afternoons of training in Udag. His mind was in balance; calm, serene, and alert—the state that Master Warrior Gudin had taught him to achieve after many years of instruction and inexhaustible patience. It was a technique that few managed to master, but after practice and perseverance, he had succeeded. His body now moved harmoniously and with rhythmic agility, never losing its posture or center of gravity. He was like a trained dancer carried along by a soft melody, avoiding any obstacles set before him, dancing the lethal dance of death. He caught sight of a sword directed at his left ribs; he blocked it, took a step forward, and with his right arm blocked another attack to his head. He stayed lightly flexed with both weapons blocking simultaneously, one on each side. Much to the surprise of his two attackers, he dropped down on one knee and, from that position, cut both his rivals’ legs with a swift sweeping movement of both weapons. The two assailants fell to the ground, screaming in pain. In the blink of an eye, Komir stabbed them both in the lower abdomen.  
 
   Hartz was now completely in his element, in the heat of the battle. He looked at Komir and saw he was fighting with wicked skill and agility—which did not surprise him in the least. He’d often witnessed his friend’s natural talent with the sword. An enemy hesitantly approached on his right, and Hartz smiled when he saw him. There was nothing he liked better than the sound of metal on metal—except the sound of bones breaking after a good blow. As long as he could remember he’d been well aware that he possessed an innate gift for fighting, and nothing pleased him more than putting it to good use. He raised his weapon over his head and, spinning around, used his sword to attack like a spinning wheel, sending his opponent flying through the air, entrails hanging from his lifeless body. 
 
   The colossal Norriel contemplated the battlefield. The fighting had come to an end. Just four contenders remained standing after the bloody dénouement: Komir, himself, the leader of the assailants, and the lone survivor of the men in white and gray who was checking on the condition of the person they’d been trying to protect—now lying motionless on the ground. Judging by the amount of blood coming from his left side and the small, viscous puddle that had formed under his body, Hartz was quite sure that man would never be getting up again. 
 
   Komir signaled to him and they headed toward the leader of the enemies.
 
   Hartz observed him carefully. His face was covered by a strange, violet-colored mask with a sinister silvery smile. The eyes, also drawn in silver, gave the mask a surreal, nightmarish air. He was thin with a medium build and was dressed in dark purple with a cape and hood that covered his back and head. In his belt he carried a short, curved sword with golden engravings on the handle that was inlaid with precious stones. His attire was unusual, extravagant. Hartz had never seen clothing like this and assumed it was probably of foreign origin.
 
   “Who are you and why did you attack these men?” interrogated Hartz sternly, intending to get answers one way or another.
 
   The foreigner did not respond and slowly unsheathed his ornate sword. He lifted it and pointed it toward Hartz. A striking silence fell over the plateau, devouring every sound. The wind ceased and all sound within the forest seemed to vanish. An unnatural quiet engulfed them.
 
   “Are you threatening me?” Hartz exclaimed loudly, seeing the imminent danger of the situation. “Lower your sword or I will be forced to split your head open!”
 
   “Hartz, be careful; something isn’t right here. I sense danger. I don’t like this at all. Be ready! Don’t be reckless!” warned Komir.
 
   Almost before he even finished speaking, Komir heard the enemy speak several incomprehensible words, directed at Hartz, as if delivering a lugubrious funeral chant. The sword with the golden adornments shone with a bright mauve light that bathed it in a purplish glimmer.
 
   “Look out! That purple glow could be Magic!” 
 
   Hartz, surprised by Komir’s shouts, looked at the foreigner in confusion, his mind racing. What purple glow? I don’t see glowing of any color. What is Komir talking about? Could this guy have put a curse on me? What a cretin! No matter. I’ll take care of him and end this problem once and for all. If he put some kind of hex on me I’ll find some witch who can rid me of it; maybe Amtoko could. Either way, I’m going to finish off this pig right now. 
 
   He prepared himself for attack but, all of sudden, felt a prick in his chest—then an intense pain. It came from inside him, as if a ghostly, invisible hand was crushing his heart. The suffering quickly escalated, and in the blink of an eye it had become so intense he couldn’t think straight. 
 
   Aaaahh! What is happening to me? What in the world... Where is this pain coming from?
 
   His mind, overcome by the suffering, could not react. The agony was beginning to spread through his body... his hands... his feet... his head... and it was unbearable, as if his whole body was going up in flames. 
 
   “For Ikzuge’s sake... this pain!” he cried out in agony. 
 
   He tried to attack the stranger, knowing he was the source of the sinister force, but after taking just one step he had to stop; he simply could not go on. Every movement, every thought heightened the suffering. The pain was consuming him; it was killing him. He collapsed to the ground, his whole body in a state of stress, fighting to stay alive.
 
   Komir realized his friend was in grave danger.
 
   “What’s happening to you? What has he done to you?” he asked, his voice fraught with worry.
 
   “Intense... pain... make him stop... please... stop him...” he stammered before his entire body began to convulse.
 
   “Stop this dark magic or I will slit your throat!” threatened Komir, now fully aware that they were in the presence of a sorcerer or wizard.
 
   But the sinister foe was undaunted. 
 
   The situation critical, Komir launched an attack. The Sorcerer pointed at him with the opulent sword and murmured more unintelligible words that caused the weapon to again glimmer ardently with that strange purple light. 
 
   Komir was almost on his adversary when, without warning, he felt as if his feet had turned to solid rock. It stopped him in his tracks. I can’t move! He looked at his feet, frightened; he could not see anything there... but they felt so heavy that he absolutely could not move them.
 
   In a desperate effort, he reached out his arm and, throwing his body forward, slashed at the Sorcerer’s neck.
 
   He missed by two inches. 
 
   The Sorcerer, with an insulting lack of urgency, took two steps back to avoid the reach of Komir’s sword.
 
   Komir looked incredulously at his petrified legs. They will not move! What the hell is going on here? He continued fighting with his extremities, trying with all his might to move toward the enemy. Come on, obey! Move! But his legs were solid rock, like the pillars of a temple.
 
   The foreigner again pointed at him with his sword.
 
   Komir prepared for the worst.
 
   But a split second later, just before the enemy could execute the fateful incantation Komir had expected, a figure in white and gray charged toward the Sorcerer, sword raised and ready to strike.
 
   It was the lone survivor of the group under attack! 
 
   He had completely forgotten about him.
 
   The Sorcerer saw the soldier coming at him and swiftly turned to point his sword at him. He recited what seemed to Komir to be another spell, and the purple light shone once more on the sword. The figure in heavy white armor struck at the foreigner’s neck with his sword but somehow missed.
 
   By a long shot.
 
   He struck again, this time with both hands, and—again—missed definitively.
 
   “I can’t see!” cried a voice from under the helmet. “He’s blinded me!” He continued trying to attack, but connected with nothing but air.
 
   A despicable cackle erupted from behind the Sorcerer’s mask.
 
   “And now you all shall die!” he proclaimed triumphantly with a heavy foreign accent. 
 
   He prepared to carry out his threat. Moving away from the blinded soldier he pointed his sword at Komir. The coup de grace was about to be invoked.
 
   But the Sorcerer was too slow.
 
   The ornate sword slipped from his hand and fell to the ground. He took a step back and looked at his right shoulder. A small throwing dagger was stuck in his flesh, just below his neck. He looked up at Komir; hidden underneath his mask, there must have been a look of tremendous shock.
 
   Komir tensed as, with his right hand, he readied the other small throwing dagger he had in reserve.
 
   The Sorcerer vacillated. 
 
   A moment later, despite the injury he’d suffered, he quickly crouched down, picked up his sword with his left hand, and took off toward the forest. 
 
   Komir watched as he ran away. Doubt invaded him. He knew he could hit the Sorcerer again with the dagger he had left, but he was not sure if he could kill him. His petrified legs weren’t supporting him sufficiently when he threw, which was why he had missed the first shot he’d aimed at the Sorcerer’s throat. If he threw now and did not kill him, they would be left defenseless and completely at his mercy.
 
   Better to hold on to the weapon in case he tries another incantation. If I missed, we would be lost. But if he turns around before reaching the edge of the forest I will have to react; I cannot let him attack us again or we’re as good as dead.
 
   The sinister figure made it to the tree line. He disappeared among the trees, heading east, without ever looking back. 
 
   Komir sighed in relief but was instantaneously overcome with frustration.
 
   “Dammit! I cannot move! I’m sorry, Hartz.” He shouted toward his companion who was still lying on the ground, his hand on his chest and an expression of immense suffering on his face.
 
   “Pain... help...” begged his friend. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




Poison: The Sweet Awakening
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The retinue of Healers and Royal Lancers was riding as swift as the wind, pushing their mounts to the maximum. Time was marching on; Sorundi and Aliana were due in Rilentor and could not waste a single second as they pushed toward the city, which was located less than a day by horse from the Temple of Tirsar. The Royal Trail on which they were traveling connected the Healers’ home with the capital of the kingdom of Rogdon as well as to the other main cities of the realm. 
 
   They entered the capital by crossing the wall through the south gate, known as the Gate of the Deserts. Aliana was somewhat surprised to see that the soldiers of the Royal Guard had completely cleared the way for the entourage. The cobblestone avenues of the stately royal city, usually packed with bustling pedestrians, were deserted and heavily guarded from the two immense exterior walls all the way to the royal castle. The impressive fortress, with its six imposing circular towers, rose majestically in the center of the city. 
 
   Aliana, who adored riding at a gallop, was nearly flying along the streets of the great city on her horse’s back, listening to the hollow noise of its hooves resonating off the cobblestones. The soldiers guarding the streets to guarantee their safe passage saluted them. They quickly reached the drawbridge that led to the royal family’s castle. They passed over the moat and into the courtyard. Aliana and Sorundi hastily dismounted and two officers of the Royal Guard instantly led them to the Prince’s quarters. Aliana realized they had just traversed one of the best protected cities on the continent and accessed an impregnable castle in the blink of an eye. An incontestable demonstration of Rogdonian efficiency.
 
   Both the room of the only royal heir and the halls that led to it were heavily guarded. As they walked, Aliana stared at the men in the Guard. They were tall and strong, with pointed helmets that covered their head, neck, and nose but left their stern faces exposed. A breastplate of shiny polished steel protected their back and chest. Under the shield a long blue tunic reached down to their knees, with both sleeves embroidered with the emblem of the kingdom. A long coat of mail extended down to their thighs, protecting their upper torso and arms, and their high, leather boots were reinforced with steel. Each of them held a lance and kite shield. The shield, characteristic of this kingdom, displayed the distinctive emblem of Rogdon—a grand white horse rearing on a tower with a gray background. 
 
   As she entered the room, Aliana’s eyes swept over the luxurious space. King Solin, dolefully gazed at his badly wounded son from the foot of the bed. Queen Eleuna was tenderly holding her only child’s hand. Situated on either side of the feeble Prince, two of the royal house’s surgeons were attending to the young man who was delirious and mumbling incoherently. The tension in the room was suffocating; it hung in the air like a toxic cloud, coating everything with its pestilence. A frightful silence reigned among all those present, as if they wanted to avoid making any sound that would awaken merciless Death.
 
   The King’s face was marked by fatigue and worry; the dark circles below his eyes visible proof of his anguish. He was a strong man, with broad shoulders and powerful arms and long, dark hair speckled with white that had made its appearance little by little over the years. He had intense, brown eyes, and a steady gaze. But the monarch’s most striking feature was his great height. He was a perfect example of an extraordinary soldier, a leader with fifty-five springs behind him. The Queen was about the same age as her husband but physically dissimilar in every way; svelte with a fragile-looking figure, shrouded in an almost sublime softness. Her hair, golden and straight, cascaded to the middle of her back and she had small blue eyes. Even in this state of extreme distress, her incredible beauty was plainly appreciable. She was wearing a dress made of fine fabrics, a blend of beige and warm white that accentuated the air of sheer nobility that enveloped her. 
 
   As soon as King Solin noticed the Healers had arrived he hurried to welcome them.
 
   “Finally, you are here, Master Healer!” he immediately went to the older of the two Healers, his voice full of urgency. “Please, come in. My son is at the brink of death,” he lamented, motioning toward the figure lying in the bed.
 
   “We came as quickly as we could, Your Majesty.”
 
   “We have tried everything, but we cannot improve his condition,” explained the older of the two royal surgeons. “We truly do not know what more we can do... The arrow was empoisoned, and there is no known antidote in the entire kingdom. The situation is desperate. He surely will—”
 
   “We shall do all that is in our power to return the Prince to health,” assured the expert Healer of the Order of Tirsar. 
 
   “Please, save my son, I beg of you. Save him!” pleaded the Queen between sobs. “He is far too young to die! He has barely begun to enjoy life. Do not let him die... Save him, please!” She brought her hands up to her sunken, bloodshot eyes and burst into inconsolable tears that melted Aliana’s heart. 
 
   “Your Majesty, if you could give us some time alone... it would be of great help. We need calm and quiet to make use of our healing Gift,” requested Sorundi.
 
   “Of course, whatever you need; you have only to ask,” replied the monarch. With a quick flick of his head he indicated that the two surgeons should leave and, immediately thereafter, gently took hold of his grief-stricken wife and led her out of the room.
 
   The two Healers examined the young man at once. Aliana guessed the Prince was approximately the same age as she, perhaps a bit older though not by much. His hair, long and blond and coated in sweat from the high fever, was plastered to his forehead. His blue eyes, delirious; his face, stunning like his mother’s. A man of classic good looks. He was tall and strongly built, undoubtedly a worthy son to his father. A perfect blend of his mother’s beauty and the strength and physique of his father.
 
   Aliana focused her attention on the arrow wound on his shoulder. Beside him on a chair was his exquisite silver armor embossed in gold. She calculated the position of the impact: just where the breastplate ended and below the shoulder guard overlay. A well-aimed, studied shot that had sought out the vulnerability in his protective gear. The wound itself was not terribly serious. His shoulders had been protected by the coat of mail. However, the poison in which the arrow had been soaked was dreadfully dangerous.
 
   Sorundi placed her hands on the wound just as the King came back into the room and silently sat down next to them. As the Master Healer concentrated, a pale blue light, only visible to those blessed with the Gift, emanated from the palms of her hands. The healing energy left her body and was propelled forward. It was a soft blue light—almost white, actually; no matter how much she contemplated it, that light always captivated Aliana’s heart as much as it had the first time she’d seen it. She observed as Sorundi’s concentration maintained a continuous flow of the curative energy, the extreme effort of what she was doing apparent on her face. She attended to the wound for a long while, never letting up. Finally, she pulled back her hands, completely exhausted.
 
   “It is a very potent poison. Extremely noxious. It is attacking his vital organs. He does not have long to live. We must hurry or he will die.”
 
   “Save him, please!” begged the King, his voice desperate. “Save him and I will reward you handsomely. He is my only son, the heir to the throne.”
 
   “Aliana, we need your power. I cannot stop the advance of the poison; I only managed to slow it down,” she stated. Assisted by King Solin, she sat down on a chair next to the bed to try to recover from the tremendous effort she had expended.
 
   Aliana approached the dying man and placed her hands on the wound just as her teacher had done. She concentrated and summoned her power. A chill ran down her spine and she shivered—a sensation she always experienced; so unique yet so typical among the Healers. It felt like an icy tingling coursing throughout her whole body. The energy flowed toward her chest. Thousands of pale blue streams of pure, living essence surged from inside her and joined together in a great, powerful lake in the depths of her being. Once accumulated, the energy flowed in the form of a healing power; as if a part of herself, a part of her own spirit, were passing through her hands to the wounded patient. The pale blue light appeared again, this time beneath the palms of her hands. After many years of study and practice under the attentive watch of her instructors, and following to the last detail the ancient teachings of the Order, she had come to understand and master her Gift—the Gift of Healing. Now she felt confident in this difficult art, even if it were never possible to foresee the outcome. 
 
   She concentrated completely and allowed the energy to flow through the afflicted man’s body. A hazy vision began to form in Aliana’s mind. Within the series of images, she could catch glimpses of how the rivers of energy were bathing the Prince’s body. The image slowly began to appear more clearly defined; several places where there were organs that had been damaged by the poison became visible and were taking on a greenish color. Aliana knew what this meant; these organs were severely compromised, and the color indicated the state of deterioration... of decomposition. Healing him would indeed be very difficult. She increased the intensity of her concentration above the first damaged area, focusing the healing energy on the organ, tirelessly irradiating it, trying to repair the damage it had suffered. After quite some time, she verified with great relief that the healing energy was having a positive effect on the organ; it was beginning to change color—now the pink of daybreak—and to heal, recovering its natural appearance. 
 
   Aliana sighed, relieved. Healings were not always successful. Everything depended on how critical the damage was. Never was there any guarantee that a healing would work, no matter how much effort the Healers put into their art. Every body, every being, and every wound, was different. The Healers never knew with any degree of certainty what they would encounter, nor if their talent and experience would be sufficient to heal the sick or injured person. All they could do was to give it their all. Fatal wounds could not be cured; try as they might, Healers could not reverse death or work miracles. After all, they were only human, and only the gods were permitted to work miracles. 
 
   Focusing, she placed her hands over the next point of infection. This one was much larger. She concentrated her internal energy on the organ and irradiated it, applying all her power to it. As if dawning anew, it began to turn pink, to heal. That was encouraging. She continued working incessantly, losing all sense of time, until each and every one of the damaged organs had been treated. She searched for traces of the deadly substance throughout the rest of his body, intending to attack those as she had the others, but there was no longer any sign of it. Her healing energy had completely eradicated it. 
 
   At last, she focused on the site of the wound itself, where there was still an ugly infection. She concentrated on it and managed to eliminate it. She repaired the wound by regenerating as best she could the tissue that had been damaged. Finally, she relaxed. She let the last remnants of energy reenter her body, and the bluish light disappeared from beneath her palms. She withdrew her hands from the Prince’s body and, throwing her head back, inhaled deeply. She felt extremely satisfied; happy to have been able to overcome the poison. She tried to stand up but was so weak she blacked out for a moment. Two strong arms prevented her from falling to the floor. When she looked up, still lightheaded, she saw it was King Solin who was holding her up. 
 
   “Are you all right, young Healer?” asked the monarch.
 
   Aliana was totally worn out. She could barely stand. The use of her Gift for such an extensive period of time had sapped all the vitality from her body, leaving her with barely a drop of strength to carry out even the easiest of tasks. Still, she was not worried; she knew well the physical sacrifice her Gift required, its limits, and the dangers if she were to surpass these. All the Healers were aware that the Gift could be fatal if not controlled. That was the first rule with which they were indoctrinated. It was typical to see Healers faint after weakening their bodies during healing and, occasionally, carried away by the desire to achieve the impossible with a treatment, they had died trying, their battered bodies unable to sustain the punishment inflicted. The Gift could completely consume one’s vital energy; it could kill. Understanding and respecting human limitations and never surpassing these was paramount.
 
   Aliana was so completely exhausted that all she wanted to do was lie down on the floor and sleep.
 
   With great difficulty, she managed to explain. “I did it... I eradicated the infection... and... I healed the organs. In a few hours we should... see a marked improvement in... his condition. His fever will begin to drop...” 
 
   “Can this be true?” pressed the king, his eyes full of hope.
 
   Aliana nodded, unable to continue speaking.
 
   “I cannot believe it! This is fantastic news! So, it’s true? You’ve healed him?” the king questioned incredulously, his face brimming with excitement.
 
   Seeing Aliana was unable to speak, Sorundi intervened.
 
   “There are no guarantees in our profession, Your Majesty... but if the Sister believes she has conquered the infection, it is quite probable that your son will recover. To complete the treatment and to ensure there will not be complications, we will prepare several potions that he will have to take for at least one month. This should guarantee that the infection will not reappear and the wound will heal over without any setbacks. The wisdom of nature dictates that the young prince’s badly injured body will require extended rest.”
 
   “We will do whatever you recommend,” assured the monarch, overjoyed at the wonderful news. His face, which was typically sullen, was beaming. “This is incredible! Just hours ago I had nearly given up my only son’s life for lost,” he remarked, hugging Aliana affectionately—a rare gesture for the monarch whose sternness and surliness were well known in the court. “I know this is an imposition, but would it be possible to count on your presence for a few more days, just until the Prince has completely recovered? I would be much more at ease if you were to personally supervise his recovery.” 
 
   “Aliana will stay and make sure His Highness recuperates completely. The Gift of my outstanding pupil is now more powerful than my own. If any complication should arise—which could happen—it is better that she be the one who attends to him.”
 
   The King nodded. “So be it. We will prepare a room in this wing of the palace so that you can rest and regain your strength, young Healer. I must share this wondrous news with the Queen immediately—she will be overjoyed!” He hurried from the room.
 
   Sorundi approached Aliana. “It is best that you rest now. You look so very pale, as if you are about to collapse. Your ministrations went on too long. For a moment I was afraid for your life, my daughter.”
 
   “The poison was terribly aggressive. It took a great effort to heal some of his organs. Several times I thought all was lost. I fought with all my power, and pushed my body to the limit.”
 
   “Let them take you to your room now. You are about to pass out. Rest now, my dear child. You’ve done very well—extremely well. Another life saved thanks to the Gift. A life of great importance for the future of our nation and the stability of this complex continent of ours... our Tremia.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A week later, Gerart finally opened his eyes. An intense light, a painful brightness, assaulted him from all directions, blinding him and increasing the stabbing pain inside his head. He did not know where he was and felt completely disoriented. In spite of the intense pain, he tried again to open his eyes... and instantly thought he must be in the middle of dream or having a vision; appearing before him was a woman so beautiful she could only be a celestial being, a goddess. She had golden hair and brilliant blue eyes, as deep as the sea. A feeling of well-being and harmony instantly enveloped him, like a fresh sea breeze, calming his soul and easing his pain.
 
   “Are you... are you from the heavens? A goddess, perhaps?” he asked, still terribly disoriented. 
 
   The question caught the woman by surprise. After looking at him strangely for a moment she burst into a peal of sweet-sounding laughter.
 
   “No, nothing like that!”
 
   “Might you be Asra... Goddess of Beauty? 
 
   “Nothing could be farther from the truth, Your Highness. My name is Aliana and I am nothing more than a Healer from the Temple of Tirsar, not a goddess of antiquity,” explained the young woman with a smile as she bowed her head slightly. “You have been very sick, at the brink of death, but the worst is over. You need to rest now. Everything will be fine, I assure you. There is nothing to worry about. Soon you will have recuperated completely.”
 
   The Prince looked at the beautiful young woman and tried—unsuccessfully—to make sense of the situation.
 
   “Thank you... A Healer, eh? I have heard talk about your Order but I have never met one of you...” he responded, somewhat indistinctly.
 
   Aliana helped him to sit up then took a potion from the bedside table that she had prepared for him and gave him a drink of it. 
 
   As Gerart drank, he looked around and recognized his royal bedchamber.
 
   “Thank you. This concoction tastes like hell.” 
 
   Aliana laughed. “Exactly, but it will help you regain some strength.”
 
   Gerart looked at her with uncommon interest. “My mother, Queen Eleuna, has spoken to me about your Order and about how miraculous your Gift is. She says that you do incredible work throughout the kingdom, voluntarily healing the sick and wounded and receiving nothing in exchange.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Highness. We have a responsibility towards healing; it is our duty.”
 
   “Was it you who healed me, who attended to me?”
 
   Aliana tilted her head slightly and nodded. “Yes, Your Highness. You shall be under my care until your recovery is complete.”
 
   “Tell me, Aliana... the arrow was empoisoned, was it not?”
 
   “It was. Fortunately we got here in time to be able to stop the poison and heal the damaged organs. But a few hours more and—”
 
   “And...  I would have died. I understand...”
 
   Gerart took a deep breath then tried with every ounce of stamina he had to get out of bed, but he could not. His muscles simply were not responding. They were far too weak. And his head was about to explode. 
 
   He looked at the Healer; the afternoon light flooding the room washed over the young beauty. Her hair shone with an almost surreal brilliance, the long locks reflecting the golden essence of life. Her lovely face radiated purity and tranquility.
 
   Gerart was speechless.
 
   Irreversibly enchanted. 
 
   An embarrassing silence hung between them. But neither of the two spoke a single word. 
 
   Gerart finally reacted. “Oh my, where are my manners? How clumsy of me... Pardon me for not thinking clearly. I owe you my life; you’ve saved me, and I have not even thanked you.”
 
   “That is not necessary, Your Highne—”
 
   “Of course it is!” he hurried to interrupt her. “I want to thank you, from the bottom of my heart. I am indebted to you. I owe you and your Order unending thanks. I will never forget this, I can assure you of that. You shall be generously compensated—my father will see to that.”
 
   “It really is not necessary, Your Highness. I am only fulfilling my duty. No recompense is necessary. I have a responsibility towards my Order.”
 
   “You don’t want a reward? What an odd attitude. I respect you for it, but it is quite unusual. In any case, I am sure my father will find some way to thank you. And, one last favor, if I may; would you mind addressing me informally? We are the same age, and I owe you my life. I think that would be quite appropriate.”
 
   “As you wish, Your High—, excuse me, as you wish, Sire... No... as you wish,” Aliana clumsily corrected herself. If you would excuse me, I am going to look for your parents. They are waiting for good news on your recuperation, so this will be a godsend. They have been having a very difficult time through all this.” 
 
   Aliana left the room, softly closing the door behind her. Gerart raised his hand to the pit of his stomach. He had an odd feeling; it was as if something was boring straight through him. At the exact moment, noticing the absence of the lovely young woman and the sensation he was experiencing, he realized something new and exciting was happening to him. He felt a mix of excitement and fear that he could not comprehend. She was so exquisite, so pure, so lovely... and she had captivated him.
 
   His head began to throb again, but even in the midst of the pounding and the pain, he was happy... and longing to see that heavenly being again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Empire of the Deserts
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The messenger entered the great audience hall of the fortress after being escorted through the complex palace of the beautiful border city of Alaband, capital and residence of the vast and powerful Nocean Empire’s Grand Regent of the North. The entire city was a renowned work of architecture; the immense, golden central cupola of the Regent’s palace sparkled under the region’s harsh sun. Its brilliance was visible from leagues away, as was the gleam of the four slender, dazzlingly golden twin towers that guarded it with their oval pinnacles. The grand cupola and the four twin towers conferred an almost celestial air on the city. A five-day journey on foot from the border with the kingdom of Rogdon, the walled city marked the beginning of the extensive territories of the great Nocean Empire. 
 
   The Empire of the battle-hardened People of the Deserts.
 
   Mulko, the powerful Regent of the North, looked for a moment at the dusty messenger kneeling before him who was offering him the missive with both arms extended. He recognized the messenger—an expert, ruthless, soldier; chosen to carry out missions of a... delicate nature. He had a dark complexion and black eyes and was dressed in a short, well-worn blue tunic over black linen pants. A dirty, discolored blue cape was draped over his shoulders. Over his long, curly hair he wore the typical Nocean helmet: round, and crowned with a sharp point that was a full palm high. His chest and forearms were protected by intricate leather armor with flexible, reinforced metal rectangles—special gear for light assault forces. On his waist he wore a wide leather swordbelt with a steel buckle to one side that held three throwing daggers. On his right side hung a scimitar and, on the left, a long, curved dagger.
 
   The Regent trusted in the ability of that son of the desert; he knew he would be capable of surviving the worst of plagues and would carry out the mission entrusted to him. It was with men like this they had created an empire. A vast empire forged by conquests, blood, and subjugation. The Empire of the inclement sun. As much as the lands of the North and the East benefitted from the blessings of the rains—albeit in modest quantities—the West and, especially, the South, were characterized by their vast, arid deserts where a merciless, blazing sun scorched everything it touched. The Nocean people, from the desert lands of the deep South, had conquered large stretches of territory to the east and north of their native land. Fueled by their unquenchable thirst for expansion, they had vanquished neighboring tribes by the power of their scimitars, forming a great empire through conquest and bloodshed. The stronghold city of Alaband controlled the border crossing toward the kingdom of Rogdon. Its strategic value was incalculable.
 
   Mulko made a gesture with his hand.
 
   “Give it to me and go. You have succeeded in your mission.” 
 
   The messenger did as he was told.
 
   Mulko read the missive slowly as he paced across the smooth black marble. The bright morning light filled the great room, penetrating the arched window covered with intricate mosaics. Ornate curtains fashioned from the best silk in the Empire decorated the great room, coordinating with beautiful, exquisitely crafted rugs. Adorning the walls were rich ceramic pieces from kingdoms they had conquered. They were painted with gold and crimson motifs. On an enormous round table were several silver platters overflowing with exotic fruits.
 
   Mulko shook his head, swore under his breath and called for his two personal Counselors.
 
   “Bad news from our neighbors to the north!” he exclaimed as they rushed in. “The Prince of Rogdon, that gutless good-for-nothing, has been struck down by an arrow that is assumed to be Nocean. King Solin is blaming us for the assassination attempt and now is out for blood. That rotten old maggot has thrown out our ambassador who, as you know, is our people’s religious leader in his kingdom, as well as several highly influential merchants. He is closing the border!”
 
   “That can only mean that he is preparing for war,” deduced Ukbi, his Military Advisor, a corpulent general with a long road behind him who had faithfully served the Empire for more than forty years. Mulko approached him and looked straight into his eyes—eyes that exuded a great deal of courage and intelligence. Ukbi had always demonstrated a brilliant talent for military arts and strategies. Due to his First General’s intellect, Mulko had managed to secure for the general the position of influence he now held within the Empire. This man’s victories on the battlefield had gained him land, recognition, and power. 
 
   “Yes, I believe so as well,” replied Mulko, clearly concerned.
 
   “An arrow is not sufficient proof to launch a grand scale war against the Empire, Sir. King Solin is not that foolish. He will look for more evidence of treachery before declaring all-out war,” reasoned Zecly, his Prime Counselor. The aged though extremely intelligent Counselor was as frail as he was wise. He had spent his entire life serving Milko’s family and had known him since he was a child. Zecly had always been there, serving and providing essential council. There was no one Mulko trusted more. That fragile old man with striking eyes as blue as the sky, long snow-white hair and exceptional mind was rarely wrong. But, above all else, Mulko depended on this unique and greatly feared man for his immense Arcane Power. Zecly was the most powerful Sorcerer in the entire Empire. One simple incantation from him and men were stricken with excruciating suffering and dropped dead at his feet. Mulko had witnessed this old man’s terrifying power on many occasions.
 
   “And if he finds this proof? Where there is once piece of evidence, there will be others, pointing them in the direction indicated. Whoever attacked their son is looking to start a war that will cost both our Empire and the kingdom of Rogdon thousands of lives,” speculated Mulko.
 
   “I wonder... ,” began the old man, “are we truly sure it was not we?” posited Zecly, raising an eyebrow. The Empire is vast... the insatiable ambitions of certain powerful people...” 
 
   Mulko thought quietly for a moment and then shook his head. “The order was not given by me, I can assure you of that. This is not the time for such impactful action. If it had come from the Great Emperor Malota, His Excellency would have made me aware so I could prepare. The Emperor is cautious and shrewd; he would have taken his time to plan his strategy and would have communicated to me—in detail—the orders. No, this is the work of some other force, a hidden hand, acting in the shadows to destabilize the fragile balance that exists between our Empire and our arrogant neighbors to the north.” 
 
   Zecly took a few steps forward, looking pensively at the dome of the room. “What about your rivals? The Empire is large; its power and riches unequaled, but only four men govern it—four men that serve an Emperor, four men that share all the power and the riches. Could this be an internal political maneuver to take control and overthrow the Great Emperor?”
 
   “Is that what you think, wise Advisor? Who would dare such a bold and risky betrayal?” Mulko pondered aloud. “Perhaps Omod, the Grand Regent of the West? I doubt that; he has been at war for five years with those nightmarish Tulinese. He has had to invest a massive fortune in building a navy to defend his three main port cities from incursions by the incredibly swift Tulinese fleet. No; it cannot be Omod.”
 
   “And what about your rival from the East, Sir?” asked Ukbi.
 
   “That rabid dog from Elmesh, the Grand Regent of the East? I don’t think so. He already has enough problems these days fending off rebellions and uprisings that threaten his territory—some of which, as you well know, are financed by our coffers. I doubt that it would be Elmesh. We keep him quite occupied. Besides, he doesn’t have the brains to come up with something like that. That treacherous snake Salmag, however—the Grand Regent of the South—could very well be behind this clandestine movement. He does have the brains, and the means. His lands are well controlled and well protected, and being the Great Emperor Malota’s cousin he might attempt a coup. After all, he is of the royal bloodline...” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sir. It is too soon to jump to conclusions. One thing, though, is certain: you would be hurt most in the event of war with the North. Since your territory borders theirs, the war would come first to you and would greatly weaken your position,” Ukbi pointed out as he stroked his three-forked beard.
 
   “Yes, damn it! That is unfortunately all too true,” barked Mulko as he approached his First General. If the enemy is not internal, who can it be? Who would dare to attack the Nocean Empire?”
 
   “The only kingdoms with armies capable of taking on the Empire are Rogdon... and Norghana, to the northeast, but we have signed peace treaties with both of them and we have noticed no evidence of movement on the part of their armies,” replied Ukbi.
 
   “Ready the troops, Ukbi. Put them on alert and reinforce the garrison of the fortress. War could break out at any moment. We must be prepared,” ordered Mulko nervously.
 
   “It is time to exercise the utmost diplomacy, proceeding with caution and tact,” suggested Zecly. “We must speak with Rogdon and Norghana and examine the options of war and alliance with both kingdoms.”
 
   “Are your spies prepared and ready for action, Zecly?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. My network of spies and assassins have been in position for years. They are only awaiting orders so they can begin their work.”
 
   “Excellent. It is time to awaken your sleepers.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Three and a Path
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Komir contemplated the absurd scene before him. The lone survivor in white and gray stood in the middle of the clearing, still blinded. He fruitlessly slashed left and right in a vain attempt to kill an enemy that was no longer there.   
 
   “You can stop stabbing the air; he’s gone. There is no danger now,” said Komir.
 
   When the soldier heard his voice, he stopped thrusting and lowered his sword. Panting and thoroughly exhausted, he leaned forward, supporting himself on his weapon. A few seconds later he dropped his sword and fell to his knees, his quick and heavy breathing loud enough to be heard from under his helmet.
 
   Komir looked at Hartz and saw he was still lying on the ground, writhing in pain. “Are you all right? Say something, friend! Hasn’t the pain stopped?” he questioned very concerned. 
 
   Unable to speak a single word, Hartz just looked at his friend and shook his head as he groaned in pain and clutched at his chest. He could not understand where the pain was coming from. It could not have a physical origin; he had not been wounded by any weapon. Yet he was experiencing an unbearable anguish. He had certainly been dealt plenty of blows in fights, training, and duels and had suffered some extremely painful injuries. But none of that was even remotely close to the agony he was feeling at that moment. The pain was so intense he could barely think—and could not command his body to move in the slightest. 
 
   He racked his brain to come up with an explanation for his situation. This makes no sense. The pain cannot be real; it’s just an illusion, a diabolical spell. Why won’t it stop? I can’t break free from it. When I catch up with that damned Mage I will cut off his balls! Calm down... you know this isn’t real... it’s a hallucination, a nightmare... Shake it off! Hartz tried to convince himself it was only in his mind, but his body did not comply. 
 
   He looked at Komir, still trying unsuccessfully to move his legs. It was as if they weighed as much as a grindstone. Even when Komir grabbed them and tried with all his might to lift them with both hands, his poor friend could barely move a half step.
 
   Suddenly and without warning, the pain in his chest disappeared, as quickly as it had begun.
 
   It completely vanished.
 
   An enormous sense of relief washed over him, like a dip in a refreshing lake on a hot summer day. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled. He stood up slowly, afraid the agonizing torture might return if he moved too much. Thankfully, it did not so he stretched, then vigorously shook his arms, releasing the last remnants of the pain.
 
   “It’s gone! I feel fine now,” he announced to Komir.
 
   Frustration mounting, Komir replied, “I still can’t move my legs. Damn it!” 
 
   Once the sense of relief set in, Hartz became enraged. “For the love of Iram! What happened?” he bellowed in anger. “Who was that guy and what the hell did he do to us?” 
 
   “I have no idea, but if I see him again you can be sure I won’t give him time to cast another one of his spells. Not a chance! I’ll put an arrow in him before he can say a single word,” ranted Komir.
 
   “We agree on that,” Hartz replied as he picked up his sword and walked over to Komir. “Hang on—I bet the effects will wear off soon like they did for me,” reassured Hartz—though he was not completely convinced.
 
   “Let’s hope so. It would be awful to be like this much longer. You’d have to carry me around like a sack of potatoes,” joked Komir, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   “No way! I don’t think anyone could handle having someone as ‘patient’ as you on their back,” cackled Hartz.
 
   An unfamiliar voice with a marked guttural accent interrupted their bantering.
 
   “The effects are temporary... They depend on the kind of enchantment it was and the power of the one who placed the spell.”
 
   Surprised, the two friends spun around to face the soldier kneeling a few steps from them. 
 
   “And how do you know that?” asked Hartz.
 
   “In my land we have seen evidence of those kinds of mages. They are known as Dominators and are characterized by the ability to cast spells and enchantments that affect their enemies’ minds. They are fast—extremely fast—and lethal,” explained the soldier, trying to soften his strong accent.  
 
   “Dark magic, eh? I’ve never believed in such things. Where we come from, it is considered nothing more than myth and tall tales with no basis in fact... though it does make me wary... And I suppose we do have witches... ,” Hartz replied, feeling uncomfortable.
 
   “Maybe in your land the existence of these men is not common, but I assure you they are real. What you yourselves are experiencing proves it. In our libraries of knowledge there is an ancient tome and parchments of unknown origin that make reference to secret orders of these Sorcerers.”
 
   “How is it possible that these Sorcerers exist and no one knows of them, especially if they are so dangerous?” asked Komir, somewhat incredulous. 
 
   “The Mages exist. There are not many of them and they specialize in different arts, or schools, as they refer to them. What they all have in common is that they are especially careful and reserved; they try to keep their art and their persona a secret. Because of that, it is believed in many kingdoms that they are merely legends or myths. But I can assure you that the royal houses and nobility are well informed about their existence. Moreover, they consider them vital and take great care to strengthen ties with them. There is no kingdom that does not have a Mage at their service.”
 
   “But, why so secretive? What are they afraid of?” asked Hartz.
 
   “We humans have the tendency to fear and distrust that with which we are unfamiliar... Being that they are a very small minority, they are afraid of being persecuted. The peasants can be terribly blind and violent when faced with their fears and superstitions. It would not be the first time nor the last that witches have been burned at the stake or that innocent pagans have been hunted down and killed.”
 
   “Seeing it that way, I suppose it makes sense,” said Hartz, considering the battered soldier’s words and remembering his own fear and disdain toward Amtoko’s power and her strange arts. The witch, who had always helped the Norriel and was highly respected by Auburu, made his hair stand on end—and he knew he wasn’t the only one that felt that way about the unusual hermit.
 
   Komir suddenly broke in on the conversation. “Hey! I can move normally again!” He let out a whistle of relief. “It’s about time—I was starting to get worried.” He jumped a couple of times, stretched his legs, and then kicked energetically. “Much better! Yes, sir; much, much better!” he joyfully declared after verifying he had apparently not suffered any permanent damage.
 
   He turned to face the stranger. “Who are you, soldier, and what happened here today? Why did that... Dominator... and his henchmen ambush you?”
 
   The soldier started taking off the helmet that was completely covering his head. Only his eyes had been visible through the slits in the visor. When his face was revealed, Hartz’s mouth dropped open and Komir gasped in astonishment.
 
   The soldier in white heavy armor was actually a woman!
 
   Her long, curly hair was an intense red that, in the midday sun, seemed to burn like a bonfire, filling everything around her with color and life. Her face was not that of a classic beauty, but the reddish brown freckles that sprinkled her pale complexion along with her small but vivacious green eyes gave her a singular loveliness. She must have been about the same age as the two Norriel but, encased in armor as she was, she seemed older than they were. She was tall and strong, with a physique similar to Komir’s. What was this young girl doing crammed into a suit of armor? The combination was shocking.
 
   The two friends stared at her, speechless. She could not help but notice the impact she had had on the warriors.
 
   “This is not the first time you’ve seen a woman in armor, right?”
 
   “It’s the first time we’ve seen someone with hair the color of fire and a face covered with kisses from the Goddess Ikzuge,” stated Hartz, still staring at her slack-jawed.
 
   “Don’t you have any red-haired people?” she asked, surprised at the Norriel’s comment. 
 
   “Honestly, we don’t. We have never before seen anyone quite like you,” answered Komir, looking at her carefully.
 
   “Really? Well, that’s certainly strange. There are redheaded people in many kingdoms. It’s odd you haven’t ever met one before. You don’t travel much then, right?”
 
   “No, not too much. This is the first time we have been far from our own land.”
 
   “So, where are you two from? From some little lost village in the middle of the mountains?”
 
   As soon as she’d asked that, the two friends looked at each other a moment.
 
   And then they burst out laughing. 
 
   They laughed hysterically. All the tension and nerves had vanished, erased by the best medicinal salve ever: laughter. 
 
   “I’m glad to have entertained you so much. I see that, aside from exceptional combat abilities, you also have a very good sense of humor,” said the redhead.
 
   “Please don’t be offended. My name is Komir, and this giant here is my good friend Hartz. And, yes, we are actually from a remote mountain village,” he explained with a smile.
 
   “Oh, I see. It was definitely not my intention to insult you. It’s just that your comment about never seeing a redhead surprised me. My name is Kayti, Initiated Soldier of the Custodial Brotherhood, at your service,” she said, bowing.
 
   “The pleasure is all ours,” said Hartz, going to her and offering her his hand. She took his hand and shook it firmly.
 
   Komir nodded a greeting and she returned the nod.
 
   “It is an honor to know you,” continued the young soldier. “I owe you my life and that is something I will never forget.”
 
   “It was nothing. Actually, it was quite entertaining. We sort of felt like crushing a few skulls,” said Hartz enthusiastically.
 
   “I promise to pay back the debt of life I owe to you. However long it takes. You have my word.”
 
   “Don’t worry; it’s not necessary. You don’t owe us anything. It was pure chance that had us passing by here at just the right moment,” said Komir, trying to play down what had happened.
 
   “Some things in life are not necessarily a coincidence...” she replied, suddenly introspective. “Perhaps the gods have guided our paths to this crossroads... Perhaps it was not mere luck...”
 
   Hartz shrugged. “I’m leaning toward simple luck, nothing more. The goddesses are always too busy to pay attention to our insignificant lives. So, where are you from? And what are you doing here?”
 
   “We are from a faraway kingdom in the lands of the East: the kingdom of Irinel. It is very far from here—almost on the other side of the continent. You probably have never even heard of it.”
 
   “So that’s where your accent is from...” noted Komir.
 
   “Yes, I can’t disguise it. My language is quite different from yours. Fortunately as part of my instruction I was trained in the Unified Language of the West.”
 
   “I see. What we are speaking is not our native language, either. We are Norriel, from the tribes that dwell in the mountains of the highlands, north of the border with the territory of Rogdon. We speak our own ancestral language, though we are taught the Unified Language of the West so we are able to communicate with the Rogdonians and the other castes from that part of the continent.”
 
   “Norriel, eh?”
 
   “And very proud of it,” responded Hartz, puffing out his chest. 
 
   “I’ve heard things about your tribes, and it’s not all great...”
 
   “Oh! So they’ve told you the truth, then!” howled Hartz, swelling even more with pride.
 
   “Ha ha ha! I just hope my command of the Unified Language is good enough for us to understand one another,” laughed Kayti.
 
   “If you could ease up a bit on that accent I don’t think we’ll have any problem communicating,” teased Komir.
 
   “I’ll try to remember that.”
 
   Hartz studied the redhead’s heavy armor.
 
   “You’re soldiers?”
 
   “No. We belong to the Custodial Brotherhood and we were accompanying our Master on an assignment.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of your kingdom or of this Brotherhood of yours. Are you religious? And why are you wearing armor? That’s kind of strange, isn’t it?”
 
   Kayti smiled. “No, we’re not a religious order like the Order of the Temple of Light or other ones like it made up by priests and men of faith. The Custodial Brotherhood is an armed order whose ultimate objective is the search for and protection of Objects of Power.”
 
   “Objects of Power?” inquired Komir, even more interested.
 
   “Yes. We seek out and protect Objects of Power... things you would call magical. These objects in the hands of the wicked can wreak havoc... from acts of absolute evil that can affect just a few people or even hundreds to provoking wars among the various kingdoms of the continent—including a complete destruction of the delicate balance between good and evil. Our mission is to keep that from happening. We dedicate our lives to that end, following a strict code of conduct imposed by the Grand Master of the Brotherhood.”
 
   Hartz observed her, still a bit confused. “Let me see if I understand... So you are like monastic warriors that look for magical artifacts to keep them away from people so they can’t be hurt by them or hurt others with them... is that right?”
 
   “Yes... I suppose you could explain it like that.” Kayti rubbed her chin, considering Hartz’s summary. “But it is much more complex than you could possibly imagine... it would take me a long time to explain it to you...”
 
   “Don’t worry. I think we understand—more or less,” said Komir.
 
   “So, what was the assignment? And who was that Dominator who ambushed you?” questioned Hartz, his curiosity piqued.
 
   “I honestly do not know the answer to either question. I’m just an Initiated Soldier, the lowest rank of the Brotherhood. I was assigned to Knight Ulvin... who is lying over there, dead,” she explained, pointing at one of the fallen men. He was wearing exquisitely sculpted armor that had an eagle engraved on the chest plate. “I don’t know what the assignment was or why we were ambushed.”
 
   “Any theories?” inquired Komir as he sat on a rock to rest.
 
   “I can only guess that it was about something important, but I don’t know—”
 
   “And what are you going to do now? You are alone and very far from home,” questioned Hartz.
 
   “I suppose I’ll go to the nearest city and try to notify my superiors. I need to find a post with carrier pigeons; they could help me get in touch with the kingdom of Irinel or with one of the eastern kingdoms beyond the Endless Prairies and The Thousand Lakes. From a major commercial city I should be able to communicate with one of the five city-states on the East coast, at the edge of the continent. The Federation of Free Cities has established a messenger service with the larger kingdoms. I should be able to communicate with my kingdom from there.”
 
   “City-states?” asked Hartz.
 
   “Yes. On the East coast, where the continent of Tremia ends. The five very important and heavily populated cities erected there have been competing among themselves for as long as anyone can remember for lucrative maritime commerce and the power that generates. They have been constantly at war for more than one hundred years, and the alliances, betrayals, and madness of the rulers of those incredibly strong civilizations is legendary. They have recently formed an alliance to end the wars and deal with the ever-constant threat from the South by the Nocean Empire’s mighty military and that of the kingdom of Norghana to the north. And I’d say, from the looks on your faces, you don’t know anything about those faraway lands or their history.”
 
   “Well, no; we don’t know anything about any of that,” smiled Hartz, shrugging his shoulders. “We are on our way to the west coast. We don’t know much about this region. But we do know there are a couple of important coastal cities not far from here. You can travel with us if you want. You would be safer.” 
 
   “Hartz...” Komir was not sure about the invitation. 
 
   “Come on, Komir. Let her come with us. I know we don’t know her at all but we can’t leave her out here alone in the middle of nowhere, with that Dominator prowling around...” 
 
   “Haven’t we have enough problems today? Don’t you see that if she comes with us, so do her problems. If they attack her again, we’ll be right in the middle of another dangerous situation we know nothing about.”
 
   “One more danger is not going to make any difference. Besides, I don’t think that Sorcerer will bother us again for a while. You got him good with your dagger.”
 
   “Please, there is no need to argue. I will continue on my way, alone. You’ve already done more than enough for me. I appreciate it greatly, and I don’t want to be a burden or a danger for you in any way whatsoever.”
 
   “We can’t leave her here alone, with all her companions dead...”
 
   “What am I going to do with you?” Komir threw his hands up, looking at the sky and shaking his head. He took a few steps, then he finally gave in. “Fine. She can come with us... but if we end up in some kind of mess you will answer to me!”
 
   “Thanks, friend! You are the best!” exclaimed Hartz, bursting with joy.
 
   “I appreciate this... I truly do...” said Kayti, bowing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They rested a short while, and once they had regained their strength, the two friends searched the dead bodies for money or anything of value—and had no qualms about it. It was as if this was the most natural thing in the world. When they’d finished, they put their armor back on and picked up their bearskin capes.
 
   Meanwhile, Kayti put some objects belonging to the members of her party in a leather satchel. With great remorse, unable to fight back the tears, she recited several prayers to Zuline, the Custodial Dame, Patroness of the Order and Foundress of the Custodial Brotherhood. 
 
   As she finished her prayer, she pleaded sorrowfully, “I beg of you, Our Lady, to protect your valiant brothers, fallen here today in your name, as they travel to the celestial kingdom of the brave so that, by your side, they might continue to serve the cause of goodness for all humanity.”
 
   Then the three travelers started walking toward the west, following the path that would take them to the coast. The sea could not be farther than a few days’ hike.
 
   The sea that bathed the west coast—the Rogdon Sea.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Disappearance
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana diligently cared for the Prince of Rogdon for more than two months until he had almost completely recovered. He was a strong young man; at no time did his body yield to his malaise, and he gradually regained the vitality the vile poisoning had robbed him of. During the time she was dedicated to ensuring the wellbeing of the heir to the throne, she was able to observe how the feel of the city was changing—the way the landscape of an unfinished painting, with new brush-strokes, is reshaped into a different panorama. The colors on the canvas, once light and agleam, became progressively more gray with each passing day.  
 
   War was coming.
 
   Soon the painting would become dark and dismal...
 
   Everyone was talking about it; it was the main topic of conversation in this majestic city of stone and marble, especially in the markets and taverns where all sorts of rumors were being exchanged. Worry and fear were growing more intense by the day, as was the number of soldiers arriving in the capital from other regions of the kingdom. The proliferation of military units was never a promising sign.
 
   Little by little, an army was being organized and outfitted in Rilentor. Hundreds of blue and silver military tents with banners from the different counties had been placed in the large expanse on the north side, at the foot of the great Gate of the Snows. But soon they would have to increase its capacity by extending the camp to the other side of the wall since the available space was too little to house so many men. And Count Longor and Count Helmar would soon be arriving with their respective armies, or at least that was the rumor the birds brought from the skies of the North and East of the kingdom. 
 
   The city’s merchants were working frantically to obtain all the basic necessities and products the army required and to supply these. The enormous entourage of support ranged from blacksmiths to young ladies brought in to calm the soldiers’ tense mood; from cooks and carpenters to all kinds of other tradesmen—and the swelling crew required countless pieces of equipment. Trading was at a peak; hundreds of merchants were capitalizing on the unexpected benefits of the critical political situation. The city was abuzz with activity, with thousands of industrious people, all working tirelessly, harvesting the fruit of the day, adding up the shiny gold pieces that would fill their coffers of greed. The Gate of the Snows and the Gate of the Plains that opened to the north and the east were jammed with the incessant traffic from merchants and soldiers alike. The Royal Guard tried their best to hurry them all along but they were having serious difficulties. Trade with other cities of the kingdom was growing at an incredible rate as vendors from every region of the kingdom hurried to take full advantage before the first drop of blood would be shed.
 
   A terrible war was brewing before her eyes and Aliana did not want to see it; she did not want to accept its inevitability. The attack on the Prince had escalated the already strained relationship with the Nocean Empire—to the point that diplomatic ties were broken. Armed conflict appeared imminent. Rumors coming from the South told of a great army of merciless, dark-skinned men approaching the border. They were advancing from the desolate depths of the Empire of the Deserts. The spilling of blood seemed inevitable, and that fact greatly saddened the Healer, dampening her usual joy and optimism.
 
   That afternoon, Aliana was taking a walk with Prince Gerart in the exquisite gardens of the royal palace, trying to keep her mind off the tense situation in which the capital city was embroiled. In the many hours Healer and patient had shared during his convalescence, a spontaneous and sincere friendship had blossomed between the two. Aliana, little by little, had become accustomed—though not without effort—to seeing the Prince for who he really was and not for the position he held within the court. 
 
   They stopped next to a small lake.
 
   Gerart smiled at her and bowed elegantly. “Your preference, my lady,” he said, referring to the tulips of many different colors that adorned the bank and lent a cheerful liveliness to the landscape. 
 
   “Indeed, noble sir, you know me well,” replied Aliana, returning the bow and smiling broadly.
 
   Gerart’s expression suddenly dulled.
 
   “Truth be told, I cannot believe you have to return to the Temple of Tirsar so soon.” 
 
   “My stay at the palace was on the condition of the Prince’s recovery, and from what I can tell, the Prince has completely recovered,” smiled Aliana. 
 
   “That is because I have been in the best possible hands. Your care has worked miracles. My recovery is complete; I am once again in tip-top shape. My instructors just mentioned that to me today. A very quick recuperation. My strength has been increasing day by day, and I don’t see any residual impairment in my sword work. I’ve got my quickness back, my arm is strong and my thrust, accurate. I feel fantastic. All thanks to you.” 
 
   “Not all,” smiled Aliana. “The hard work of recovery was done by you. Day after day of serious physical effort. I only took care of ensuring that your body was healing with the help of time which, in these matters, is essential. Trying to force your recovery would only have caused a relapse. Nature requires whatever time it takes to repair her work. You have so much willpower and strength of character. I know this has been difficult for you—even though you’re trying to hide that now to make it look like all the credit is due to my care. But we both know that’s not true.” 
 
   “I didn’t want to disappoint my father. I needed to make a quick recovery so I would be able to serve the kingdom. Dreadful times are drawing near and I must be at my best.” 
 
   “I am sure His Majesty, King Solin, was not expecting a miraculous recovery; he must be quite surprised and very proud of how quickly you’ve improved.” 
 
   “If you say so... but I’m not so sure...” Gerart kicked a stone with his boot. Looking at the ground, he began walking again. “My father is a man who gives praise sparingly... and I am not used to being the recipient of it. In fact, my mother and I rarely receive any show of affection from him. Throughout my entire childhood I only remember a few times when he was truly affectionate toward me, and since I’ve been an adult... almost none at all. Much of the time I don’t think I meet his expectations. He doesn’t say that outright but I can see the doubt in his eyes.”
 
   “Just because he is a man of few words who is not given to sentimentality or showing his feelings in public does not mean he doesn’t love you or that he isn’t proud of you.”
 
   “Oh, sweet Aliana! You always look for the nice side of people, but not everyone has one. My father is how he is—a surly man in every respect. There is no room in his heart for sentimentality or displays of affection. He is responsible for the kingdom and that is all that matters to him—he lives for Rogdon. In order to rule, one must be hard, inflexible, and show no weakness. My father was born to rule.”
 
   “Not showing something outwardly doesn’t mean he doesn’t feel it inside...” 
 
   “I have spent my whole life being the great King Solin’s son, Solin the Savior, Solin the Rock, the pillar upon which the kingdom is sustained. It wasn’t easy growing up in his shadow; his expectations were huge. Conversely, I can count on one hand the number of times I got encouragement or approval from the legendary King. That’s how he is and I accept it. I have to keep improving every day so I can try to become at least half the leader he is so one day I will be able to lead this great nation with a firm and steady hand. It is my duty and I cannot fail...” 
 
   “I don’t think you give yourself enough credit.” 
 
   “Thank you, Aliana. Your words always lift my spirits. But let’s not talk about this anymore. There is nothing I can do; I will always live in my father’s enormous shadow. That is my fate and I accept it. I only hope that when the time comes, I can rise to the occasion.”
 
   “I have no doubt that you will.” 
 
   They continued on their walk until they came to the fragrant rose bushes where they stopped to gaze at the crimson beauty in full splendor.  
 
   “You haven’t told me much about yourself in all this time we’ve spent together,” said Gerart, playfully jumping in front of her.
 
   Aliana stopped and looked at him, amused. 
 
   “There really isn’t much to tell. I’ve spent my whole life in the temple, since I was a little girl. My first memories are sharing toys with the sisters of the Order, in the evenings... How I loved them...”
 
   “So, you were born in the temple, then? I had thought only women of the Order were admitted as residents, that you don’t allow men to live there.” 
 
   “True. Men are not permitted to live in the temple. In fact, very few even have the privilege of being able to enter it. You, for example, because of your lineage, would have that right. It is one of the concessions the Order had to make for the kingdom of Rogdon to guarantee its survival.” 
 
   “Why? I have never understood why you refuse to accept men. Do you hate us for some reason? Maybe for our superior physical condition?” he jokingly rebuked. 
 
   Aliana made a dismissive gesture. “Not at all. It has nothing to do with your gender.”
 
   “Then, what?” said Gerart, flexing his muscles.
 
   Aliana laughed. “The healing talent manifests itself predominantly in women. There are hardly any men who possess the Gift of being able to heal. In Tremia they’ve disappeared almost completely. So the Order was founded by and for women since the Gift of Healing is present mostly in them. I don’t consider that rule to be entirely fair, but I have to admit it has helped create a true sisterhood, a bond among us that is unique—and precious. It is a strong and very beautiful union. We are all like sisters, both the Healing Sisters and the Protectress Sisters who defend us. So the rule has remained intact over time.”
 
   “If the system works, who am I to question it since, after all, I owe you my life?” he chuckled. “But tell me, what do you know about your parents?” 
 
   “Not much, really. I was left abandoned at the gates of the temple. The sisters found me in a basket one winter morning, wrapped in old blankets and crying. They found nothing that indicated where I came from. I have never known who my parents were or why they abandoned me.” 
 
   “I don’t think it was a coincidence that they left you precisely there. They recognized your Gift. They knew the Healing Sisters would be aware of your power and would welcome you with open arms. Don’t you think so?”
 
   “Yes, I think so too. Unfortunately the sisters did not find anything in the basket, in the clothes I was wearing, or on me that gave any indication of who I could be.”
 
   “Interesting mystery. It looks like there’s an intriguing story behind your origins after all...”
 
   “I don’t think so. At any rate it has never bothered me much. The Order has cared for me and protected me my whole life. My sisters are my family and the Temple, my home. That’s how it’s always been and I’ve always been perfectly happy with it.”
 
   “But wouldn’t you like to know the truth? The reason why you were left at the temple, and who your real parents are?”
 
   “What would I gain? I am happy now; I don’t think anything I could discover would make me happier. It could, though, break my heart and bring me pain and sorrow, and I don’t want or need that.”
 
   “You’re right. That was inconsiderate of me... forgive me...”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’m not as delicate as I may appear. Remember, there’s a warrior inside me who’s been trained to fight. The Healing Sisters are obligated to heal but they can also kill if necessary. We have been trained from a very young age to be able to defend ourselves on our own, to ensure the survival of the Order in hostile times—like now—and to protect ourselves from the lechery and perversion of men of corrupt souls.”
 
   “Wise principles. I must admit that the system and laws that guide your Order are making more and more sense all the time. I may end up agreeing with you!” laughed the Prince.
 
   “And if you spend more time with the Healers, it will make even more sense.” She was smiling. “We should return now. I have to finish a few tasks and get ready for my trip back home tomorrow.”
 
   “I will miss your company terribly,” said Gerart sincerely, his voice tinged with sadness.
 
   “And I, yours. But my duties are reclaiming me; my Order needs me so I have no choice but to leave. Yet I have no doubt we will see one another again soon—you can be sure of that,” she assured him, trying to relieve the sting of their imminent separation.
 
   For a moment they stood there, looking into each other’s eyes, both conscious of the feelings swirling around inside them. An uncomfortable silence hung between them—a silence neither dared to break. Gerart did not want her to leave. He stepped closer to her, almost unwittingly. The beautiful Healer’s proximity, the nearness of her slender but shapely body and that lovely, heavenly face... Gerart felt as if a knot were forming in his stomach. With an inexplicable boldness, he gently caressed her golden hair as an intense feeling of desire was building inside him.
 
   Aliana trembled at his touch. She felt something new and exciting coursing through her entire being... a pleasant and exhilarating sensation; a feeling as powerful as a hurricane had instantaneously swept over her whole body. Something her mind could not identify. Without giving her time to react, before she could understand what she was feeling, Gerart took her hand and kissed the back of it. Desire and nerves collided in Aliana’s chest, leaving her completely stunned and embarrassed. As her cheeks flushed, she turned and ran off toward the palace without saying a word, without looking back.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At noon a palace maiden knocked on the door to Aliana’s room and informed her that His Majesty King Solin required her presence in the throne room. Surprised by this, she finished packing her meager belongings for the return trip and hurried through the well-guarded hallways that led from her bedchamber to the grand throne room.
 
   The moment she entered the impressive space she was fascinated by the beauty and majesty of everything that surrounded her. It was a room of immense proportions, with an exceptionally high oval ceiling decorated with rich tapestries in blue and silver to match the royal colors. Splendid paintings and portraits of the royal family dressed the stone walls on one side while vibrantly colored epic murals of great feats of the past adorned the other. 
 
   The room exuded both elegance and soberness, in keeping with the character of the Rogdonians. Tall rectangular columns rose up to the ceiling forming a regal corridor leading to the imposing throne. The royal guard was situated all along the length of the corridor of pillars. Aliana noticed that additional guards were posted against the walls and on both sides next to the throne. Ever since the attack on the Prince, the castle and the entire city had been sealed off and fortified to guarantee the royal family’s safety. 
 
   She approached the throne, noticing as she proceeded that those present seemed to be carrying on a heated discussion. She recognized His Majesty King Solin and Her Majesty Queen Eleuna who were seated on their magnificent thrones wrapped in colorful velvet and adorned with fine embroideries of pure gold.
 
   Gerart was next to his parents, and in front of him were two people Aliana did not know. The man who was on the Prince’s left was dressed in ornate silver armor embossed with gold that dazzled in the light pouring in from the high windows. His face was covered by a thick black beard that nearly reached down to his chest. From his broad shoulders hung an elegant blue cape with the emblem of the kingdom. He looked to be about fifty years old, and looked as though he was an experienced soldier.
 
   She then focused her attention on the man to the right of the Prince. He was small, his body fragile and aged, with hair as white as the snow. She could not tell his exact age but guessed he was around sixty. He was arguing with Gerart and his voice sounded sharp.
 
   “I’m sorry, my Prince, but we cannot presume that the attack on you was the work of the Nocean Empire. We need more evidence than what we currently have before we arrive at that conclusion. That is my take on it.” 
 
   “A poisoned Nocean arrow that nearly ended my life is enough evidence for me!” responded Gerart angrily.
 
   “The dangerous game of intrigue and politics is terribly complicated and confusing, my young prince,” said the old man.
 
   “I assure you that the ones who attacked my cavalry column were Nocean archers. They had dark skin, short bows and scimitars—all typical of the southern tribes. They were men of the desert and their clothing was Nocean. I am not some young fool; I can think and use my judgment perfectly well. My guard killed several of the attackers and they were Nocean—most definitely. Of course, I am not as astute or as experienced in political intrigue or matters of the court as you are, Royal Advisor Urien, but I know how to recognize a Nocean.”
 
   The old man nodded, turned away as if formulating his response, then continued.
 
   “I don’t doubt that your men saw Noceans, and even that those you killed were Nocean. What I really doubt, though, is that the Nocean Empire—currently experiencing difficulties in the Southwest with riots and internal uprisings—would want to start a war with the northern kingdoms. Our spies have informed us that several of the regions under its yoke are at the foot of war and the riots are causing problems for the regents of the Empire. It doesn’t fit... This isn’t the right time... They have nothing to gain and much to lose by starting a war,” reasoned the Royal Advisor.
 
   “I agree with you on that point, Advisor Urien,” said King Solin. “What do you think, Drocus? Does it make sense from a military point of view? Give us your opinion as First General of the Army. 
 
   Drocus cleared his throat before answering.
 
   “No, it does not make much sense. Especially knowing as we do that we signed an alliance with the kingdom of Norghana years ago. With the support of the men of the snows, they would be defeated, beyond a shadow of a doubt. All it would take would be one royal missive to the Far Northeast—to the snow-covered lands of Norghana—for their devastating heavy infantry, the Invincibles of the Ice, to back us up. With them at our side any attempt at an invasion on the part of the Nocean Empire would be doomed to failure. Think about it... It also doesn’t make much sense that there would be an isolated attack against a member of the royal family without the backing or repositioning of their army. Their troops started maneuvering after we closed the border, not before,” concluded the veteran general. 
 
   Solin stood up from his throne, his face drawn.
 
   “In fact, something doesn’t fit in this whole scenario. I think we are being manipulated. Someone is trying to create instability in the West. The question is, who?” asked the King, sounding displeased. 
 
   Just then, he noticed that Aliana was at the far end of the room and motioned for her to join them.
 
   “Welcome, Aliana. Please come in and allow me to introduce you to Drocus, First General of the Army, and to Urien, my closest Advisor. Gentlemen, this is the young Healer, Aliana, from the Order of Tirsar, to whom we owe Gerart’s life.”
 
   Aliana greeted them with a nod and the two men bowed solemnly—a time-honored gesture of courtesy in the court of Rogdon—before the young Healer.
 
   “The reason I have called you together is that we need your help once again,” explained the King without preamble. 
 
   “I am at your disposal, Your Majesty,” she humbly replied, lowering her eyes.
 
   “We have a complicated problem we need to solve given the current political situation which, as you know, is especially turbulent. War with our cunning rivals from the South could break out at any moment. But that is not why I have summoned you here. There is another delicate, extremely important issue you may be able to help us with.”
 
   The King looked at her intently and she cringed a little, wondering how a simple Healer like her could help people as powerful as the ones assembled there. 
 
   Solin softened his expression. “I believe you know of a charismatic traveler known in this kingdom by the name of Haradin...”
 
   Aliana was surprised to hear the Mage’s name. “Yes, I do... Haradin has made regular visits to the Temple for years... He and the Master Healer share a close friendship and I am fortunate to consider him my friend.”
 
   “Excellent. That could be helpful to us. Well, the unfortunate news is that Haradin has disappeared. It has been at least three months since anyone has seen him, and we fear something may have happened to him. We urgently need to find him, especially now that the kingdom may be going to war. Haradin is a powerful Mage, one of the most powerful on the continent—though from his looks and his joviality you would never know it. And he may look like he could not be more than thirty springs, but I assure you he has quite a few more behind him than that. In my opinion he is the most powerful Mage in all Tremia, beyond a shadow of a doubt. But he does not like to make a show of it and keeps that under wraps. We honor his wishes of anonymity since we consider him a friend of the royal family besides being the Battle Mage to the King. A few months ago he went off on one of his customary explorations from which he has not returned and we have not seen any signs of life from him since.” 
 
   “If war finally breaks out, we will need his expertise on the battlefield to deal with the Nocean Sorcerers and counteract their spells. Those magicians are tremendously adept in the dark arts. Mulko, the Regent of the North, has at his service a supremely powerful Sorcerer named Zecly, who acts as his Advisor and Master of spies,” said Drocus.
 
   Urien cleared his throat. “The Gift, unfortunately, is not very common in our land, nor is your healing talent, Aliana. Very few people possess it in Rogdon, so it is crucial that we count on the few fortunate ones who do for the kingdom’s survival. I have summoned Mirkos the Erudite, our kingdom’s other great Mage of Power, to abandon his tower in the East and hurry to join with us here in the capital so that we can stand up to this threat from abroad. I am sure he will not relish the need to leave his studies but he will undoubtedly attend to the request of his King,” the aged advisor calmly explained.
 
   “We are terribly worried about Haradin!” the Queen anxiously exclaimed. “He is one of our best friends and allies. And he has been both friend and defender to the royal family and the kingdom since I was young. I am so concerned! What could have happened to him? He is not normally away for such a long period of time without sending any news. I have to wonder, will he be found safe?”
 
   Aliana nodded as she thought it through. “I understand the seriousness of the problem, Your Majesty, but how can I help?” she asked, taken aback by the request for her assistance. 
 
   “The last thing he said to us before he left was that he was going off in search of an artifact of great power. He did not specify its location, but he mentioned that a document in the library of the Temple of Tirsar had provided a valuable clue that he had to pursue.” 
 
   “I see; now I understand. With the Sisters’ help I can try to find that document in our library and see if I can come to some conclusion about that clue and where he was headed.” 
 
   “That would be wonderful!” said the Queen. “Perhaps we will be able to find it. We will make available to you whatever might help you with the search. I am sure the key is in that library and with the divine grace of the guiding Light we shall find it.”
 
   “Let’s hope so. I refuse to believe that something terrible has happened. Not to him. He is too intelligent and powerful,” said the King.
 
   “Sometimes even the greatest men suffer unforeseeable difficulties,” commented Urien, keeping his tone as even as possible so as not to unduly alarm anyone.  
 
   “Father, Sir, if it is agreeable to you, since this is a serious problem for the state, I would like to lead the search,” Gerart volunteered.   
 
   “Are you sure you are well enough to carry out this task?” asked his father, looking at him fixedly. 
 
   “I am, Father. I have been training and practicing with the soldiers for days now, and I feel perfectly fine,” assured the Prince. 
 
   “Are you sure, Son? You were on the verge of death; only through the miraculous intervention by the Sisters of the Temple of Tirsar did we not lose you,” pressed his mother, noticeably worried.
 
   “I am. Please don’t worry. Aliana has done an incredible job of helping me recover in a short time. Besides, I need a bit of activity, and the mission should not be dangerous.”
 
   Solin looked at his son for a moment, undecided, then finally agreed. 
 
   “Very well, so be it. Choose your men and leave for the Temple. When you discover the course Haradin took, organize your search and rescue. Keep me informed of what you find out. In the meantime, we will secure the kingdom and prepare ourselves for a possible invasion from the South. Let us hope that you find the Mage of the Four Elements before the army of the Nocean Empire launches an invasion offensive. If not, we will be at a clear disadvantage. I am leaving this in your hands, Gerart. Find Haradin. Rogdon needs him.”
 
   “I will find him and bring him back, Father. You have my word of honor.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fond Memories
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The trip toward the coast of Rogdon was going smoothly and Kayti, Hartz, and Komir were moving along the wide dirt path at a good clip. The morning prior they had left the thick forests behind them and now the countryside was opening up before their eyes, revealing a large flatland carpeted in different shades of green. It was covered with high grasses and spotted with small rocky formations of a sparkling gray. 
 
   In the late afternoon they came to a fork in the path and, undecided about which way to go, stopped to consider their options. Komir rooted through his well-worn travel sack and pulled out the old map printed on leather that Suason, the tribe’s Healer, had given him. He studied it for a moment, trying to establish their current position.
 
   “Based on the number of days we’ve been traveling southwest in Rogdonian territory, I would say we... are already close, a little north of the big port city of Ocorum. Maybe a day away, no more than a day and a half, if my estimation is correct and we haven’t veered too far off course... I’m not really skilled at using maps and my sense of direction isn’t great... but I think once we get to the top of those hills we’ll be able to see the sea on the horizon and definitely the great Egia Lighthouse that’s a half day north of the city, from what Amtoko told me.” 
 
   “The trail splits off in two directions—toward the south and toward the west. Which do we take?” asked Hartz.
 
   “Let’s head west; it should get us to the cliffs on the coast. From there we should be able to see our destination, the lighthouse. The path heading south probably leads to Ocorum, or maybe it continues inland toward Rilentor, the great capital of the kingdom.” 
 
   “Why are you going to that lighthouse, if I may ask?” Kayti asked softly. 
 
   Hartz looked at Komir.
 
   Komir, reflecting for a moment on his response and seeing the worry on his friend’s face, answered slowly. “I have a mission to carry out. It’s personal... and very important to me. That lighthouse is part of the path toward what I am seeking. The first stop on my quest.”  
 
   “Hmmm... I understand. I’m sorry I was so bold—I didn’t mean to be intrusive. The reasons that led you to come here is none of my concern, especially if they are personal. If you wish, I could accompany you to the lighthouse. I would like to help you if the opportunity should arise. After all, you saved my life; I owe you a debt of gratitude. Perhaps I could be of some use on your mission, and since Ocorum is the closest city, it’s not really out of my way,” the young woman offered.
 
   “I don’t mind if you go with us, I welcome your help. But remember that we are in charge.” Komir began walking westward again, not waiting for a reply.
 
   Not long after they reached the summit of the hill and the never-ending sea welcomed them with its beautiful azure smile. Its sky-blue vastness, like a magical dream, enveloped them in a blanket of calm. The landscape was spectacular, and the three travelers stopped in their tracks, completely enchanted, to take it all in. They were at the edge of a high cliff from which they could see the ocean stretching infinitely out toward the horizon. Twilight was gently settling in, embellishing the sunset with its soft golden hues. Ikzuge, Goddess of the Sun, was making her inexorable descent toward the sea, concealing herself in it in her perpetual cycle as she gave way to her sister Igrali, Goddess of the Moon, who would soon be decorating the heavens surrounding them. As the golden Goddess slipped into the sea, she bathed the skyline with a stunning cape of golds and ambers. Little by little, she sleepily tucked away her warm presence. The sky, a living mirror of the sea, was momentarily saturated with a soft orange radiance that submerged them in peace and tranquility.
 
   The three gazed at the incomparable sunset as they sat resting on the grass, having something to eat from their provisions: dried meat, hard bread, a bit of cheese. 
 
   A short distance to the south, they could make out a fire burning at the very top of the impressive Egia Lighthouse. It was located where the land jutted out from a steep cliff that dropped into the sea with not the least bit of fear of its fury. It was a gigantic construction made of white stone, more than forty yards high and rectangular in shape. The windows were placed in twos on each of the four the walls of the edifice. Beneath a pointed roof at the top burned the fire that warned ships heading toward the city of Ocorum of the lethal rocks and cliffs of the coast.
 
   Komir was surprised at the magnitude of the imposing structure. It was much bigger than he had imagined it from what he’d heard in his village. To put up something of those proportions would have taken an enormous amount of design and construction work—years of hard labor. The Norriel were not notable builders; their buildings were basic and functional, so this impressive structure fascinated him. How could the people of Rogdon have built something so immense?
 
   In the lower part of the lighthouse were two metal doors. Protecting the doors at the base of the structure, a high, thick, circular wall rose up to form a barrier that prevented access to the lighthouse and served as a defensive perimeter in case of attack. Fortunately, there did not seem to be a garrison of Rogdonian soldiers stationed in the tower.  
 
   “What do we do, Komir? Do we go now or wait until daybreak?” Hartz asked as he looked toward the lighthouse. 
 
   “Let’s wait until morning. At night, in an enclosed tower, we won’t see much—even with torches.”
 
   “All right. Then let’s make a small fire and get some sleep. The rest will do us good. But I think it’s best if we keep watch like we have been doing. I prefer to sleep less—but safe,” Hartz said, half smiling.
 
   “I’m with you.”
 
   Hartz organized the plan as he gathered some dry sticks for the fire. “Kayti, you do the first watch, then Komir and, lastly, your faithful servant.”
 
   “You don’t always have to put me on first watch, you know. That kind of chivalry makes me doubt if you two are really the wild mountain men you say you are,” teased Kayti.
 
   “Ha! I do believe you are completely right about that. We are not honoring our reputation as brutes and savages that we Norriel have worked so hard to earn,” replied Hartz, between laughs. His deep laughter was so contagious that Komir could not help but start laughing, too. Kayti watched them a moment and then joined in the fun, laughing along with the two Norriel. 
 
   They set up camp with renewed enthusiasm. Though the night air was mild next to the vast open sea, they lit a small fire to keep themselves warm and then lay down to rest in the comfort of its dancing flames. They could hear the rhythmic drumming of the waves tirelessly washing against walls of the cliffs with each tide. Sleep came quickly under the attentive watch of the lighthouse’s ever-vigilant flame. It seemed as though nothing could happen to them, as if they were completely protected and safe from all harm.
 
   And embracing that sense of peacefulness, Komir dreamed.
 
   He dreamed of a better time, a time of joy, at his beloved father’s side.
 
   He was immersed in one of their happy days of hunting together, recalling each moment as if it were really happening. His heart was full of a joy that he would never know again.
 
   It was the day when they had returned from hunting the dangerous wild boar of the northeastern forests, past the foggy barren plains. It had been an emotional—and dangerous—day since their prey had suddenly turned on them and they thought they would surely be met with tragedy. But luckily the two arrows—father’s and son’s—hit their target at the last second, eliminating the threat.
 
   If hunting a wild boar was never an easy task, transporting it was even less so. Komir dreamed how they had proudly carried their kill on their shoulders and somehow managed not to collapse under its weight. He dreamed of how, on the trip back to the farm, Komir had asked Ulis about Norriel traditions—one of his favorite topics. He never tired of hearing about them.
 
   “Tell me, Father, is the legend of Enesis true? Or is it just a myth made up by our ancestors as part of the tribe’s folklore?” he had asked in hopes of getting his father to tell him the familiar story again.
 
   Ulis squatted down beside him, drank from the spring and, after vigorously washing his face and hair, replied, “It is not a myth, Komir. The legend is true, and that’s why it has been passed down from fathers to sons for many generations. All young people in the tribe begin their training as warriors at the age of six, according to the decree of this tradition that has guaranteed the survival of our people. That training—Udag—is vital for the Norriel people. Otherwise, the powerful kingdom of Rogdon and other nations more advanced than ours would have conquered and annexed us long ago. That we are still free is thanks to our formidable warriors who have fended off the last two invasion attempts.”
 
   Komir nodded. 
 
   “This tradition was created and imposed by Enesis the Wise, the first great leader and unifier of the northern tribes, to guarantee the longevity of his people in an era when clans were constantly fighting among themselves for control of the territory.”
 
   “Then, is it true that it was Enesis who created Udag after a bloody loss?”
 
   Ulis sat down in the grass and invited his son to sit next to him so he could tell him the story, as his father had done with him and his father’s father before him. 
 
   Komir sat down and listened in delight.  
 
   “The Norriel legend tells of Enesis, one cold winter morning, in the middle of a thick fog, suffering a bitter defeat in a bloody battle on the plains to the south of the Laihi River. During the battle, his only son, Ebar, was killed. His warriors had been beaten by a fewer number of adversaries who were more highly skilled. He knew then and there that his warriors’ training had to change. An expert, well-trained and well-prepared warrior was of more value than three inexperienced warriors. Mere numbers did not ensure victory. Enesis, seized by fury and grief, took Ebar’s lifeless body in his arms, walked to the middle of the plaza of the town under his protection and cried out to the heavens at the top of his lungs, overcome with anguish, cursing the day and swearing that nothing like that would ever happen again. Showing his son’s body to all the people gathered there, he proclaimed the beginning of a new era, an era of empowering the tribe in honor of his fallen son who would never take over his place as ruler. He organized a competition among all the warriors of the tribe to determine who was the best, most skilled fighter. The winner was sworn in as Master Warrior, a title that would carry great honor and responsibility. He created that position of privilege with the singular objective of teaching and training all the warriors in the tribe, men as well as children. The Master Warrior would renounce his former profession and his life would be dedicated exclusively to the study, perfecting, and teaching of combat. That would be his purpose from that day on. In turn, the Master Warrior would choose his assistants from among the warriors who demonstrated the best skills with different weapons and would so create a hierarchy of instructors. And so, the legend goes, Udag was born, and that is why today in each village there is a Master Warrior who conducts daily training for men, women, and children from the age of six on.”
 
   “A wise man.”
 
   “Yes, with a vision born out of pain from the loss of his son, but which served to strengthen the tribe. With time, Enesis became the first great leader of the Norriel people and succeeded in uniting almost all of the northern tribes, some through conquest and subjugation and others through blood oaths. He built up an extensive territory that stretched throughout the highlands, the present-day lands of the Norriel. Many of our current traditions and tribal laws that have been passed from generation to generation were created during Enesis’ reign; that’s where the nickname ‘The Wise’ came from. Remember these words, Komir. Remember the legend, because someday you will be able to proudly pass it on to your own son.”
 
   Komir smiled and shook his head. “It will be a long time until that day arrives, Father, but I will do it—you can be sure of that. The legend is our tradition and an important part of our legacy and I will pass it on to my children—if I have some one day.”
 
   “You will have them, young Norriel. Someday, you will have them. And always honor the traditions of your lineage so your offspring may be the guardians and messengers of your people’s knowledge.”
 
   “I will, Father.” 
 
   They stood up again, carrying the precious boar on their backs and resuming their journey toward their village.
 
   After walking awhile they stopped to drink from the river. The cool, fresh water, descending on its winding path from the soul of the high mountains, calmed their thirst and their spirits.
 
   Komir dreamed of gazing at his father’s smiling face, enjoying the coolness of the water and his company. He had deeply loved that man... had learned so much from him and spent incomparable moments under his wing...
 
   Knowledge from a Norriel father instilled in his son through oral tradition. 
 
   A time of joy and happiness.
 
   An evocation of a better time. 
 
   That pleasant and comforting tableau, so vivid that Komir could not tell if it was just a dream, brought him the calm he was longing for. And for the first time in a very long time, he slept. 
 
   A restful sleep, free from nightmares. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Hostile Territory
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifty Royal Rogdon Lancers lined up by twos, forming a column in front of the stables of the Royal Fortress of Rilentor. They were finalizing their preparations, checking horses and equipment, and waiting for the order from the Sergeant Major to mount and set forth on the long trip ahead of them.
 
   Taking off his gauntlet, Lomar approached his chestnut horse and stroked its muzzle. The beautiful animal, seventeen hands high, docilely shook its head in response to the caress. Lomar passed his hand over its velvety back. They had provided him with this magnificent animal from the royal stables for the expedition. The Royal Guard of Rogdon had at its disposal the finest horses in the kingdom, and this splendid specimen was clearly among the best of the best. Its well-groomed, reddish mane shone with a stunning purity and showed the care with which the royal horsekeepers treated these animals. Rogdon had the best horses on the continent and the most prized were found in the royal stables.
 
   He looked to his right and saw Kendas, his friend and fellow guardsman. Kendas, like Lomar, was a novice and was carefully checking over his equipment before mounting his horse—a gorgeous, dapple-gray stallion that was sixteen hands high and looked quite spirited. His friend had his long, straight blond hair pulled back in a ponytail as he always did before riding, and his pale blue eyes were carefully inspecting the saddle.     
 
   “Nice day for riding,” said Lomar, looking up at brightly shining sun.
 
   “I would say so, friend. A little bit of exercise won’t be bad at all for us. We’ve been practicing formations and combat for several months and, honestly, I welcome the change of pace,” said Kendas.
 
   “I’m really glad we were chosen for this expedition. Nothing better than being able to get out of the city and ride around the wide expanses of land in Tremia, especially to places that are new to me. Nothing like experiencing new environments and cultures,” Lomar cheerfully replied.
 
   “The only thing that worries me is that we’re heading northeast through Half-Moon Pass and, after that when we head east, we might run into trouble in the big forests. That’s hostile territory. The native tribes in that area aren’t the least bit friendly. I’ve heard really chilling stories about what those savages—the Usik—do to the foreigners they capture. Stories you would not believe...”
 
   “You shouldn’t pay any attention to the nonsense the veterans tell you; they’re just pulling your leg. They love to tease new guys like us, so don’t believe even half of what you hear because they’re just having a laugh at your expense. At any rate, I doubt very much the natives will attack us. They usually strike small groups that aren’t well protected who get lost in their forests. They wouldn’t dare attack a column of Royal Rogdon Lancers. Besides, we’ve got nothing to worry about; I’m sure you’ll be able to finish them off without even breaking a sweat... They’ll all take off running, terrified by the lingering smell of that pig farm you brought with you into the regiment from that little town of yours!” mocked Lomar, bursting into guffaws.
 
   Kendas squinted at him. “Very funny, Lomar... really. The truth of the matter is, if they’re as bad at fighting as you are I won’t have to spend much energy elbowing my way to their leader and cutting his throat. Even my poor grandmother would beat you in a fight, armed with nothing more than a saucepan,” he laughed. 
 
   “That would be something to see... my defense with a skillet is the fastest ever and I know your grandmother’s technique to a tee.”
 
   They were both laughing again when a thunderous voice roared behind them.
 
   “What a couple of shoddy little soldiers you two are! It still makes no sense to me how you got into the glorious Corps of Royal Lancers! The instructors must have been suffering from temporary insanity that day from prolonged exposure to the sun, or they were as drunk as skunks—one or the other. With soldiers like you, pretty soon all the prestige of this distinguished regiment will be gone—fallen into complete oblivion. Damn my luck! Next thing they’ll be sending me floozies from the docks so I can teach them to ride. Ha, ha, ha! Now that’s what I call a real paradox!” boomed Sergeant Major Mortuc’s voice as he came to stand beside the two rookies.
 
   Lomar and Kendas hung their heads in embarrassment after Mortuc’s outburst.
 
   “Finish getting yourselves ready—we are leaving immediately!” he barked at the entire detachment.
 
   “Yes, Sergeant!” the two rookies replied in unison, standing at attention and saluting, fist to chest.
 
   Mortuc conspicuously shook his head. “These recruits they’re sending me are getting weaker all the time. It’s unbelievable how little blood flows through the veins of young people today. Instead of offspring of an honorable Rogdonian woman they seem more like the bastard children of a Norghanian whore. Or are you the children of a puny Nocean lackey? Of course, with soldiers with such tiny gonads, this kingdom is going straight to hell, headfirst! What am I supposed to do with such gutless soldiers? I can’t believe they sent me guys with no balls! You’re not eunuchs, are you?” He continued ranting and raving so everyone could hear as he walked alongside the entire column until coming to the front of it. 
 
   The Sergeant approached his precious Lightning, an impressive albino purebred that was eighteen hands high, with powerful hindquarters and strong legs. Bred for battle. It was well known that the Sergeant loved that formidable creature more than any other living being on the face of the earth. No one dared go near his splendid animal. Only the Stable Master had permission to look after it. 
 
   Lomar had never met anyone like Sergeant Mortuc. He was a veritable force of nature, a cyclone in perpetual motion that flattened everything in his path. He never so much as let anyone catch their breath. The Sergeant Major was short in stature but as broad and strong as an ox—which looked especially shocking when he was next to his gigantic mount. Rumor had it that he had chosen the biggest horse in the kingdom to make up for what he lacked in height.
 
   Lomar stifled a smile. That could be it! It would not surprise me in the least.
 
   And what he lacked in stature he had tenfold in character and personality. He was a unique blend of bitter old man and irascible veteran soldier. Everyone knew and respected him, from the last soldier at the Royal Fortress to the kingdom’s counts and generals. He had spent many years in the service of the King, who gave him special treatment. It was said that Solin thought very highly of the quick-tempered soldier with whom he had fought in many campaigns. The reason why Mortuc had never been promoted beyond sergeant, according to his own explanation, was quite simply that he had refused since the position he already occupied was precisely the position he wanted in the army. He had no interest in becoming a pompous official; he liked being a sergeant and doling out daily thrashings to all those poor soldiers under his command. As he put it, he enjoyed “shaping” and “molding” young recruits during their first years of service and keeping the veterans sharp. 
 
   Lomar was experiencing firsthand the brunt of those predilections.
 
   No one knew for certain how old Sergeant Major Mortuc was, but he himself would often say he had spent several lives in the regiment. He had to have been around fifty, though he always talked like he was a hundred and one. On the other hand, Lomar had seen him fight on a few occasions, and he was as quick and agile as the youngest rookies, which greatly surprised him. Furthermore, his physical strength was legendary in the kingdom. He could throw a javelin farther and more accurately than anyone in the regiment. Fighting with a sword or mace he could destroy metal kite shields, breaking the arms of whoever was holding them. He was capable of piercing breastplates with a thrust of his sword, something few men could do. His tremendous physical makeup gave him boundless strength. Combined with his years of training, it made him a formidable adversary.
 
   The regiment’s veterans confirmed that they had witnessed the Sergeant shatter a whole plate of heavy armor—the hardest armor in existence used only by knights and nobility. It had happened during an exhibition tournament when an arrogant count thought his ancestry and expensive armor, forged by the best artisans in Rogdon, could hold up against the grouchy commoner. He had made the grave mistake of insulting Mortuc who, wearing his usual light chain mail, destroyed the Count’s heavy armor with a rapid barrage of blows. The pompous nobleman was laid out flat for several months as a result of that beating.
 
   But the most distinctive peculiarity that characterized this small but mighty man was undoubtedly his interminable haranguing. Each and every member of the regiment had silently “enjoyed” hundreds of “friendly” chats with the Sargent as well as his “corporal lessons,” as he called them—referring to the hard physical training to which he constantly subjected all his men.  
 
   “Sarge is in a good mood today—lucky for us,” said Kendas as he winked and smiled.
 
   “Good thing. At any rate, I prefer his sermons to the stories you tell me about your town and its extraordinary inhabitants. I really can’t decide which of the two is the worst form of torture to my ears,” Lomar blurted out, knowing his friend’s humble origins was a topic that could easily get a rise out of him.  
 
   Kendas’ gauntlet flew through the air and hit Lomar. Smiling, he picked it up off the ground and threw it back at his friend who caught it midair. 
 
   A booming voice came from the front of the column. “When you are ready, ladies of the night, we will begin our march!” 
 
   Instantaneously, all the men finished checking their mounts and equipment and prepared to begin the journey.
 
   “Mouuuuunt UP!” 
 
   The fifty Royal Lancers simultaneously mounted their horses, just as they had drilled countless times.
 
   “Move out!” ordered the Sergeant. 
 
   The column began to advance across the courtyard of the Royal Fortress toward the grand gates and the drawbridge that led to the crowded avenues of the kingdom’s capital. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After a little more than a day’s march toward the south, the column exited the forests and reached the green plains typical of the kingdom’s westernmost region. To everyone’s surprise and without any apparent reason, Sergeant Mortuc gave the order to stop. Only a small stream winding its way through the flatland from the beech forest to the north broke the tranquility of the setting. Even so, the Sergeant established a perimeter guard, as was customary. He ordered them to set up camp and dispatched three cavalrymen to be on sentry duty.
 
   “Sentinels, be alert!” he roared. “I am sure that, due to your obvious lack of observational skills, a gang of savage Masig from the steppes could rush into our camp screaming their war cries without you even noticing. Before you’d even react they would be dancing on your decapitated dead bodies!” he thundered.
 
   Shaking his head and mumbling under his breath, he walked a few steps away from them, turned around and, looking at his men, said, “Water the horses and get ready to get moving again. We don’t have much time.”
 
   Lomar walked over to Kendas and greeted him with slap on the shoulder. “So, what do you think we’re doing here?” 
 
   “No idea. Sergeant Mortuc said we were heading for Half-Moon Pass so we should have been heading northeast, but what’s strange is we’re going in the opposite direction.”
 
   “And why did we stop in this place? There’s nothing here but green pastures for cattle.”
 
   “Yeah, strange. Something tells me this is no typical recon expedition. There’s more going on here than what we know about. He’s keeping something secret,” said Kendas, looking off into the distance.
 
   “Then we’ll have to find out what he’s hiding behind the guise of this expedition. Nothing like a good mystery to pique my interest and sharpen my instincts.”
 
   “Yikes! You and your instincts, that’s all we need. The bloodhound from Rilentor! You couldn’t even follow the trail of a stinking one-legged skunk in a cultivated field. What will become of us with you investigating a mystery?” replied Kendas sarcastically, trying hard to keep a straight face.
 
   “It’s true those of us born in the capital don’t have huge dowries that you peasants raised with pigs and sheep have. Nor are we graced with the skills gained from chasing hens through coops that you all learn so much from,” Lomar shot back.
 
   “I have yet to come up against anyone from the city with the least expertise in any subject matter... that would be useful in real life, I mean. Especially someone like you, who’s had to grow up in some rich neighborhood in the city with silk and all kinds of material comforts... considering since I’ve known you I have yet to see the slightest practical ability in you.” 
 
   Lomar had taken off his gauntlets to give his horse a drink, and so tried to punch Kendas in the shoulder. But Kendas moved, and his fist hit the breastplate. Lomar quickly pulled back his fist which was now throbbing in pain. His friend laughed all the way to the tree where he had left his lance, his blue and silver shield, and his helmet.
 
   Actually, even though they had been raised in two very different environments—the countryside and the big city—down deep they were very much alike, and Lomar knew it. They were driven by the same desire to become soldiers and to serve the kingdom. And from a very young age it was what they had always wanted to be—the only thing they had ever wanted to be. Both longed for a career in service to His Majesty, the opportunity to fight and be victorious for their King and for their country. They were looking for the honor and the glory that can only be attained on the battlefield, defeating the enemies of their kingdom. Both were good fighters and exceptional cavalrymen, which was why they had been selected for the Corps of Lancers. Because of their outstanding performance in the regiment they had been promoted to the elite of the army of Rogdon: the Royal Lancers—an honor that many sought but few achieved. The Corps was made up of five thousand soldiers painstakingly chosen for their exceptional physical and mental abilities.
 
   They had endured an extremely difficult selection process with terribly arduous trials. Sergeant Major Mortuc had personally supervised them to ensure that only the best would successfully complete them. For six interminable months, three hundred candidates had lived together in the Iltor training camp—a fort located south of the capital in the heart of an immense forest. The place was notorious within the army for the difficulty of the training that went on there. The trials to which the sergeant subjected them in those woods, far beyond the reach of prying eyes, in the middle of a setting of such immense isolation, were atrocious.  Lomar knew that experience would remain etched in his memory for the rest of his days. It had been six months of pure hell on earth, after which only thirty of the five hundred soldiers that began the selection process managed to conquer it. And the two of them had made it; they had overcome all the obstacles, all the hardships and challenges, and had achieved their childhood dream: to become Royal Lancers, the best and most admired warriors in the kingdom. But something else—an intangible similarity in their personalities—had united them in friendship. The suffering they had endured through the entire process had created a bond between them that would last their whole lives.
 
   Lomar noticed movement to the west. He pulled his dark hair out over his brown eyes to shade them from the bright sun which was keeping him from seeing clearly. A column of twelve cavalrymen was heading toward their camp. At the head of the group he saw the silhouette of a rider with shiny heavy armor in a radiant silver and blue with gold embossing on the shoulders and chest. He was wearing a pointed helmet with a visor that completely covered his face. From the fine mount he was riding and the splendid armor, Lomar assumed he was nobility, perhaps a count or a high official from a good lineage. Heavy armor was not used in the Corps of Lancers because it wore out the animals and constricted the cavalrymen’s mobility. The Lancers instead used breastplates over simple, light chain mail. Their heavy armor boots had also been replaced by high, leather riding boots reinforced with steel overlays that were less heavy and more flexible, and their hips and thighs were protected by lighter metal plates 
 
   Eleven cavalrymen wearing gray, silver-plated chest guards with matching arm and leg guards were trotting in formation behind the knight. All were wearing round helmets with crests of thin white feathers. Resting on the horses’ backs, next to the saddlebags, were war bows. 
 
   As the company approached, Lomar stared in silent disbelief. Those armed cavalrymen were actually... women!
 
   “Odd group...” he said to Kendas as he pointed at them.
 
   “I’d say so, friend...” 
 
   “They’re heading this way. That explains why we stopped here. They’re coming to join up with us.”
 
   “Great! One more mystery to unravel!”
 
   Kendas looked at him and rolled his eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The voyage across the kingdom to get to the Half-Moon border crossing took them two weeks. Two weeks at a fast trot. When they arrived, as per regulations, they went to the large fortress that guarded the crossing. The two rookies stared at the imposing walls in astonishment. They were more than twenty yards high and three hundred paces long. Immense. The border was closed and security was stepped up due to the tense political situation. The crossing, a huge gorge between two mountain ranges, was the only passable crossing for an invading army coming from the East. At the end of the gorge, the Great Half-Moon Fortress acted as an enormous dam, controlling the flow of foreigners and enemies. 
 
   Sergeant Mortuc disappeared inside to speak with the commander in charge of the garrison. He was not gone long. When he returned he ordered the column to resume their march. They crossed over, leaving Rogdon behind and setting off on their path toward the east. Little by little they were heading deeper into hostile territory—territory controlled by the native tribes of the steppes. 
 
   Mortuc instructed four of his men to go to the front of the column as scouts. Then he called up eight other cavalrymen and told them to divide up and keep watch over the east and west sides of the column. Finally, he sent two veterans to close up the rear guard. He spurred Lightning and rode up to the knight in the shining armor with the dozen female warriors following behind him.
 
   Lomar and Kendas were riding just in front of the strange group. When Lomar saw the Sergeant approaching out of the corner of his eye, he craned his neck to try to catch what was being said in hopes of sorting out the mystery. Curiosity was eating away at him. Though their voices were no more than a light whisper carried along by the wind, he tried to listen to the conversation between the Sergeant and the cavalryman so he could attempt to piece together whatever he managed to hear. 
 
   “We are heading into hostile territory. We must stay alert, Sir,” the veteran sergeant told the knight.
 
   “Are you expecting trouble, Mortuc?” he asked.
 
   “In these plains we should not be in too much danger, Sir. The flatlands are inhabited by nomad tribes, the Masig, but they will not bother us if we are respectful. However, farther up we will come to an endless forest; inhospitable, immense... and there, if we dare enter, we will surely be attacked by the Usik tribes that inhabit them. They attack foreigners who cross through their domain; they are extremely fierce and ruthless. Going into their territory is not a good idea, Sir...”
 
   “I understand, Sergeant Major.”
 
   “Are you sure that is where we should be headed? Could we not detour around the edge of the forest?”
 
   “Unfortunately we are heading for Eagles Peak, in the mountain range that goes straight through the heart of Usik territory, in the middle of the great forest.”
 
   Sergeant Mortuc let out a deep sigh.
 
   “That is the territory of the Red Usik, one of the most violent tribes. The Usik consider those mountains to be sacred; I believe that’s where they bury their dead—or at least that’s what I’ve heard. We will have serious trouble if they find us there... And it isn’t possible to get to the mountain from the southern part of the forest. We’ll have to go through their territory, a bit farther north, and then head south until we get to the base of the mountain. Very risky, Sir... extremely risky... even for a small column like ours. If we are discovered, there is very little chance we’ll get out of that forest alive...”
 
   Lomar, who had been furtively listening in on the discussion going on behind him, felt a chill run down his spine. He looked at Kendas, who was on his right, looking back at him with eyes full of concern.
 
   The knight persisted. “I understand the danger the mission entails but it is of vital importance that we get to Eagles Peak.”
 
   “What is the final objective of the incursion, if I may ask?”
 
   The knight glanced at the amazon riding next to him. The woman nodded, as if giving her consent that it was time to reveal the reason for this dangerous mission. 
 
   “We are looking for Haradin, the great Mage. We believe he is at Eagles Peak, and he needs help. It is crucial that we find him and take him back to the capital. War could break out at any moment and his assistance is vital to us,” the knight openly explained.
 
   “Uh... I understand, Sir. I’ve known the Mage for a long time; I consider him a friend and think very highly of him,” affirmed Mortuc. “I know that he’s disappeared—rumors have been flying in Rilentor. How certain are we that he is there?”
 
   “Not at all certain, I’m afraid, but we have indications that would suggest he is.”
 
   Mortuc thought for a moment. “So, we don’t really know if he is there or not, or if he is still alive. We are running a great risk, yet we have no certainties. We are endangering the lives of all these fine soldiers.”
 
   The knight nodded. “I am aware of the risk the mission entails. But we have found significant evidence that he is in those mountains. It is a risky operation, but necessary, Sergeant Major. War is about to break out with the Nocean Empire. Mirkos the Erudite, our kingdom’s other great Mage, has been urgently summoned to the capital. It is imperative that we locate Haradin; Mirkos alone will not be able to hold out against the enemy Sorcerers. They will beat him. The situation is critical, Mortuc. To a large extent, the future of our kingdom depends on us finding Haradin alive. It depends on this mission ending successfully.” 
 
   “Damn! Damn it all! I was not informed that the political situation was so desperate. Great balls of Ulkor the Cuckold!” 
 
   “It is indeed desperate, Sergeant. That is why we must take the risk.”
 
   Mortuc nodded. “In that case, we will have to try to slip in and get back out as stealthily and quickly as we can. If they find us in that dense forest we’ll have serious problems, you can bet your life on that,” assured the Sergeant.
 
   “That is why we are going in with a small detachment. If we took an entire regiment we would be spotted before we even stepped foot in the forest.”
 
   “Let’s just hope we aren’t discovered, or this will turn out very, very badly.”
 
   He spurred Lightning and rode to the head of the column. 
 
   Lomar gulped and looked at Kendas. He was shaking his head.
 
   The two rookies could feel the fear drilling into the pit of their stomach.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Flicker of Hope
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dawn cheerfully greeted Komir. They ate their rations and, following along the cliffs, the three adventurers continued on their way to the great Egia Lighthouse. The coast was strikingly beautiful... beyond breathtaking... beneath the radiant sun in the middle of an indigo sky with barely a cloud.
 
   When the group arrived at the massive door of the wall that surrounded the lighthouse tower they found it locked. There was no way to get inside; they would have to scale the wall. They left their swords, sacks, and capes against the wall and, with the agility of a cat, Komir agilely climbed onto Hartz’s shoulders. Kayti took off her helmet, shoulder pads, and the bottom part of her heavy armor, then clambered over both Norriel men, reaching the top of the wall. From there, she was able to help pull Komir up. Finally Hartz grabbed onto his friend’s bow and pulled himself up. 
 
   Dropping inside like sneaky thieves in the middle of a heist, they headed straight to the doors of the tower, but these too were locked. So they climbed up to the first window, forced open the grille, and slipped inside the grand structure. They were in a large, simple room containing two large pine tables, each with eight chairs. It was a military room, and comforts were nonexistent. Against the four walls were weapons racks filled with a perfectly arranged arsenal. Spears, swords, shields, bows, and arrows. Everything impeccably maintained, used for equipping an entire regiment. 
 
   “Magnificent arsenal they have locked up here,” said Hartz.
 
   “For times of war, I would imagine,” replied Kayti. “This tower must be used for preventing attacks on the city from the north and keeping an eye on enemy fleets. 
 
   “Let’s go up to the fire in the upper level,” Komir suggested, his voice tinged with excitement.
 
   The three climbed the interminable spiral staircase without stopping on the intermediate floors that were used for housing archers. 
 
   A dying fire was burning in an immense brazier. It was fed by large logs of firewood that had been carefully piled in the entrance hall. In the brazier were now only a few white-hot embers, fighting to hold on in spite of having no more fuel to devour. The view from that height was absolutely breathtaking. Miles and miles of gorgeous, blue ocean on one side and infinite plains with beautiful landscapes of green meadows and small forests on the other. The city of Ocorum rose up a little farther south, its merchant port in full swing. Dozens of commercial ships were entering and leaving the great inner harbor and, from this distance, they looked like tiny walnut shells barely moving on a tideless stream. Surrounded by a tall, sturdy wall, the city seemed to be within the reach of their hands.
 
   “Now what?” asked Hartz. “What do we do?”
 
   “I really don’t know,” said Komir. “This is the right place, though; I’m sure of that. I immediately recognized the lighthouse and the cliffs Amtoko showed me during the ritual. According to her, the images showed my destiny, or my mother’s medallion’s destiny—the place the medallion wanted to return to...”
 
   “I presume Amtoko must be some kind of mystic but why would a medallion want to return to this lighthouse?” asked Kayti, confused. “Does this object have a will of its own, some form of existence—of life?”
 
   “Amtoko is more like a witch... at least, that’s what I would call her,” said Hartz, distrustfully. “At any rate, I don’t believe the medallion—though pretty—has a will of its own, and certainly not a life. But it could be enchanted, and I don’t like that at all—even if it was your mother’s, Komir...”
 
   “All I know is what Amtoko showed me: this lighthouse. She said it could be the origin of the medallion; maybe even its final destiny.”
 
   “Well, I am not about to contradict your Norriel witch. So, what secret are we searching for here, then?” Kayti inquired. 
 
   Hartz shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “We are looking for some clue... a document, an object, anything strange... anything that could tell us why the medallion pointed in this direction, and what it all has to do with me and with the death of my parents,” Komir concluded.
 
   “I don’t understand it... but I’ll keep my eyes open and see if we have any luck,” Kayti added. 
 
   “We will,” Komir assured hopeful. 
 
   “Could I please see the medallion?” asked the young Initiate of the Brotherhood.
 
   “What for?” Komir replied defensively.  
 
   “I just want to have a look, that’s all.”
 
   “Let me guess… You want to check to see if the medallion is an Object of Power. And if it is, you want to try to get it for that Brotherhood of yours. Right?” 
 
   “I’m just interested, that’s all. Of course, if it is an Object of Power I’d like to study it a bit but never with the intention of taking it from y—”
 
   “It’s mine and it stays with me.”
 
   “All right, Komir. I’m just curious. It’s nothing more than that. It is absolutely not my intent to snatch it away from you.”
 
   “I hope not. But please stay away from it.”
 
   “As you wish...”
 
   They split up and searched the entire tower for hours without resting, but found nothing of use and not a single clue. Night was falling and they had not come up with anything. Komir was beginning to doubt they were in the right place, and he knew his friends were doubting that, too. 
 
   Suddenly, he heard a loud creaking sound in the lower part of the tower. Alarmed, he stood still, listening intently. The door of the tower had been opened, and he could hear the sound of footsteps coming from the bottom floor. Damn it! Someone is coming! Better go back up with the others.  Komir hurried back up the interminable stairs from the room in the middle of the tower he had been searching. When he got to the entryway to where the brazier was, he found Hartz watching over it, looking worried. He held up one finger, and Hartz nodded.
 
   The two Norriel stood on either side of the door, their backs to the wall. Kayti silently slipped to the back of the room, in the shadows next to the brazier. After a few long moments of tense waiting, a figure came through the door of the entryway and Hartz quickly put a dagger to his neck and held the unsuspecting intruder from behind. Komir pointed his sword at the untimely visitor’s face. 
 
   “In the name of the Light! Don’t harm me! Please!” babbled the man in pure desperation. “I am just a humble Priest of the Light—I am not even armed!”
 
   “What are you doing here?” asked Komir threateningly, never lowering his sword.
 
   Voice trembling, the frightened priest replied. “I... I am in charge of keeping the fire in this great brazier alive and burning so that... so the beacon continues to shine, night and day.”
 
   “A priest is in charge of that task?” asked a surprised Hartz, still holding the dagger against the poor man of faith’s neck. 
 
   He was shaking now. “Yes... yes. It is the responsibility of the Temple of Light in times of peace. In times of war... it is the army that takes care of maintaining it.”
 
   Komir lowered the sword when he saw the priest was indeed unarmed. Hartz withdrew the dagger and freed him so he could move.
 
   The priest stopped trembling. “Thanks be to the Light! That was quite a scare you gave me—my poor heart almost stopped! What are you doing here? Are you thieves? Aren’t you rather young to be walking the path of darkness? There is nothing of value to steal here except for the weapons... and stealing from the army of Rogdon is not a brilliant idea...”
 
   “We are not here to rob you... and our age is none of your concern,” replied Hartz, his head held high, his chin up as if personally insulted by the comments.
 
   “Perhaps you can help us,” said Kayti, coming out from the brazier room. “I am sure you know this lighthouse better than anyone.”
 
   “Yes, young soldier... that’s true. I do know it, very well. I have been keeping this fire burning for many years, taking care to make sure everything is in perfect order, and performing any necessary maintenance.”
 
   Komir pulled out his mother’s medallion that was hanging around his neck underneath his chain mail and showed it to the priest. The man of faith was probably no more than twenty springs old; thin with brown eyes that shone with intelligence. His black hair was cut short and he was wearing a thick brown habit that covered him from neck to ankles, leaving exposed only the worn-out sandals covering his feet.
 
   The priest examined the medallion closely. 
 
   “Interesting jewel. Exquisite artisanship... quite old. This precious gem is very rare; I’ve never seen anything like it... truly intriguing. Very special...”
 
   “We are looking for any document or object—even something hidden—we might find here in the tower that is tied to this medallion. In your years in the tower have you ever seen or noted anything strange—perhaps something mysterious or incomprehensible?” inquired Komir. Knowing how strange his question sounded, he was not holding out much hope.
 
   The priest thought for a moment and then slowly answered.
 
   “There is a strange inscription in the second basement—in the subfloor... Let me explain. In the base of the tower, beneath the big spiral staircase, there is a trap door that leads to the basements—though you probably didn’t notice it. It is hidden under a rug that has a table and two old chairs on it. The basements are two levels below ground and are stocked with all sorts of provisions, from food to wood for the winter. In the second sublevel—the deepest—in a little room at the back, there are some strange symbols etched on the floor that form an unusual circle. They’re covered with the filth that has accumulated over time because it’s been ages since anyone has gone into those basements. Well, except for me... The symbols, or runes, aren’t noticeable if you aren’t carefully examining the floor. From what I can tell, the etchings are in an ancient language, a language that died out thousands of years ago. The language of the enigmatic Lost Civilization. The Ilenians.” 
 
   They all looked at the priest, stunned.
 
   “Lost Civilization? Are you referring to the civilization that supposedly ruled the continent before the dawn of mankind?” asked Kayti.
 
   “Exactly, Miss—I mean, Soldier... I see you know the legends of Tremia, our beloved continent. The civilization that existed on the continent from time immemorial and that disappeared completely, leaving hardly a trace of its empire.” 
 
   Hartz scratched his head in confusion.
 
   “I don’t want to appear ignorant but we Norriel have no knowledge of any such civilization. According to our legends, the Norriel have always lived in the highlands—from the beginnings of time. We know nothing of lost civilizations.”
 
   “That’s not unusual. Very few of the testaments of those first colonies of antiquity or of the discoveries about the Ilenians made in western Tremia have been preserved. From what we know, several black monoliths of massive proportions have been found. They have smooth, polished surfaces made from an unidentified material similar to marble... it absolutely glows... and according to legend, it has strange, magical powers.”
 
   “Scholars from my kingdom have evidence of similar monoliths, in the eastern part of our continent, but they were lost with the passage of time. In fact, very little is known about that mysterious civilization, and what is known is a mix of myth and reality,” Kayti explained. 
 
   “Here in the West some inscriptions in an unknown symbolic language were discovered in the depths of a handful of hidden caves. Fortunately, they’ve been preserved; scholars of that time period copied onto parchment everything that was discovered. They are now in the Royal Library of Rilentor. I myself have closely studied them and have visited some of the caves where the symbols can still be seen. It is an absolute shame that almost all traces of the Ilenians have vanished over time.”
 
   “I haven’t ever heard a thing about them. Obviously it is not part of Norriel tradition. Is that civilization the one that built this magnificent tower?” asked Komir.
 
   “No, it was not. The Lost Civilization, the Ilenians, disappeared more than three thousand years ago. This marvelous work of architecture was built some three hundred years ago by Auguste the Wise, King of Rogdon—one of the most learned monarchs with whom we have ever been blessed, and a great benefactor of the Arts and Sciences. He erected it as a symbol of the kingdom’s intellectuality and prosperity, for the enjoyment of his subjects and the envy of rival kingdoms. At that time, the capital of the kingdom was Ocorum, not Rilentor. And, the tower does hold a mystery...”
 
   “A mystery, you say? What?” Komir was intrigued.
 
   “More than a mystery, it is a little-known fact... The spot on which it was built—”
 
   “What’s special about it?” interrupted Komir very interested. 
 
   “The great tower was built on top of one of the last millennial monoliths. A mystifying monolith—as black as night, shiny, and about three times taller than an adult male. An Ilenian monolith. It was sacred to the ancient people of the region. They worshipped it as if it were the representation of a god, because it apparently possessed some sort of beneficial... magical ... qualities.”
 
   “And did it? I’m sure it couldn’t have. It was probably a hoax,” objected Hartz.
 
   “The common belief is that it was true; that the monolith was able to cure illnesses and diseases. However, King Auguste the Wise, a man of faith and great intellect—a man before his time, I might add—decided to put an end to that ancient pagan symbol the ignorant nation adored. His glorious vision was that all beliefs based on superstitions and not on knowledge would disappear from the kingdom so that they might progress from being a tribal and superstitious people to becoming an advanced monarchy. So he ordered that the monolith be destroyed and that this great tower should be built in its place. A lighthouse whose eternal light would illuminate the men and women of Rogdon toward a future of wisdom, art, science, and culture. He was undoubtedly a visionary although, the way I see it, his methods were misguided.” 
 
   “It was completely destroyed? Not even a hint of it remains?” asked Kayti.
 
   “Unfortunately, it was completely demolished. But one trace has endured: the last reference, the mysterious runes in the subbasement. I cannot unequivocally assure it, but I am convinced the symbology is that of the Ilenians. I’ve been studying the few remaining traces of that enigmatic civilization for a time. It is my second great passion—the first being my vocation of faith, of course. I am convinced that both the monolith that was destroyed as well as those inscriptions are connected to the advanced civilization that long, long ago ruled the continent, vanishing one day from the face of the earth with no explanation or apparent cause. A mystery that no one has been able to solve,” the young priest explained, clearly energized and fascinated by the subject.
 
   “All right, Preacher, let’s go see that strange inscription, then,” suggested Komir, indicating with a sweep of his arm that the priest should lead the way. 
 
   They got to the first basement and, after picking up a few provisions, continued down to the second basement. The strange inscription they were looking for was chiseled into the floor just as the priest had described it. None of the three could figure out what the inscription meant; the symbology was completely unintelligible to them. 
 
   “Any idea what this means, Father?” asked Komir.
 
   “I am sorry, but I have tried unsuccessfully for years to decipher it,” apologized the priest, lowering his head.
 
   Komir moved in close to examine the arcane inscription and suddenly felt an unusual sensation, like a soft whispering inside him. A voice, muffled and mystifying, was murmuring something to him in an almost melancholy tone... calling to him from faraway... reaching out its ethereal arms toward him. First, it came softly—almost imperceptibly, then little by little the whisper was becoming more audible, forming a continuous and melodic sound, like a soft song.
 
   What is going on here? What is happening to me? What is this whispering?
 
   He looked at his companions but they did not seem to hear the sound coming from the enigmatic circle drawn on the floor. Unaware, they were having a lively chat about the mysterious Lost Civilization. Komir kept listening, devoting every ounce of his attention to it. An idea was slowly beginning to take shape in his mind... a key... the key to breaking the arcane code... He unconsciously brought his hand to his neck, where...
 
   His mother’s medallion hung.
 
   He now raised both hands to his neck and unfastened the heavy oval medallion as his companions looked at him quizzically. Holding the medallion in one hand by its long, golden chain, he approached the circle carved into the floor.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   After a few moments, the medallion’s black gem emitted a bright golden flash. 
 
   The symbols on the floor responded with a weaker golden flash.
 
   “For the love of the Sun and the Moon! Sorcery!” exclaimed an astonished Hartz, positioning himself on-guard. 
 
   Komir kept the medallion suspended over the circle and the strange inscription began to change color, becoming the color of gold itself and shining even more brightly. They all watched, transfixed by the stunning symbols. A circle of the same golden hue began to form on the floor around the inscription. A moment later the circle emitted a blinding flash and sank into the floor with a thunderous boom, creating a path to the great beyond; opening a gate into something hidden and dark. 
 
   “Incredible! Splendid!” exclaimed the priest, vibrating with enthusiasm. “The medallion activated the inscription—and it revealed an entrance! Apparently it’s imbued with power... That medallion must be the key into the world of the Ilenians!” rambled the priest in a flurry of excitement over the miraculous event they’d just experienced. He immediately glanced into the threshold of the arcane gateway that had opened up before them on the floor. “There is no knowledge of a third level to the basement in this tower...” he warned, trying to keep them—and himself—from getting overexcited.
 
   Kayti stared at the magical object Komir was still holding. The young Norriel noticed her looking at it and instantly gave her a stern look. 
 
   The Initiate of the Custodial Brotherhood looked away.  
 
   “I don’t think that hole in the floor leads to any basement,” she said as she pushed a long, curly red lock of hair away from her face. “I don’t know what is down there but it was sealed shut by some magical power and now we’ve just opened it...  I don’t know if it’s prudent of us to go in there, into that darkness, without knowing what we’re up against.” 
 
   “I completely agree with her,” said Hartz, crossing his arms and taking a step back. “I don’t support sorcery or magical arts, and lately we’ve been having way too many unpleasant encounters with both. I don’t like it one bit... not one single bit,” he grumbled.
 
   “But we can’t pass up the chance to look into this!” exclaimed the priest, a twinkle of excitement in his eyes. “Who knows what relics we might find down there. Traces of a civilization that precedes ours! This could be a discovery of enormous significance. There could even be... treasure!” He quickly made the sign of the Light, joining together the palms of his hands.
 
   “Riches, eh? I like the sound of that better...” said Hartz.
 
   Komir contemplated the priest’s elation as he looked at the dark medallion. Dark... dangerous... He finally hung it back on his neck.
 
   “This Dark... Medallion... I don’t trust it. I know that what waits for us down there is dangerous, so I will not ask any of you to go with me. But I need to discover what else there is behind all this. I have to keep going. I’m going in,” he declared. 
 
   “You aren’t going anywhere without me, pal,” stated Hartz. “I’m going down, too. So let’s hope there isn’t anything magical down there. For the love of Iram, our Mother Earth who protects us—there had better not be anything arcane down there!” he cursed.
 
   “If you’re going, I’m going, too,” Kayti volunteered.
 
   “Well, then... let’s go!” cheered the priest animatedly as he hurried to take down a couple of torches that were hanging on the wall.
 
    Komir, Hartz, and Kayti readied their weapons and adjusted their armor. They lit the torches, and the priest and Hartz each took one. Then they began to lower themselves down through the enigmatic door. Lastly, Kayti descended, her red hair disappearing into the darkness of the opening. 
 
   With a resounding thud, the circle sealed behind them. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Savages 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The column of Royal Lancers rode uninterrupted for two and a half weeks, focused and alert, resting just enough so as not to push the animals harder than they should. Finally, they set up camp in a hollow next to a stream with crystal-clear waters that silently ribbonned through the steppes. Rising proudly in the distance was the natural barrier of trees that marked the beginning of the immense forest of the Usik. 
 
   Lomar had already managed to figure out most of the mystery surrounding them. He knew who the man in the opulent armor was. Even though by day the knight wore a helmet with the visor closed to keep from revealing his identity, or more likely to hide from the Nocean spies, when they camped by night he took it off. And though his face was hidden beneath a hood, Lomar and Kendas—discretely taking turns—had succeeded in figuring out his identity. The surprise the two rookies had uncovered had been tremendous.
 
   He was none other than Prince Gerart himself.
 
   The heir to the throne of Rogdon.
 
   And that had not been Lomar’s only discovery. One of the nights when they were camping and he was on watch, he caught a glimpse through the screen of one of the tents as one of the horsewomen was laying hands on a companion who had fallen ill with a fever. Lomar, astonished by what he was seeing, realized that the woman was actually a Healer from the Temple of Tirsar. After witnessing that act, it was clear she possessed the Gift of Healing. And when he saw how the other horsewomen behaved around her—noticeably showing her respect—he deduced that they must be Protectress Sisters who were accompanying her as bodyguards.
 
   Once he had figured that out, he continued watching them closely. Deeply intrigued, his curiosity about those women had only increased as the expedition progressed. One of them in particular—a young woman with long, untamed, jet-black hair and emerald green eyes that took his breath away. 
 
   He had heard her companions call her Jasmine. Her beauty, coupled with the skillful way she handled the bow, had greatly impressed him. He desperately wanted to meet her, even though the situation they were in did not seem exactly favorable for that. But Lomar was not about to give up; his curiosity was getting the better of him. He scanned the encampment, looking for the beautiful warrior and found her stringing her bow, a small distance away from the rest of her sisters—which was not usually the case. 
 
   Lomar decided he should take advantage of the opportunity and, gathering his courage, he quietly walked up behind her.
 
   “Spying again, Lancer?” she said, turning her head and looking straight at Lomar with those cat-like eyes.
 
   Stunned, Lomar stood stock-still, two paces away from her, not knowing what to say or do.
 
   “Spying? Who? Me?... I wouldn’t think of it... How could you think such a thing of me?” 
 
   “Ha!” she exclaimed with a smile. “Even being caught in the act you can’t admit it; defending yourself like a child with his hand stuffed in the cookie jar. So very virtuous of you.” 
 
   “Surely you’ve misunderstood...”
 
   “Drop the line, Soldier; I’ve seen you spying on us every night since we joined this expedition. You never take your eyes off us. Are we that fascinating to you?”
 
   “Well, I must confess that... Yes. You are very intriguing.” 
 
   “Intriguing? Ha! You are funny, Lancer. We are Sisters of the Order of Tirsar—nothing more, nothing less. There is no mystery in that.”
 
   “Uh, well, I would never dare to contradict you, Miss, but allow me to assure you that, for this humble Lancer, you do indeed represent an enigma.” 
 
   “You can dispense with the gallantry of the capital, Lancer. It won’t work with me. I’m not some rich simpleton from the city who can be tricked by your gentlemanly guiles.”
 
   “I see, Miss, that you are a woman who openly expresses what she thinks. That is surely a great virtue if there ever was one.” 
 
   “No need to be so formal, soldier. I’m not from some noble lineage; I am nothing more than a simple soldier—just like you.” 
 
   “As you wish, my lovely young lady,” said Lomar, taking advantage of that moment to step in front of her.
 
   “All right, so what is it that you want, Soldier? As you can see, I am busy tending to my weapons.” 
 
   “We can begin by introducing ourselves, if you don’t mind. My name is Lomar. And you are...?”
 
   “I would guess you already know that. With all the spying you’ve been doing, you probably even know the color of my uncle’s eyes. But I will be polite. Jasmine is my name.” 
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Jasmine.” Ignoring her sarcastic comments, he offered his hand with a broad smile. 
 
   Jasmine accepted the gesture as a warrior would, by holding his forearm.
 
   As their arms touched, an odd nervousness instantly washed over Lomar... Feeling the closeness of this beautiful, dark-haired young woman’s body, an excitation arose in his stomach and suffused his body. This was a sensation to which he was not accustomed, and it startled him. 
 
   “So? What is it that you want? Make it quick—I have a lot to do and wasting time with a man is the worst thing a Sister can do.” 
 
   Lomar realized he needed to come up with a topic of conversation that would break down the icy barrier this girl had built up between them. He improvised. 
 
   “Nice bow... Yew... Excellent quality. It must have a range of more than three hundred paces...” 
 
   “A Lancer who understands bows—now that’s a novelty. I always thought Royal Lancers only knew about horses, lances, and whores.” 
 
   Lomar looked offended. “This Lancer in particular knows about a bit more than that.” 
 
   “More about prostitutes and good-time girls?” 
 
   “You obviously have me confused with someone else.” 
 
   “I doubt it. All you Royal Lancers are the same.”
 
   “Do I note a certain resentment toward us, or is it just my imagination? What could we possibly have done to offend such a lovely lady?”
 
   “Ah, yes! There is that gratuitous gallantry again. Don’t bother; I have absolutely no interest in your attentions. You can turn yourself right around and go back to where you came from.”
 
   “Are the Sisters always so unfriendly? Or did I offend you somehow without knowing it?”  
 
   “It’s nothing personal. We distrust all men equally.” 
 
   Lomar sighed in exasperation. “For a second there I was almost flattered. I thought the disdain was directed at me in particular.” He smiled mischievously. 
 
   “Very subtle. I see you have quite a nimble mind. But don’t get too excited since I am already starting to hate you even more than we usually despise people of your sex.”
 
   “And may I ask the reason for all this hostility?” 
 
   “You’re men—that’s why.”  
 
   “But do you really distrust all men?”
 
   “Yes. Nothing good ever comes from a man.”
 
   “You leave me speechless. But what could my gender have done to offend you so badly?” 
 
   “Wars, rapes, killings, destruction... shall I go on?” 
 
   “You cannot condemn all men for the acts of a few. That would be like saying all Royal Lancers are killers when, on the contrary, we are men of courage and honor. There is no regiment more honorable in all of Tremia.” 
 
   “If you say so .  . . But all I see is a fistful of men with weapons ready to shed another man’s blood, just waiting for the order to be given, men whose motives we know nothing of ...”
 
   “But that’s not fair. You also carry weapons and I’ve seen you practicing—you are consummate warriors... You, too, fight and spill blood.” 
 
   “Ah! But our motives are very different. Our duty is to defend the Healing Sisters and that is what we do. We only shed blood in defense of our Sisters, never for dark or unknown motives. We do not fight in wars; we do not participate in armed conflicts. Our responsibility is to protect the Order and the Healing Sisters so they can do good, heal the wounded and the sick, and bring relief to those who are suffering.”
 
   “A very laudable purpose, I must admit.” Lomar lowered his head, feeling the sting of shame. 
 
   It was true that he and many other Lancers had enlisted in the corps of the elite looking for glory and fame, looking to go into battle and become heroes by fighting and spilling enemy blood. After hearing the surly warrior’s allegations, his motives now seemed rather mundane, and not all glorious.
 
   “And tell me, Soldier, do you really believe that if women governed Tremia there would be so much death and destruction?” 
 
   “Although I have had the unfortunate pleasure of knowing a few seriously bad-tempered young ladies, I have to admit that you are probably right. Men are more prone to violence; I do not deny that. But that is no reason to hate all of us!” 
 
   “Fortunately, that is our prerogative,” responded Jasmine with a wily smile.  
 
   “I see I am losing this dialectical battle. How might I convince you that, in spite of the fact that I am a man, I am not a bad person—I even possess a small amount of virtue?”
 
   “And what would you need to convince me for? What are you hoping that will do?” she replied, her captivating green eyes gleaming. 
 
   “I am only hoping for your friendship, you can believe me. I don’t know why we can’t get along well; after all, we are all in this together.” 
 
   “The Order wisely teaches us not to trust men and their motives. Experience tells us that, in the majority of cases, their motives are lecherous and lewd—or, at the very least, not terribly admirable.”
 
   “I can assure you that in my case that is not how it is. Nothing could be farther from the truth!”
 
   “Relax, Lancer. I didn’t say those were your intentions. But that is usually how it is.” 
 
   “I promise you, even if I am rather curious, my motives are noble and pure.”
 
   “Ha ha ha! Noble, maybe. Pure? I’m not so sure,” laughed Jasmine.
 
   Hearing her laughter, Lomar realized that his intentions toward her might not actually be as pure as he had made himself believe.
 
   Another Protectress Sister approached them.
 
   Lomar tried to greet the stern-faced woman, but she completely ignored him. It was as if he wasn’t even there. 
 
   “Let’s go, Jasmine. It’s time to eat.”
 
   “Great. I’m starving.”
 
   The two warriors turned and walked toward their group, ignoring Lomar who, with his greeting still on the tip of his tongue and a strange sensation in his stomach, watched them walk away.
 
   In spite of the fact that during the conversation there had been no encouragement on her part, and the beautiful warrior could not have been less interested, Lomar felt a pleasant tingling inside. After just a few moments had passed, he felt a sudden urge to talk to that little spitfire again. He didn’t know why, but she had made a strong impression on him. His racing heart had him totally disconcerted. He was still watching her walk off. 
 
   Jasmine was strolling hand in hand with her companion, and when they reached the rest of the group, she discreetly turned her head and looked back at him just for an instant. Their eyes met for a brief moment—which made Lomar smile—and the hope that perhaps he would be able to talk to the young Protectress again came rushing back in.
 
   Lost in his thoughts about the Order of Tirsar and the feelings Jasmine had caused in him, he walked back to his friends in the encampment. 
 
   “How are your investigations going, Lomar? Did you find out anything else about the Prince and the beautiful Healer’s mission?” asked Morgen, one of the veteran Lancers, as he hungrily gobbled down his camp ration. 
 
   “I get the feeling that we will soon be going into the forest of the Usik in search of something important. I think something fishy is going on...” he acknowledged, trying to push Jasmine out of his mind.
 
   “I hope you’re wrong, for our sake,” Morgen replied.
 
   “Why do you say that?” asked Kendas. He took a sip of water from his canteen. 
 
   “He’s saying that because if we go into those woods, we are dead men,” affirmed Lemus, another of the veterans, the scars on his face and arms testifying to his years of experience.
 
   “You heard Sarge this morning. We’re going to go in silently—they won’t even know we’re there.” said his companion, trying to cheer him up.
 
   “We’d better be prepared; those savages are tough to beat—really tough,” warned Morgen, digging into his food.
 
   “And they’re bloodthirsty. They have the horrible habit of burning their prisoners alive after yanking out their eyes,” Lemus explained.
 
   “Is that really true or are you teasing us?” asked Kendas.
 
   “As true as my pay disappearing in the blink of an eye on whores and sweet Nocean wine.”
 
   “Then why don’t we sweep the forest with the army?” asked Lomar.
 
   “They’ve already tried that—no luck,” Morgen explained. “The problem is that those woods are immense; they cover a vast area, practically the size of an entire nation. Going in there means a bloody fight against the savages and the elements. We are at a clear disadvantage in there; that’s their realm. Those green-skinned devils with painted faces are incomparable fighters in their own environment.”
 
   “What about attacking their settlements while they’re sleeping?” suggested Lomar.
 
   “Good idea, if we knew where those settlements were...” said Lemus. “Their location has never been verified—no one has ever found them and lived to tell about it. Our trackers have tried, but none have ever returned. So, better be really careful, rookies. If we go into that forest, pray to the Light as best you know how, or to whatever gods you worship; you’ll need all the help you can get to get out of there alive.”
 
   “You cover my back and I’ll cover yours, brother,” said Kendas as he offered his outstretched arm to Lomar in the style of Rogdonian soldiers. 
 
   “Shield to shield and lance to lance, brother!” they both cheered.
 
   Lemus shook his head and walked off, mumbling something about rookies and heads full of sawdust.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour before the first rays of sunlight would begin to appear on the horizon, tearing away the darkness obscuring the expectant cavalry column, Sergeant Mortuc ordered them to get into formation. They had to creep silently into the forest under the shelter of night to keep from being discovered.
 
   “Get ready to ride. Line up two by two,” whispered Mortuc, moving to the head of the column. “Forward!”  
 
   The column entered the thick woods at daybreak. The rode swiftly, in silence, following the steep trails toward the southeast. Six men were patrolling in pairs in all four directions a half hour’s distance from the column.
 
   They were moving into Usik territory.
 
   Entering the unfathomable forest. 
 
   The first two days of the march inside the great forest went by without incident. At night they took their rest in silence with no fires, eyes and ears alert, searching for any enemies that might be hiding there. At first light they resumed their advance; it was hard going through the thick underbrush. The first few hours of the third day passed with incident; their incursion into the forest had apparently not been detected by the savages. The woods were becoming more and more tangled and difficult to navigate, with tall, thick vegetation everywhere that seemed determined to drive back the cavalrymen. In this terrain it was virtually impossible to move any faster than if they’d been on foot.
 
   At noon the north patrol failed to report.
 
   “Dirty backwoods barbarians!” cursed the Sergeant. He chose two other men and sent them out with the order to return at the first sign of the savages.
 
   Midafternoon, the north and south patrols did not report.
 
   Tension spread among the Lancers.
 
   “Damn it! They’ve picked up on us! Advance!” ordered the Sergeant, anticipating an imminent attack by the Usik. But the advance through the trees was arduous, even for these expert cavalrymen.
 
   Riding mid-column, Aliana looked to her left and, out of nowhere, saw several men running fast parallel to the column’s trajectory. She watched them closely, fear tightening in her stomach. Armed with bows and short axes adorned with colored feathers, they were jumping over the thicket and enormous tree roots with astonishing speed and agility. Their faces were painted black, with a white line at the level of their eyes; their heads, completely shaven. The color of their skin surprised Aliana greatly; it was pale... green. Never before had she seen anyone with pigmentation like that. It was shocking. This was, without a doubt, a unique race. They were dressed in animal skin loincloths, and their backs and chests were covered with primitive, tanned leather armor that had been reinforced with wood. On their feet were tanned skin moccasins. Watching them run as fast as the horses, just a few steps from the column, Aliana was struck with a sense of absolute dread.
 
   “Gerart, look! They’re chasing us!” The Prince was riding on her right with his lance and shield at the ready. 
 
   The Prince looked at them. “They are close now; they’ve been following us at a distance for quite some time. Soon they will attack.” He pointed to the right, where another group of Black Usik were running through the trees parallel to the column.
 
   The Sergeant’s voice roared like an angry lion. “Attention, column! Ready for combat!”
 
   The Royal Lancers responded in unison. “Roar!”
 
   They readied their lances and shields. The Protectress Sisters loaded their bows, ready to defend themselves. They continued toward the east, going as fast as they possibly could on that tortuous trail before it would finally open up at the start of the ascent up the mountain.
 
   Eagles’ Peak.  
 
   Their pursuers grew in number the closer they came to the sacred mountain. Aliana had the sickening feeling this would soon turn very ugly.
 
   The two cavalrymen scouting to the east returned from the direction in which the column was heading.
 
   “Sergeant! Sergeant! Red Usik, approaching from the east!”
 
   Mortuc knew they were heading into a trap. The Black Usik were flanking them and Red Usik were waiting farther ahead, at the base of the mountain. But they could not stop in the forest; if they did, the Usik would be on them immediately and they would be massacred in the woods. His Lancers were at a clear disadvantage in that setting against a much greater number of natives—especially quick shots like them. Their only choice was to keep going. 
 
   Without hesitating, the Sergeant made the only plausible decision.
 
   “Charge!” he ordered. The column immediately picked up speed.
 
   A terrible war cry, like the howling of a wounded wolf, resonated through the trees. It was followed by screams that scared away both birds and animals.
 
   The attack on the column of Lancers had begun.
 
   Black arrows whizzed through the trees from both sides of the column, aimed at the Lancers—men and mounts alike. They started dropping to the ground, pierced by the lethal projectiles. 
 
   Aliana aimed her bow at a Usik who was rushing toward them screaming, axe in hand; she released the arrow without thinking twice, killing the savage. To her right her Sisters were shooting to both sides, skillfully taking down attackers. The Usik threw themselves on the Lancers, axes and knives in hand, and were fended off by lances and shields. The perfectly trained column did not stop their advance despite the ferocious attack they were under. They continued on, fighting off the vicious attacks of the Usik. But enemy arrows continued striking down mounts and Lancers. 
 
   Looking behind her, Aliana gaped at the fierce battle. Several Usik launched themselves off rocks, jumping on two Lancers and knocking them down. A half dozen Usik were instantly on them, killing them without mercy. Others ran at them head-on, shooting arrows at the horses’ bellies at almost point-blank range. The poor beasts fell, screaming in agony, throwing off their riders. The Lancers immediately got back on their feet and fought fiercely. Several savages fell beneath the blades of their swords, but the brave men were quickly brought down by the much greater number of enemies. 
 
   Suddenly, four savages sprang out from behind some trees and charged at Aliana. Without hesitation, she shot at the one closest to her as she dodged a low branch on a tree, then reloaded her bow to shoot again at the next attacker. She tensed the bow, aimed, and when he was almost on her, she shot him in the eye. Her Sisters took down the rest with perfectly aimed shots before they could get to her. Aliana momentarily sighed in relief, then looked to her right. Flanking her, the Prince was riding onward, all the while fighting with wicked skill.
 
   Gerart felt an arrow strike forcefully against his helmet and, for an instant, he lost sight of the screeching Usik running toward him from the right. A short axe flew from the black-faced warrior’s hand, heading straight for his chest. Gerart blocked the weapon with his shield a split second before impact. He spurred his mount and sank his lance into his aggressor’s neck.
 
   He looked ahead. Mortuc and several of his men at the front of the column were struggling to clear a path through the savages who were trying to cut them off. Two warriors rushed out from behind a tree and jumped the Lancers in the lead. The first fell, pierced by Lomar’s lance; the second was knocked back by a hard blow from Kendas’ shield and he bounced off another tree. Four Lancers who had fallen behind hurried to make contact with the group, but the rest of the rearguard had perished. 
 
   “Forward, column, forward!” Mortuc shouted resolutely as he skewered one enemy and charged another with his mount. The Sergeant Major had managed to break through the siege and spurred Lightning up the path. The column was now putting some distance between them and their attackers who were unable to keep up with the horses on the more open, rising terrain at the foot of the mountain. Mortuc looked back, astonished; he had lost more than a third of his men.
 
   “Regroup!” he ordered. The entire column hurried to join him at the top of the hill.
 
   But the short break lasted only a moment. They had to flee.
 
   “Forward! Forward!” he commanded once the column was regrouped.
 
   They went up a sloping curve. And their worst fears became reality. Right in front of them, a human barrier was blocking their way.
 
   More than a hundred Red Usik were waiting there, ready to kill them.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Hidden Intrigue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The small tavern was packed. A strong odor—a mix of cheap wine, burning lamp oil, and the rancid sweat of the patrons—permeated the entire room. The locals—pale-faced, blond-haired Norghanians—were engaged in lively conversations about the latest news and rumors of this ice-cold region in the north of Tremia. 
 
   Sumal discreetly inspected his attire. He was dressed simply tonight, wearing the traditional garments of the kingdom of Norghana: a thick, burgundy-red wool shirt and heavy slacks that were dyed a deep green and lined with pelts.
 
   Calmly awaiting the arrival of his guest, he was seated at a small table in the corner with his back protected by the stone wall of the noisy tavern; this was the best position for avoiding unwanted surprises. In such a busy establishment, no one noticed him sitting there; he was just another client enjoying a beer, with no discernible characteristics that made him stick out among the rest of the locals. He went completely unnoticed, perfectly integrated with the resident fauna.
 
   No one knew the secret he was shielding, his true origins, his foreign blood.
 
   Born in a torrid, faraway land in the South of Tremia, Sumal was a son of the fiery deserts. He belonged to an ethnicity that was well accustomed to the rigors of the merciless sun, though no one would think so after taking one look at his pale features. He was immensely satisfied by this fact. His light skin and long blond hair got him plenty of stares and a measure of distrust in his native lands where, with only few exceptions, the entire population had tanned skin and jet-black hair; a land where there were no white people. But here, in this lively Norghanian tavern on the complete opposite end of the continent, he was just another regular guy in the crowd. 
 
   Nothing about him betrayed his enemy origins.
 
   He looked at his pale hands and smiled. Born of a Nocean father and a Norghanian mother, he had inherited all his mother’s physical traits and none of his father’s. This allowed him to move freely from the western kingdoms to the northern ones, easily blending in with the locals without attracting attention—something his compatriots could not do without raising suspicions or mistrust. His blond hair, characteristic of the frozen regions of the North, was his most valuable attribute. A safe passage, of sorts, in those snowy lands. He travelled around unnoticed, even in the lands of the West, like in the great kingdom of Rogdon, where brown-haired people were predominant.
 
   These physical characteristics, coupled with the fact that his father was Counselor to the Nocean Empire’s Grand Regent of the South, had led him to a profession that was very different from what he had imagined during his childhood. His dream had always been to have a career as an Official of the Empire with the intention of one day becoming General and Commander of a powerful conquering army. But having grown up in the court—and having been graced with such uncommon physical traits and considerable intellectual aptitude—he had ended up in a profession he had never envisioned for himself.
 
   He was a spy.
 
   An undercover agent in the service of the all-powerful Nocean Empire.
 
   Sumal had been living among the westerners and northerners on the continent, studying their customs, assimilating their cultures and, at the same time, creating a web of spies in the service of the Empire of the desert lands of the South. He had been all over the peaceful West, infiltrating the powerful kingdom of Rogdon; he had gone to the North, blending in with the proud, rough Norghanians; he had journeyed the wide plains between both warring powers, living among the peoples of the numerous nomad tribes of the steppes. He was perfectly fluent in the Unified Language of the West, taking on the appropriate accent for whichever kingdom or region he happened to be in. He could speak the Common Language of the North with no accent at all, and even knew some of the indigenous languages of the most remote, snow-covered mountainous regions and their frozen valleys. When asked where he was from, his answer was always the same well-studied reference to the foreign kingdom closest to wherever he was at the moment. He took care not to reveal too many details to avoid arousing suspicion. Prudence, vagueness, and half-truths were indispensable in his business; more than that, they were essential for survival. And he had turned it all into an art. 
 
   He was in a good mood that night, and smiled as he thought about the important mission he had to carry out. It had been entrusted to him by Mulko, the Nocean Empire’s Grand Regent of the North, and that was an incredibly high honor. Zecly himself, Grand Sorcerer and Master Spy—and Mulko’s right-hand man—had directed Mulko to pass this new mission of greatest importance on to him. That old man was a real legend in the Empire, as much for his powerful arcane abilities as for the efficiency and intelligence with which he directed his web of spies and assassins. It was said, and with good reason, that if Zecly wanted you dead the only question was who would finish you off—an infallible assassin or a demon from hell—while you slept unsuspecting, hundreds of leagues away from the old man. Sumal knew firsthand that that was no exaggeration since it had been the Grand Sorcerer himself who had recruited him at a tender age and then had painstakingly trained him. Every ounce of knowledge Sumal had amassed he owed to his powerful master.
 
   A strident comment coming from an adjacent table about the possibility of entering into war got him thinking about the mission. The risks, once again, would be great but that was the price he had to pay in his profession. He was used to it, and it did not intimidate him in the least. Besides, risk motivated him. He lived for that feeling of danger—knowing that the smallest slip-up would end his life. 
 
   A life without excitement, without risk, is not a life worth living; it is a prison.
 
   Sumal looked around. He was surrounded by Norghanians who, if they were to discover who he was, would kill him right then and there without thinking twice. 
 
   I want a full life, complete with risks, action and, of course, rewards.
 
   Flashing a hint of a smile, he took a long pull of the bitter local ale.
 
   The door of the establishment opened, letting in a cold draft in spite of the fact it was summer. A short, broad-shouldered man with a determined expression came in. After taking a moment to look over the clientele, he headed toward the spy’s table. He greeted him with a slight tilt of the head and then sat down in front of the expectant Nocean. Sumal responded with an almost imperceptible gesture of acknowledgement. Raising his arm, he ordered a beer for the newcomer. 
 
   “What news do we have? Is everything in order?” whispered Sumal, looking both ways to be sure there were no curious ears listening in. 
 
   “Yes, everything is in order, Sir. Our agents at the palace have informed me that Grand Duke Orten, brother of King Thoran of Norghana, will leave tomorrow at daybreak to go to his fortress on the southwest border of the kingdom.”
 
   “How many armed men will accompany him?”
 
   “His personal guard—two hundred of the best soldiers in the kingdom—as expected. But you see, Sir... . a rather serious obstacle has come to light.”
 
   “An obstacle? Go on, tell me what is happening.” 
 
   “They will be joined by a full company of heavy infantry that will reinforce the garrison already stationed there. More than a thousand men in all will take part in the retinue.”
 
   Sumal swore under his breath. “That does not bode well for us at all. It makes an attack in the open impossible. Even if we had two thousand men at our disposal, the heavy Norghanian infantry is the strongest and most fearsome on the continent. Those northerners, unlike their rivals from Rogdon that have such incredible mounted Lancers, may not know how to ride but their infantry is unequaled. No, we have to change our strategy. I have to come up with a more subtle alternative, something cunning and furtive. Direct confrontation is not an option in this scenario.” 
 
   “So, what is the plan, Sir?”
 
   Sumal put his hand to his chin and reflected on the situation, trying to come up with an alternative. The success of the mission had to be assured; there was so much at stake. After quite a long while, he announced, “We will attack the beast in its lair. When it is most confident and calm. In the place where it believes it is untouchable...  in its own fortress.”
 
   “That is a very dangerous move, Sir. There are many factors to take into account. Too many things could go wrong. It will be heavily guarded.”
 
   “A victory without risks is not worth the effort,” said the spy as he smiled in anticipation. “I will send someone very special, a shadow capable of infiltrating hell itself without being detected. Do whatever is necessary to guarantee our man’s successful entry and make sure the getaway is covered. I will take care of the rest.” 
 
   “As you order, Sir,” said the man. He stood up, quickly turned around, and headed straight to the door and out of the busy establishment. 
 
   Sumal began to assemble the perilous plan in his mind. Suddenly, two of the customers at a nearby table started a scuffle—obviously a product of the excess of empty mugs before them. The altercation did not last long; a few shouts, some poorly aimed punches and even less accurate attempts at drenching opponents in beer, ending in a handful of men on the floor. As if this were customary for his place of business, the owner of the bar unceremoniously kicked the participants out into the street like flea-infested dogs.
 
   Another tranquil night in a cheerful tavern of the great frozen city of Norghania.
 
   Norghania, the capital of the kingdom, was a wonderful, indomitable city in Sumal’s opinion. It had all the conveniences and advances of a big city, but surprisingly little of the arrogance and eccentricities typical of the larger cities of the Nocean Empire. Being a bitterly cold region where the better part of the year was spent under a blanket of snow and frost, Norghana was a place where functionality and survival took precedence over ostentation and frivolousness. The capital had been designed to be a great stronghold city, built with the purpose of protecting the inhabitants of the region from the extreme weather and the enemy. The buildings and walls, built from solid stone that came from the renowned quarries and mines in the Norghanian Mountains, formed an impressive protective structure. Its interior pulsed with a powerful commercial focus based on fabulous artisan workshops and hundred-year-old forgeries. A nation dedicated to mining and metallurgy, sustained by its famed mineral deposits.
 
   Sumal smiled. That’s not entirely accurate... From time immemorial the second- most important commercial activity of that kingdom—the most powerful one of the icy North—had been looting and pillage. The Norghanians were a pirating people, a race of bloody barbarians who gained their fortune due to the fierceness of their men and their prowess on the battlefield. Certainly respectable, these coarse, aggressive fighters... I have always had a special predilection for these brutes. They are nothing like those haughty, boring Rogdonians.
 
   One of the patrons stood up and demanded more beer, his stringy, blond hair stained with soot. That miner is enjoying a well-deserved rest, no doubt about it. I would bet he’ll drown all his sorrows in alcohol and good-time girls.
 
   Just as the entire northern region and part of the eastern portion of the country were crowned with mountain ranges where snow made itself at home all year long, the western section of the kingdom was bathed by the great Sea of Ice. A frozen sea in which the temperatures were so low they could freeze one’s soul, no sailor dared navigate it in winter. Floating along the coast and heading southward were chunks of ice and small icebergs from the huge masses of ice much farther north, in a place no Norghanian ever dared to step foot. A place where, according to local folklore, the Norghanian gods resided in their dwelling on Earth, and from which they punished the Norghanians with tempests and storms when their wishes were not fulfilled.
 
   The fishermen and sailors of the region were all too familiar with the dangerous frigid waters of the Sea of Ice and always ventured into its vastness with the utmost precaution. The southern part of the kingdom was delimited by the Utla River which created a natural boundary on its trajectory before emptying into the Sea of Ice. For centuries the Norghanians had navigated the great river to invade the vast and much warmer plains to the south. Norghanian pirate raids continued to go unpunished and the tribes of the steppes suffered dearly because of it—especially the Masig, who were the closest and most numerous and therefore the easiest targets. And for reasons unknown, the Norghanians despised them even more than the other tribes of the steppes.
 
   In the Glory Days, the name the Norghanians used to refer to the period in which they roamed free over half the continent, their raids and acts of piracy extended as far as the kingdom of Rogdon to the southeast, far beyond the steppes. There was evidence that a flotilla had even landed in and invaded the territory of the great Nocean Empire, where the sun devoured the fair Norghanians’ skin. But for at least the past decade the Norghanians went nowhere near the territories of the kingdom of Rogdon, nor did they carry out raids any farther south since, after several bitter wars, they had signed peace treaties with both the kingdom of Rogdon and the Nocean Empire. However, they still continued with their pirating practices throughout the north and part of the central regions of the continent where the local tribes could not stand up to them. 
 
   Sumal felt a sincere favoritism for the region, and the entire kingdom of Norghana. 
 
   He put all thoughts of the Norghanians out of his mind and concentrated on the plan he had to carry out. A terribly risky plan in which the spy’s own life would be at stake. 
 
   Once again we will defy destiny. I will have to make use of a very special resource for this critical mission to be carried out successfully. I need an agent with extraordinary talent... a talent that only a select few possess. Though I have no one like that among my own spies, I know how to find the one who possesses that special expertise. It will be expensive, very expensive. Maybe unacceptably so. In spite of his complicated demands, he has provided exceptional services to me in the past. But this time, I want no part of a contract paid for by another contract in return. I want to pay in gold. It is much more... clean. Blood for money; that is how contracts should be carried out. How success is guaranteed. How complications are avoided. 
 
   Sumal filled his lungs with the tavern’s rancid air and let out a long sigh. Let’s hope the fickle goddess of good fortune will be with us on this endeavor. The destiny of three powerful kingdoms and the lives of thousands of men and women depend on it. Ha! Who wants to be King when one can be the hand in the shadows that makes and breaks the destiny of an entire continent? 
 
   Laughing out loud, the spy stood up and exited the tavern, heading out into the cold Norghana night.
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   A wave of terror shook Aliana’s body like a bolt of lightning striking a defenseless animal. The column of Lancers rushed toward a wall of savages with blood-painted faces. The Usik, filled with wild determination and hatred, stood ready to kill them, forming a barrier across the path and cutting off their access to the ascent. Clutching bows, axes, and spears adorned with enormous white and gray feathers, they were out for blood. 
 
   The blond horsewoman lowered her bow and instinctively cowered behind her horse’s neck. They were advancing uphill toward the terrifying wall of enemies. She leaned forward and forcefully spurred her mount, knowing she had to charge. Any other option meant a sure death.
 
   “Oh Mother Helaun, protect your daughter, Healer of the Order of Tirsar, and all the Sisters accompanying me today!” she desperately begged her Order’s prophetess.
 
   All of a sudden, everything around her exploded in a deafening din of war cries. 
 
   A shower of lethal projectiles rained down on the cavalry in blue and silver. For one brief yet interminable span of time, everything was plunged into an abysmal darkness right before Aliana’s eyes. Black missiles filled the sky, shrouding all in shadows—as if death itself were descending from the firmament, extending its black wings to swallow them all up.
 
   Aliana instinctively closed her eyes tightly so that the Lady of the Night would not take her away to the underworld. 
 
   Then hell let loose on the column. 
 
   Hearing the muffled exclamations around her, she opened her eyes again and looked at the heartbreaking scene unfolding before her. Lancers fell from their horses, moaning in pain, nameless heroes of Rogdon, their armor mercilessly pierced by enemy arrows amidst the hair-raising shrieks of the natives.
 
   Aliana felt an arrow graze her cheek and, in the middle of the horror, her fear was too much to bear. She saw two of her Sisters fall from their mounts and slam into the ground. Only the heavy armor, with strong, thick plates, could withstand such an infernal assault. Aliana clung to her horse in a desperate attempt to survive the disastrous attack bearing down on the column.
 
   In the midst of the horror, the blood, the death... the thunderous, powerful voice of Sergeant Mortuc could be heard drowning out the enemy’s savage screams.
 
   “Lances at the ready!”
 
   The column obeyed with military precision. 
 
   “Prepare for the charge!”
 
   Aliana held her breath.
 
   “Charge!”
 
   The Lancers spurred their mounts. 
 
   “For Rogdon!”
 
   A fiercely violent clash ensued between the wedge formed by the powerful horses and the barrier of savages who were trying to keep them from advancing. Green-skinned bodies with faces painted red were thrown left and right as they were struck by the brutal impact of the lead cavalrymen who succeeded in bursting through the enemy’s first rows. The horses continued to charge the natives who, in their attempt to close the breach, were knocked over and trampled by the well-trained animals. The Rogdonian’s sharp lances, wielded with extreme precision, brought instant death to the Usik. The expert Lancers broke through the barrier like the keel of a ship plowing through waves. They pushed their mounts to the limit as they climbed toward the summit of the first mountain.
 
   Aliana looked at those who had fallen as she sped past. The Usik were trying to reorganize themselves to attack again. One of them—the one who appeared to be the leader, was shouting orders and gesticulating angrily while pointing toward the top of the hill. He was dressed in an unusual outfit: a long tunic that was completely covered in feathers. Enormous feathers that looked like they must have come from a gigantic bird. On his head he wore a mask with a huge beak that hid his face. The image of this bird-chief made Aliana feel intensely anxious. She looked to her right to make sure Gerart was still there beside her and saw him, his shining armor glowing with an aura of invincibility. The sense of security emanating from the prince calmed Aliana’s heart, and she let out a sigh of relief. 
 
   All of a sudden, two natives tried to knock the prince off his mount. But Gerart fought them off with a powerful sweep of his shield. They stumbled several steps back, colliding with other attackers and knocking them over. 
 
   The column had broken free from the ambush and swiftly escaped toward the summit.
 
   Their velvety coats glistening with sweat, the horses would soon be overcome by exhaustion. Aliana knew they would not be able to endure such a crushing pace, let alone uphill. She looked behind her where the last of the Lancers had fallen after his mount was struck in the neck by an arrow as they crossed the enemy’s line. The horseman tumbled hard over the ground, though somehow managed to recover and get back on his feet. He unsheathed his sword and took his shield from the dead animal’s side.
 
   Seeing his predicament, one of his fellow soldiers forcefully pulled on his horse’s reins to stop and motioned for him to mount and ride with him.
 
   “Lemus! Get on, quick! Let’s get out of here!” he urged.
 
   The Lancer looked at him for a moment, but he did not make a move.
 
   “Let’s go, Lemus! Hurry!”
 
   “Thanks, Morgen, my old friend, but you know as well as I do that if I get on I’m condemning us both to death. That poor horse is at his limit; he won’t be able to keep going with that much weight on him.”
 
   “Come on, Lemus! Don’t worry about that; we’ll manage somehow. Get on, for the love of the Light, get on!” Morgen shouted, offering his hand.
 
   But the unmounted Lancer made no move toward his friend.
 
   “It’s been a pleasure and an honor to serve with you, Morgen.”
 
   “No, Lemus, no!”
 
   “For Rogdon!” shouted Lemus with all the rage of a man aware of his imminent, bloody end. 
 
   He faced the enemy and ran toward the Usik that were almost upon him. 
 
   Morgen watched him one final heartrending moment then saluted him with a nod of his head, honoring the valiant Lancer’s sacrifice.
 
   “We will meet again... on the other side, my friend.” He turned his mount and spurred, leaving the savages behind.
 
   The survivors rode for their lives until they reached the summit.
 
   The horses had made it to the top, but they were on the verge of collapse. Sergeant Mortuc dismounted and looked behind them for any possible pursuers. Seeing none, he ordered, “Dismount! Rest the horses!” 
 
   When Lomar saw Kendas among the living he raised his sword in a gesture of gladness. Then he jumped off his steed and looked all around, searching the survivors, trying to locate Jasmine. He started to feel worried when at first he didn’t find the Healer, but his eyes finally spotted her. She was there. She had dismounted and was sitting beside a thicket with her head down next to one of her Sisters. They were the only two survivors of the Order. Seeing her alive, Lomar’s stomach did a flip-flop; he breathed a sigh of relief and gave thanks to the Light, instantly feeling the enormous weight that had been crushing his chest had been lifted. 
 
   He walked toward her. “Are you all right, Jasmine?” he asked, his voice breaking.
 
   “What do you care?” came the irascible response from Jasmine’s surviving Sister. 
 
   “Give us a moment, Olga, please,” Jasmine requested. 
 
   “I just wanted to make sure you were all right,” explained Lomar.
 
   “Thank you, Lancer. I appreciate your concern. I’m fine—physically, at least. No need for you to worry.” 
 
   “That was pure hell... I didn’t know if you’d survived...”
 
   “I was lucky, unlike the majority of my Sisters. It was... horrendous... The savages, the blood, the deaths... I thought we were all going to die.” Unable to hold back the tears, Jasmine covered her face with her hands and began to cry.
 
   Moved by her anguish, Lomar knelt down beside her and tried to console her.
 
   “It was terrible, I know, but we survived it. We should be thankful for that. We are alive, miraculously... alive. Think about your duty, about your Healing Sister who survived, about how you must protect her—now more than ever—since the danger hanging over her is even greater now.”
 
   Jasmine looked into his eyes and her face softened a little. Tears streamed down her dirty cheeks.
 
   “You always know just what to say, don’t you, Lancer?”
 
   “Yes. It’s my only virtue. Or at least that’s what you told me, pretty warrior,” he replied with a smile. 
 
   “That and a propensity for gallantry—which won’t serve you at all with a Sister of the Order of Tirsar, and even less so with me.”
 
   “Ouch! You wound me!” 
 
   “Did you think because I was vulnerable you could woo me with your smooth talking? Don’t let my tears confuse you; I still think men are absolutely useless.” Her lips curved up into a whisper of a smile. 
 
   “Allow this useless man to dry your tears,” said Lomar, taking out a handkerchief and doing just that.
 
   “Thank you for your kindness. I’m better now. It was just a difficult moment brought on by the horror we’ve just been through. Today I lost Sisters I loved deeply. My heart is broken.”
 
   “I feel the same way. Many of my fellow brothers in arms died today. It doesn’t seem real; it’s like a nightmare I keep hoping I’ll wake up from. I’d just like to open my eyes and find them all singing by the campfire. But the punishing reality is I will never see them again.” 
 
   “Just thinking about it brings me to tears but I have to be strong. Aliana needs me.”
 
   “Yes, the best thing we can do in this time of sadness is to concentrate on our duty, on moving forward. We have no choice. We will get out of this alive, you’ll see. Trust me.”
 
   “Thank you for your encouragement, Lomar.”
 
   “Ah! So you do know my name. I was thinking you hadn’t even bothered to commit it to memory.”
 
   “You never pass up on an opportunity, do you, Lancer? Whenever you can, you charge ahead.”
 
   “It’s always a privilege to stand out amongst the hated. Like my mother always said, ‘If you are going to do something, be sure to do it well,’” he said, grinning widely. 
 
   Jasmine smiled back at him.
 
   “If you need me, I’m here.”
 
   Jasmine nodded and Lomar walked away, his heart somewhat lighter and just a bit more optimistic after the conversation with the beautiful Protectress. Knowing that she was all right made him feel a bit better, even in the midst of so much death, devastation, and pain.
 
   Aliana looked around her. No more than a dozen Lancers had survived. She felt a terrible remorse down to her very soul. Many brave and loyal soldiers from the kingdom had lost their lives. Though she was accustomed to fighting sickness and pain, the fallout after merciless deaths always left a bitter taste in her mouth along with a lump in her throat. She had not had a chance to save any of the fallen and that deeply saddened her. The helplessness of seeing so many young, full lives with such bright futures ahead that could have been saved by her Gift—but were lost—was consuming her. But she was fully aware that if she had dismounted to help them, they would have torn her to pieces in a second. Still, that notion was little consolation. Good men and women had perished that day and her soul could not help but to weep bitterly.
 
   Her eyes searched for her Sisters. Only Jasmine and Olga had survived. Irrepressible tears washed over her cheeks as she recalled the faces of the Sisters she would never see again. They had died protecting her, and even though she knew that was their mission in life as devoted Protectress Sisters, it did not make her loss any easier to bear.
 
   Several of the soldiers had wounds that would require her talent. She dismounted and went to one who had an arrow stuck in his thigh.
 
   “You need a tourniquet,” she said, laying her hands around the arrow. 
 
   “No problem. I’ll wait until we are safe—it’s barely even bothering me,” the young soldier good-naturedly lied. 
 
   Mortuc approached and examined his man’s wound.
 
   “I am sorry, Healer, but we must go on. We cannot stop here to attend to him. The Usik are close behind; they’ll soon catch up with us. We must get out of here quickly or we’ll be done for.”
 
   “But the wounded need attention. I can help them,” protested Aliana, standing up to the strapping Sergeant.
 
   Mortuc placed his enormous hands on Aliana’s shoulders and looked her straight in the eye.
 
   “The wounded will have to hang on until we are beyond the reach of those savages. No one is so injured that he cannot continue for a few hours more.”
 
   The Sergeant turned around, settling the matter once and for all by walking away with his characteristic flair.
 
   Gerart came and stood next to her and placed his hand on her back. “It’s better if we follow the Sergeant’s instructions. His experience will guide us well. I know you desperately want to help them, but he’s right; we should go on.” 
 
   Aliana looked into Gerart’s blue eyes and immediately got lost in them. Her soul was instantly calmed. Having only to cross the threshold of his glance she was swept away in an endless sea of feelings. Even in this time of great anxiety she felt as though she wanted never to be away from him again.
 
   “All right, Gerart. I’ll attend to them later.” 
 
   Gerart placed his hand on her shoulder. Even that insignificant gesture produced a warm sensation in her that spread from her stomach to her chest. The feelings this handsome prince inspired in her were getting stronger and more intense, and that both delighted and worried her. The Order and her Gift meant everything to her. She was wholly devoted to them and could not let herself be carried away by feelings for a man—feelings which she knew were magnified by the extreme circumstances they were in. She felt confused. Sorundi, the Master Healer of the Order, had warned them on numerous occasions, “The path of Healing and any intention of forming a family are incompatible, conflicting. Both require all our devotion and sacrifice. We must choose one or the other. We Sisters of the Order of Tirsar choose the duty of Healing.” Remembering her teachings, Aliana felt a pang of shame and remorse. She had to stay strong, to smother her feelings for Gerart and concentrate on her duty, her vocation, as a Healer.
 
   The thundering, authoritative voice of the Sergeant startled her. “Let’s continue on foot, following the trail toward the southeast. I want to get on the other side of the summit so we can hide from the Usik,” he declared as he guided Lightning down the path.
 
   Without delay, everyone did as the Sergeant Major commanded.
 
   After traveling for a little more than an hour, Mortuc stopped and ordered the group to halt. The survivors came to a standstill. 
 
   “We will continue on foot through the forest as we head for the summit of the mountain,” he announced, pointing toward a large slope to his right that was covered with pine trees. “Leave your swords and shields on your mounts. We will be moving quickly, and the ascent will be long and arduous. We will take only a few provisions and water.”  
 
   “What are we going to do with the horses?” asked Gerart as he walked toward the Sergeant.
 
   “We have to leave them behind and hope they don’t find them. Hopefully they will think we followed the trail toward the east, but we’ll cut through the forest toward the north.”
 
   “Do you think it’s advisable to leave the trail here?” asked Gerart, concerned, as he looked at the surrounding area.
 
   “Yes. We have to hide and try to cross to the other side of the peak, heading due north as we cut through the forest.” 
 
   “Hmm... I don’t know if we can cross to the other side at the top...” said Gerart hesitantly.
 
   “Indeed, Your Highness, but our destination is at the summit of that mountain, isn’t it? And it’s the best route to follow if we are going to lose our pursuers. We will find a crossing,” the Sergeant assured him. 
 
   “Why don’t we continue to ride up the trail?” suggested Gerart.
 
   “The horses can’t take that kind of punishment and the trail goes around toward the east before it heads back north. We will likely encounter more natives up there. I prefer not to risk that, Your Highness.”
 
   “I understand. You’re right. We’ll just hope we find a crossing at the top...”
 
   “By the demons of the depths of hell we’ll find one, and if we don’t we’ll make one—even if I have to use my head to dig it out myself!”
 
   “The peak is very high; you can see the snow covering it from here. It will be a difficult and dangerous crossing,” warned Aliana.
 
   “The cave we are looking for is up there, and we are going to find it,” Gerart confidently affirmed. 
 
   “Lomar! Kendas!” called the Sergeant.
 
   “Yes, Sir!” The two Lancers immediately appeared before him. 
 
   “Get all the horses tied together and get them out of here. Ride along the trail until it turns up on the mountain and you are out of the line of sight of our pursuers. We need to make the Usik think we are still following the trail. Once you’re out of sight, hide the horses in the forest. When you’ve gotten them well hidden, head north to the summit of the mountain. We’ll meet you there.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Lomar agreed.
 
   “And make sure you hide those horses well; I want my mount back. Those damn savages better not lay a hand on my Lightning or I swear I’ll crush your bones to a pulp. Is that clear?”
 
   “Don’t worry, Sergeant,” assured Kendas.
 
   “The rest of you, follow me!”
 
   Not waiting for confirmation, the Sergeant quickly headed into the forest and the rest of the survivors swiftly followed him in. Aliana watched for a few seconds as the shadows of the great forest devoured them, leaving no trace of their presence. She went in after them, more aware with each passing moment of just how serious the situation was. And how unlikely it was that they would make it off that mountain alive. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two hours later, Lomar dismounted his spent steed and, holding it by the reins, stroked its sweaty hind-quarters. Behind his mount another half-dozen horses were tied together, resting. Their escape had gone well. 
 
   For now.
 
   “They are at the point of exhaustion.” Kendas was still in the saddle, guiding another half-dozen horses. 
 
   “I know. Come on down, brother. Let’s take the horses into the woods toward the south.”
 
   Kendas looked around and frowned. “Here? You think so?”
 
   Lomar shrugged. “We cleared the bend; the mountain is protecting us now. We’re out of sight from the top of the hill. It’s a good time to get off the trail. We don’t know how much lead time we have over them. They could already be arriving at the crest of the hill. Well, that’s my opinion but if you prefer that we go more toward the east—”
 
   “No, no. You’re right. Let’s veer off the path and hide the horses.” Kendas dismounted and guided his steed toward the interior of the forest. 
 
   For more than an hour they led the horses toward the south, penetrating ever deeper into the vast woods. The underbrush surrounded them like a deep green, surly fog bank. They walked in silence, listening intently for any noise or movement, fearful of coming face to face with the enemy at any moment. They found a small stream, and stopped to let the horses take a drink while they washed and cooled off a bit, soaking in the comfort and serenity the water provided. After a few moments of restorative peace, they filled their canteens, ready to resume their journey.
 
   They continued walking, searching for a suitable place to hide the horses. Finally, they came to a deep ravine with massive white rock at the top, like some kind of half-sculpted marble statue.
 
   “There,” pointed Lomar.
 
   “Good spot,” Kendas agreed. “The horses will be totally hidden, and that rock is easily recognizable from a good distance away.”
 
   “Finally! I was beginning to think we weren’t going to find somewhere to hide them.”
 
   “Don’t let yourself get discouraged, friend. There is always a solution.”
 
   “Your ‘wisdom’ always leaves me speechless. One of these days, one of your small-town, stating-the-obvious proverbs will be the end of me,” Lomar teased.
 
   Kendas let out a loud guffaw, then quickly stifled his laughter. 
 
   They led the horses to some trees in the deepest part of the ravine and tied them up there. After giving them grain from the saddlebags, they covered them as best they could.
 
   “Now what?” asked Kendas.
 
   “Now we head north to meet up with the rest of the group,” said Lomar, pointing at the summit of the highest mountain in the northern range.
 
   “We’re going to run into the Usik...”
 
   “I know, but we don’t have any choice. We’ll have to be stealthy and cautious to avoid being spotted. Let’s leave anything shiny or light-colored here,” said Lomar as he took off his blue cape and helmet.
 
   “Good idea. Off with the helmet and breastplate; they’d see them shining from miles away,” said Kendas.
 
   “Like they always say in the city, ‘If you don’t want to be robbed, don’t show off your gold.’”
 
   “Oh, really? Now who’s the one with the useless proverbs? Let’s focus. I think we should camouflage our clothes and faces with mud and dirt so it will be harder for them to make us out from a distance—or so we hope.”
 
   “Yeah, and it’s almost twilight. And today, nighttime is our ally,” said Lomar, checking his weapons.
 
   They walked in silence, alert. It was already getting dark when they got to the trail. They stopped there and, from behind a fallen pine tree, they could see a dozen savages standing guard at the bend in the mountain. 
 
   Kendas looked at his partner and signaled for him to turn around. Lomar nodded. They headed east and then, surrounded by thick underbrush, they stretched out face down on the ground and waited for nightfall. When the darkness was finally impenetrable, the two Royal Lancers crawled across the ground, trying not to make a sound as they crossed the trail out in the open, hoping their presence would not be detected.
 
   They were not sighted.
 
   When they’d made it to the other side, they stood up and slipped into the forest toward the summit of the mountain.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The battered column of surviving Lancers was resting in a circle among the undergrowth. Thick clouds swept across the cool night sky, keeping the light of the stars from penetrating the shadows of the steep mountain slopes. Absolute stillness and darkness enveloped them.
 
   Mortuc had ordered there be no fires and no conversation. The enemy could be nearby. A fire—especially in the darkest of nights—would be visible from a great distance and their words would ride through the night on the back of the traitorous wind. They had climbed for hours toward the peak and finally, nearly collapsing, they had stopped to camp next to a sheer rock wall. The mountainside would protect them from the harshness of the night and the altitude.
 
   Aliana had just finished healing the survivors’ wounds. Fortunately, they were minor and she’d been able to take care of them without too much difficulty, and she had not exhausted all her curative energy. She could feel it even now, regenerating inside her, and could almost touch the bluish presence in her chest with her fingertips. 
 
   Both physically and emotionally fatigued, she needed to rest. But sitting there with her back against a massive fir tree she could not relax. The day’s bloody events continued to torment her... So many lives had been lost on the way, and she had a bad feeling that they would not be the last. Nothing could alleviate the sorrow she felt over the loss of so many young lives.
 
   “Thank you for healing the men, Aliana.” Gerart sat down beside her. He looked worried.
 
   “Shhh,” scolded Aliana, indicating he should lower his voice. “There is nothing to thank me for; it is my duty,” she whispered, smiling shyly.
 
   The Prince softened his voice to a whisper. “You healed and comforted us after an extremely difficult experience. I think that deserves a sincere expression of gratitude.”
 
   “It really is not necessary...” she insisted.
 
   With a gesture Aliana was not expecting, the young prince took her hand affectionately between his.
 
   Aliana blushed. The pleasant sensation of skin-to-skin contact coupled with the comforting warmth of Gerart’s hands had turned her cheeks a tell-tale crimson as she was overcome by conflicting emotions yet again... The sense of well-being, of joy, of passion that Gerart aroused in her was rapidly becoming clearer and more fervent. But almost immediately she was seized by guilt, feeling as if she were betraying her Order, her duty as a Healer—and the irresistible, intoxicating feeling was instantly quashed. 
 
   “Your Highness,” she said, trying to conceal her embarrassment as passion stirred within her.
 
   “Don’t call me ‘Highness,’ Aliana; you know my name.”
 
   “Gerart...” Just the sound of his name in the night awakened the butterflies in her stomach. She quickly withdrew her hand, not daring to look him in the eye.
 
   Gerart looked down and, after hesitating a moment, apologized. “I’m sorry... It wasn’t my intention to...”
 
   Aliana hurried to lighten the uncomfortable situation. “There’s nothing to apologize for, Gerart.”
 
   “If I offended you... please accept my—”
 
   “It’s all right,” she interrupted, “it’s just that we Healers are not used to physical contact... with a man... But we’re friends, so I suppose it’s acceptable.” 
 
   “Friends...” Gerart drug out the pronunciation of the word in such a way that it sounded like it had been an insult. 
 
   Aliana read the disappointment in the Prince’s eyes and immediately changed the direction of the awkward conversation.
 
   “Thank you so much for your support through these terribly difficult times, Gerart.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me, Aliana. It is my duty to help and protect you. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if something happened to you...”
 
   “I am not your responsibility. I am here because I chose to be here and I don’t regret it.” 
 
   Aliana smiled at him and diverted her eyes toward the steely sergeant who, just a few steps away from them, was still working tirelessly. His energy and vitality were incredible.
 
   “A born leader,” affirmed Gerart, casting an admiring look toward the Sergeant who was slipping into the shadows to look for the guards posted around the campsite.
 
   “Yes, he really is. It’s unbelievable how much strength and energy he has. Quite a marvel,” attested Aliana as she watched him walk off.
 
   “The men respect him. It’s more than that; they adore him. They all follow his commands without the slightest complaint.” 
 
   “That man truly does have a powerful personality, and a great magnetism.”
 
   “I hope someday I’ll develop just a fraction of that magnetism and strength...” said the Prince.
 
   “You envy the Sergeant?” asked Aliana, surprised.
 
   “I have to confess I do. Everyone respects him. Not only do they act on his orders without hesitation, they would just as readily die for him. They’d follow him into hell itself if he commanded it,” stated Gerart.
 
   “They would die for you as well.”
 
   “Not for me... they would die for the kingdom, for the crown of Rogdon. For the country. It’s not the same thing.”
 
   “And for you, too. You are the Heir of Rogdon. There is not one soldier who would not give his life for you.”
 
   “I know, but that’s not what I’m talking about. They would die for what I represent—not for who I really am.” The Prince dropped his head.
 
   When he looked up, the expression on Aliana’s face told him she understood. 
 
   “I want nothing more than to gain the respect of these men. But not because of the title I hold. What I desperately want is the kind of respect the Sergeant has earned. A man of the people, with no title. To inspire that kind of respect, that level of admiration among the men.”
 
   “The men’s respect is earned. There is no other way to get it.”
 
   “I know. I am making my best effort to act correctly and to make the right decisions in difficult times. I am putting my whole being into it. Still, I’m missing something... Maybe it’s that I don’t have the charisma it takes... Oh, how I envy his disposition, his strong personality... I just don’t have the imposing presence that he does.”
 
   “Remember, we’re still very young, Gerart. Part of the respect the Sergeant inspires comes from his years of experience. From the bitter years of wars and bloodshed. In each and every one of his stories, behind every single one of the countless scars that mark his body. He has lived so much, and his experiences earn him his rank. Our inexperience, on the other hand, is the fruit of our youth. You shouldn’t feel guilty about that. No one is born a victor of battles; it comes with experience.”
 
   “Maybe that’s true, but I would give my right arm for the men to follow me the way they follow him.”
 
   “Patience, young Prince; soon they will.”
 
   “Do you honestly believe that?”
 
   “Yes. Absolutely. I am convinced of it,” affirmed Aliana, looking into his eyes.
 
   “Thank you for your kind, generous words. You have no idea how much better you’ve made me feel.” Gerart raised his hand to his heart.
 
   “There’s nothing to thank me for. I know it seems far off now, but the day you long for will come—before you expect it will—you’ll see.”
 
   “Let’s hope you’re right—but I’m not so sure.” 
 
   “Why do you doubt your potential?”  
 
   “Can I trust you, Aliana? Can I trust you to be discreet?” 
 
   “You have my friendship... so of course you can trust me, Gerart.” 
 
   “I’m not sure why, but sometimes I feel like I’m not ready to face what’s expected of me. Especially when I’m in the presence of men of great internal fortitude like my father or the Sergeant. I’m the Prince, and someday I will be the King, but right now I feel like I don’t have the knowledge or the charisma necessary to fulfill my commitments—my duty to the kingdom. I don’t know if I really have inside me what it takes to be the leader they’re expecting me to be.” 
 
   “I understand. Your doubts are only natural. We all have them,” she said as she encouragingly placed her hand on the young man’s arm, all the while fighting to suppress her emotions.
 
   “Even you? You who were chosen, who possess the talent of healing—the blessing of the gods?” 
 
   “Even I. Fortunately, in the Temple of Tirsar I found the support and the help I needed to learn to use the Gift and develop it. But even so, I doubt myself too. I wonder whether or not I’ll be able to heal the next wound or illness I’m confronted with. It’s a battle I have to fight all the time. Sometimes we will succeed; other times we will fail, but we should not doubt ourselves. Instead we must learn and keep fighting.” 
 
   The Sergeant appeared from out of the shadows of the night and, taking off his helmet, sat down beside the Prince, dropping to the ground like a heavy sack.
 
   “For the love of Vangor’s nuts! This has definitely been a day to forget. We’ve been through pure hell today,” he sighed bitterly.
 
   “That we have,” agreed the Prince, lowering his head.
 
   “We lost good soldiers today. Brave young Rogdonians. Let’s hope their lives were not lost in vain.” 
 
   “I want to assure you those lives were not senselessly wasted. Those brave Lancers died serving their kingdom and they will save many other lives.” 
 
   “I know full well you are not some frivolous heir to the throne who does not value the life of his subjects. We have a mission to complete and we will see it through. We’ll get to the summit of that mountain just as we’ve been ordered. What I don’t know is what you expect to find up there. There is nothing but snow, rocks, and a few caves where the Usik bury their dead—or so I’ve been told. I don’t know much about the customs of those green-skinned savages.” 
 
   “I understand your skepticism, Mortuc, but we must find the great Mage, Haradin, and the last we knew was that he was headed to those caves in search of an ancient relic of power.” 
 
   The Sergeant took off his gauntlets and dropped them by his feet.
 
   “The Usik may have captured him or, even more likely, they’ve killed him. As you’ve seen, those bastards don’t like having foreigners on their turf.” 
 
   “I don’t believe he’s dead. He is a Mage with great power, able to move about completely unnoticed wherever he goes. He must be in one of the caves at the summit—maybe trapped, or wounded—but I don’t believe the Usik captured him.” Gerart shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “Well, let’s hope he is still alive. We’ll search the caves as we ascend for traces that he’s been there. But I still think he was probably captured or killed by those barbarians from the woods,” stated the Sergeant as he scratched his black beard. 
 
   “There are several local legends that tell of ghosts and the undead living in the depths of those caves. Not even the Usik themselves dare to enter the caves at the highest elevations,” explained Aliana.
 
   “That doesn’t sound at all appealing. I’m all right with fighting the living, but spirits?... That’s a whole other thing,” replied the Sergeant, making the protective sign of the Light with his hand.
 
   “Those are nothing more than the myths of a barbaric people,” said Gerart, playing it down.
 
   “But all legends are born from reality. There may be some truth in the documents we found in the Temple of Tirsar,” said Aliana. 
 
   “Aside from spirits and the undead, did you find any other important information?” asked the Sergeant, his penetrating gaze looking expectantly at both of them.
 
   “Actually, we did find one ancient document of great interest along with other legends about the Usik. In it they described a strange Object of Power. According to what was written in the document, Ustas, a Black Usik chief who was greatly influential long ago in the tribe, lost his first-born son in a battle against foreigners from the South. So great were his pain and desperation from the loss that he ordered his son be given the most extravagant of funerals. He proclaimed that he should be buried in the highest sacred cave on Ancestors Mountain. He wanted to give him the highest possible honor so that he would travel on the backs of the great eagles to the kingdom of the spirits with the golden eyes. Blinded by grief, the chief ignored both the legends that signaled the dangers of climbing to the top of the sacred mountain and disturbing his ancestors’ eternal rest as well as his witch doctors’ warnings. He went up to the highest cave on Eagles Peak. As he prepared for the funeral inside the cave, he heard a strange sound. When he turned to see what it was, he came face to face with one of his sacred ancestors. The spirit had golden eyes and wore an enormous jewel on his hand that was emitting a bright, brownish light. Frightened, Ustas threw himself to the ground, bowing and begging forgiveness for having disturbed the sacred spirit’s eternal rest in the hopes of placating the spirit’s anger and saving his own life. The spirit looked upon him and then silently disappeared into the blackness of the cave. Terribly shaken from the encounter, Ustas took his son’s body and left the cave. He then buried him in the lower caves, far away from the spirit, fearful of inciting the fury of that sacred being.” 
 
   The Sergeant blinked slowly, processing the story. “An interesting and alarming tale. Leaves me feeling rather unsettled,” he said, not trying to mask his discomfort.
 
   “It’s nothing more than a legend. There are no spirits and no specters with yellow eyes up there,” assured Gerart. 
 
   “Perhaps not, but there certainly is something up there. So it will be better if we’re prepared for that. Let’s keep in mind that very little is known about the Usik—practically nothing, actually. No one knows about their customs, their religion, or even where their towns are in that massive forest. They are a mystery, and they kill anyone who tries to discover their secrets. The fact that such a legend has been handed down is, in my opinion, quite significant,” stated Aliana.
 
   “Why do you think Haradin went up there—to that cave in particular, I mean?” asked the Sergeant.
 
   “Haradin was searching for an Object of Power. We know that because he mentioned it to my father before he left for the Temple of Tirsar to check the library there,” explained Gerart. 
 
   “The spirit’s jewel with the bright brown light?” asked the Sergeant, as if reading Gerart’s mind.
 
   “That’s what we believe,” confirmed Aliana. “Besides, next to the ancient parchment with the legend we found a note in Haradin’s handwriting.” 
 
   Aliana took the note out of the small leather bag she wore tied to her waist and handed it to the Sergeant.
 
   Mortuc raised the note and read aloud. 
 
   The second of the lost temples of the Ilenians.
 
   The great Earth Temple.
 
   At the summit of Ancestors Mountain, in Usik territory.
 
   The power of the element Earth lies buried there.
 
   “We will find that Earth Temple, have no doubt of that!” assured the Sergeant. “By Sostas the Miser’s beard, we will find it!”  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Slumbering Guardians 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When the opening sealed itself off above their heads, Komir jolted. His eyes darted around nervously, fear chipping away at him. Long staircases sculpted in stone led the group to a large, gloomy oval cave. Although at first it appeared that there was no exit, on the other side of the stairs they found a stone door that had been walled in. Protecting the door were two muscular granite guards that were nearly seven feet tall, sleeping their eternal slumber as they held fast to their swords and shields. Surprisingly, the heads of the two guards were not human.
 
   They were the heads of lions. Ferocious-looking lions.
 
   “I’m not liking this at all... men with lions’ heads... we’re off to a bad start here,” protested Hartz as he got up close to look over one of the stone guards.
 
   Kayti took off her gauntlet and touched the covered door with her pale hand. “Solid stone. Impossible to get through this.” 
 
   In the arch at the top of the door they discovered yet another inscription in the strange language of the Ilenians.
 
   Komir stood in front of the blocked door and, following his instincts, presented his mother’s Dark Medallion to the symbols that formed the inscription.
 
   Its dormant power awakened, the medallion emitted a golden flash. 
 
   The inscription above the door immediately responded, emitting a flash of the same color. 
 
   Both the medallion and the runes began to glow with a golden light that increased in intensity until it was blindingly bright—so bright that the four adventurers were forced to look away. The edges of the door turned gold, forming a brilliant rectangular border.
 
   To the shock of the four companions, the stone door opened with a thunderous boom.
 
   “In... credible,” stammered Komir.
 
   “By Igrali, Goddess of the Moon!” exclaimed Hartz, still stunned. “This kind of thing doesn’t happen in our mountains, I’ll tell you that right now. No one in Orrio is going to believe me when I tell them... no one...” 
 
   “There is no doubt that this medallion is an Object of Power. But we’ll have to determine what kind of power it has and what its origin and function are,” commented Kayti as she moved closer to the Dark Medallion hanging from Komir’s hand.
 
   “I think so too... It has to be the key to accessing some sacred Ilenian site. How exciting!” exclaimed the priest.
 
   “Please, don’t come near it,” said Komir.
 
   Kayti held up her hands, took a step back and bowed sarcastically.
 
   “Let’s keep going,” said Komir.
 
   They crossed through the doorway and continued down a long, narrow staircase carved into the rock itself. It led them into a large natural cavern hewn from shining stone. In the torch light the wetness seeping from the high black walls seemed to have been preserved over the passage of time.
 
   Hartz looked around. “I’ll be darned if those walls don’t look like they’re crying. Bad omen... really bad...” 
 
   They continued walking cautiously, going further into the depths of the mysterious grotto, their hearts beating like war drums in frightened anticipation. They came to a fork and decided to continue to the left, which brought them to a chasm. They looked up at the stalagmites hanging from the incredibly high vaulted ceiling of the cavern but at their feet they saw only impenetrable darkness, like a starless night. Kayti picked a stone up off the ground and dropped it into the blackness of the abyss. They stood still, silently listening, waiting for several long moments—but heard no sound. 
 
   “There is no bottom to that emptiness! We need to be really careful. Better make sure we know where we’re stepping or we’ll end up dead in the bowels of these caverns,” warned Kayti.
 
    They backtracked and walked even more carefully on the path to the right of the fork. After a short while, the rocky wall that had been on their left side as they advanced suddenly disappeared and was replaced with a dark precipice. 
 
   “Careful!” warned Komir.
 
   Everyone immediately clung to the wall to their right as they continued moving forward with extreme caution. To their dismay, a short distance ahead, the wall on their right that had been supporting them was replaced by another abyss, leaving the group standing on a narrow and winding stone path.
 
   “This is really getting ugly,” protested Hartz.
 
   “Go single file and move very carefully. The path is no more than four feet wide; after that, it falls off into the depths of the cavern,” Kayti advised.
 
   They continued their slow descent, extremely precautious and afraid of losing their footing and falling into the void. Each step took an eternity; it seemed as if they were headed to the very center of the earth or into some never-ending abyss with no return. At last, the tortuous passageway led them to a large platform made of black stone. With a sigh of relief, all four dropped to the floor, enjoying the gratifying feeling of safety. 
 
   On the far wall, a door awaited them. They left the cavern behind and crossed through the door... and instantly froze in astonishment.
 
   Before them was a majestic room, exquisitely designed and constructed, worthy of a powerful king. The chamber had been built by expert artisans and exuded elegance. Its dark alabaster walls were adorned by elegant symmetrical engravings in stone and gold. Great circular columns spaced out at exact distances throughout the rectangular room rose up to meet the high golden ceiling. A warm light emanating from the shiny ceiling softly lit the entire room. Carved into the surface of the eight monumental columns were mysterious Ilenian runes. Opposite each column on an oval pedestal was a statue of a muscular warrior at least seven feet tall, dressed in bronze armor. And in place of a human head was the head of a roaring lion.
 
   “Uh... I don’t like this room at all...” moaned Hartz as he looked at the statues. “No, sir, I do not like the looks of this. I don’t know what this place is, but it makes me really uneasy,” he confessed, holding his torch up high as he continued looking around.
 
   “What do those monsters have on their hands? Claws?” asked Komir.
 
   “It looks like it. They’re wearing gloves with five long, pointy blades, as if they were claws. Really unusual,” the eager priest noted, intrigued. He moved closer to the first statue to have a look.
 
   “Any idea what those inscriptions say?” Komir asked the priest.
 
   “Let’s see... Well, actually... I can only make out what I believe is the symbol of the guardian, and if I’m not mistaken that one is the omnipresent symbol of death... Yes, death... It is one of the few allegories we know for certain,” he explained, carefully examining the inscription on the first column.
 
   “How comforting!” said Hartz sarcastically. 
 
   Kayti looked at him and shook her head. 
 
   “I could be wrong, but these sculptures must represent the guardians of this... underground temple,” replied the priest as he continued to study the Ilenian runes.
 
   “It would be best if we didn’t touch anything,” advised Kayti, sending a warning glance at Hartz who, not taking the hint, looked away.
 
   “Let’s keep going. Stay alert and be careful,” said Komir.
 
   They took a few steps toward the far end of the great room when, suddenly, from the dimly lit shadows, a deep voice began to speak out in an unknown language.
 
   The four adventurers froze in place; their eyes searching, their hearts beating wildly. The Ilenian runes on the columns began to shine with that characteristic golden glow, now so familiar to them, and then began to weep a thick, golden liquid. The strange substance looked like melted gold and ran down each of the columns, bathing the fierce half-man, half-lion guardians situated before them. As soon as the golden matter came into contact with the statues they began to tremble, coming to life as they let out a sound so shrill that they were all forced to cover their ears. With fear rising in their hearts, the group began backing away toward the door.
 
   But it was sealed.
 
   “It’s a trap!” exclaimed Kayti. “I hope I’m wrong, but I think we’d better get ready because it looks like we’re going to have to deal with those lion-man monsters we seem to have awakened.”
 
   “But this can’t be! May the eternal Light protect us!” pleaded the priest as he looked up at the ceiling in search of a sky he could not see.
 
   “Damn our luck! Once again we’re up against more filthy, rotten magic!” bellowed Hartz.
 
   “Let’s stay calm!” Komir tried to reassure everyone, but his voice broke. 
 
   The first guard came down from the pedestal upon which it had been resting and slowly advanced toward the group, brandishing its deadly claws. It was moving its arms and shoulders as if trying to loosen them up. Its feline eyes shone with the golden color of the substance that had given it life. The creature’s great mane and frightful jaw would have terrified even the most daring of humans. It wore bronze armor that had grown dirty and discolored with the passage of time: a bronze cuirass over a long black tunic, with arm plates and leg plates. A long, dark cape covered its back. Moving slowly but powerfully, its size and musculature gave the impression that it was uncommonly strong. It was like a gigantic, feline demigod.
 
   As the creature approached them, it let out a ferocious roar that made Komir’s blood run cold. In one powerful leap it pounced on Hartz. The Norriel, with almost no time to react to the assault, blocked the impact of the beast’s claws with his sword. The monster forcefully kicked the huge Norriel in the stomach, doubling him over and dropping him to his knees in pain.
 
   Komir and Kayti immediately reacted by attacking the beast. Komir’s spear went straight for the creature’s heart but, with cat-like reflexes, it managed to deflect Komir’s strike with its metallic claws. Kayti, however, was able to stab it in the armpit. The guard let out a hair-raising roar and took several steps back. Out of the wound sprang an odd, thick, blackish-gold blood. Komir attacked again but the monster took another mighty leap and dodged the sword, jumping onto the Norriel and knocking him down with a powerful blow. In pain and trying not to let fear take over his mind, Komir defended himself from the floor. 
 
   For the love of Ikzuge, this beast is too strong! He was trapped against the marble floor, with the creature trying to rip through his neck with its fierce jaw. Luckily, he managed to turn away in time and the beast instead sank its teeth into Komir’s shoulder, which was covered by his chain mail. In spite of the protection the armor provided, Komir felt the fearsome fangs scraping over his flesh as they punctured his doublet and coat.
 
   He felt an intense pain.
 
   My shoulder! 
 
   All of a sudden, the beast released its bloodied prey and roared in pain.
 
   Kayti had stabbed it in the back with her spear, piercing its armor with a powerful blow. 
 
   Komir rolled to the right and drew his Norriel sword and his hunting knife. The beast was still walking, blinded by fury from the pain of its wounds. It was now preparing to pounce on Kayti. She picked Komir’s sword up off floor.
 
   “It won’t die!” exclaimed Komir, wincing.
 
   The beast struck Kayti; she flew across the floor. 
 
   “How do we kill it?” yelled Kayti, gasping. 
 
   A silence full of uncertainty followed the question. It was broken by another roar from the mighty beast. 
 
   “Its head! Cut off the lion’s head!” came a frenzied shout from the priest. 
 
   Komir looked at him, not understanding.
 
   “It’s a wild animal and you’re just enraging it by wounding it!” shouted the priest from the corner where he was hiding, holding both torches. 
 
   Komir thought for a moment, then signaled to Kayti and Hartz—who had recovered—that they should distract the beast. The redhead nodded and, standing up, she vigorously attacked. Livid, the beast swatted at her, but she fended it off as best she could. Hartz moved in and stabbed the monster with a strong thrust, pushing it up against one of the columns. He put the full weight of his body against it to trap it there. Kayti took advantage of the moment and, leaping and spinning in midair, she thrust her sword into the beast as Hartz held it against the column. The thick, blackish blood splattered her white armor. Without hesitation, Komir moved in next to the monster. He leaped forward and made a perfectly aimed slash across its throat, skillfully decapitating it.  
 
   The lion’s head rolled grotesquely across the room. A split second later, the beast’s body collapsed lifelessly on the floor, never to rise up again.
 
   Komir let out a sigh of relief.
 
   A bit of color returned to Kayti’s pale cheeks.
 
   So, there was a way to kill those Ilenian monsters...
 
   “We got it, Father!” confirmed Hartz.
 
   Three new monsters came out of the shadows, roaring loudly; it was an agonized roar, as if they could sense their fellow guard’s death, as if there were still some shred of humanness in them.
 
   Kayti prepared to face off with them. As she watched them approaching, spread out across the wide hallway with their strapping, inured bodies and those sinister jaws, she was gripped by an uncontrollable feeling of panic. But seeing her two companions preparing themselves for the head-on collision with a look of resolution calmed her; her faith in the ability those two Norriel displayed in combat filled her with a renewed sense of courage. She had confidence in her skills with a sword—and certainly in those of her two companions. Her fear gradually dissipated until it finally disappeared completely. Her muscles relaxed. They would get out of this mess. As she heard Hartz letting out the Norriel war cry at the top of his lungs, her own fierceness was reborn. Without another second of hesitation, she launched an attack, following the Norriel’s charge.
 
   Komir struck first. He was no longer afraid, or at least had his fear under control. The beast’s long, sharp, bloodthirsty blades slashed chaotically through the air around him. It took all Komir’s skill and agility to avoid being sliced to pieces. He was fully aware that if he was caught or knocked down, his opponent—who was much stronger—would finish him off. A mistake would mean death. The pain in his shoulder made itself known with every move he made. He subtly moved sideways; the beast’s paw grazed his neck. Not allowing that to shake him, he cut the guard’s right knee with a swift slash. Wounded, the monster’s support leg buckled and its knee slammed to the floor as it furiously lashed out with its right arm. Komir dodged the paw by nimbly bending his body backwards, but the beast threw itself at him with a terrifying roar.
 
   Seeing what was happening to Komir, Kayti looked for Hartz and found him impaling the second of the guardian beasts on his spear and forcing it against a column with all his might. For a moment she watched the clash of the two colossal warriors, each deploying every ounce of physical strength they possessed. Just as she was about to call out to Hartz, a paw flashed in front of her eyes and cut into her chin.
 
   The third monster was upon her.
 
   Fear consumed her. For the love of the sacred Objects of Power! Two inches lower and I’d be dead. React! This thing is nothing more than another enemy—a strong enemy, but not invincible. Don’t let its size intimidate you! Remember your martial training. Concentrate, woman! Her fear changed to anger, then to pure rage. She struck a horizontal blow that bounced off the creature’s cuirass. Infuriated, it roared.
 
   “Evil beast!” she screamed at the monster, unleashing her fury with a well-aimed thrust to its groin. An almost human shriek exploded from the feline’s throat. That would have killed any man; he would have bled to death in minutes. But you’re not going to give me the satisfaction of dying, are you? The answer was conclusive: a fearsome strike with its paw. The sharp blades sank into the side of her armor plate. A sharp pain confirmed she had been wounded.
 
   “Foul mongrel!” Blocking out her pain, Kayti wailed as she lifted her sword and cut off the arm that had just injured her. The monster stumbled backwards, roaring in pain. 
 
   “I have you now!” Making her comeback, Kayti executed a spin with her sword above her head and beheaded the beast. 
 
   “Yes!” she exclaimed euphorically, punching the air with her blood-encrusted fist.
 
   Looking to her right she saw Hartz being rammed by his attacker, flying backwards, and finally landing on the floor with a powerful thud. The guard, now free of Hartz’s sword, was already hurtling itself at him. Kayti was about to help him when she heard a howl of pain coming from her left. She turned and saw Komir on the floor, fighting for his life, the other beast on top of him. 
 
   Damn it! What do I do? Which of them do I help? Who?
 
   Indecision gripped her like iron shackles restraining her legs and hands. She could not decide, and her hesitation could cost them their lives.
 
   Without warning, the clergyman of the Light heroically rushed in to try to help Komir, waving the torches and screaming his head off like he was possessed by the devil himself. When the beast saw the priest running toward it with fire in his hands, it hesitated an instant, seemingly bewildered. Komir seized the moment, rolling to one side and jumping to his feet.
 
   The moment she saw this, Kayti’s decision was made. Though exhausted by the prolonged combat and the weight of her armor, her tired legs propelled her forward. She jumped in to aid Hartz, still on his back on the floor, fighting heart and soul to keep the beast’s claws from tearing open his neck. The great Norriel was holding the beast by the wrists and was exerting an enormous effort; his face was as red as a ripe tomato. Kayti moved in behind the beast and stuck her sword into its side. It freed one of its paws and swiped it over Kayti’s face; she ducked down in terror.
 
   From the floor, Hartz inflicted a powerful blow on the monster; it instantly spun toward him. The Norriel struck it again, even more powerfully. Kayti seized the moment and, with both hands on her sword, decapitated the brutal enemy. Kayti watched as the lion head fell to the floor and rolled a few feet away. She felt like she was lost in a nightmare, unable to wake up.
 
   “Thank... you... That wasn’t... necessary... I... had him,” muttered the Norriel, trying unsuccessfully to catch his breath.
 
   Kayti turned toward Komir and found that the priest and the Norriel had just somehow set fire to the last of the guards and it was wandering aimlessly, enveloped in flames and roaring in pain as the unrelenting inferno devoured its body.
 
   Exhausted but relieved, Kayti fell to her knees and looked at Hartz who was still lying on the floor unable to move.
 
   “Are you all right?” asked the concerned cleric, running over to Hartz. “Are you badly injured?”
 
   “No, just a few scratches. Nothing serious,” replied Hartz.
 
   Kayti nodded, too tired to speak. The wound to her side was excruciatingly painful. 
 
   “Nothing a good sewing job and a bit of Norriel balm can’t fix,” commented Komir as he studied a couple of cuts on his arms. “We have a curved needle for suturing in the backpack, and some yellow moss ointment that Suason, the Healer, made me for fighting infections. Hey, Kayti—you have a claw stuck in your ribs. Are you all right?”
 
   Kayti groaned. “It punctured my armor and gouged into my flesh, but I don’t think it’s too deep—though it really does hurt. No blade has ever pierced this armor before.”
 
   “Don’t you worry. I’ll take care of pulling out the claw and sewing up the wound—I’m good at patching up warriors. You have no idea how many times I’ve had to sew this pig-headed guy up,” said Komir casually, trying to play down the seriousness of her wound.
 
   Kayti smiled but then the pain overwhelmed her, and she had to sit down.
 
   “For a second there I thought those monsters were going to do us in,” confessed the priest as he examined one of the decapitated figures. “You are all extraordinary fighters. Luckily, your skillfulness with weapons saved us. Thanks be to the Light for protecting us from that ancient magic!”
 
   “What... What were those things?” asked Hartz, breathing a bit easier now.
 
   “Well, they look like some kind of half-man, half-lion monsters. It seems like they came back to life when that golden substance touched them—it was like it imbued them with life,” explained the priest, looking at one of the inscriptions of the mystical runes that had generated the golden liquid.
 
   “It’s a good thing we found a way to kill them. They were incredibly strong,” said Komir as he bandaged a cut on his arm. “We owe you, Father. Thank you so much. I will never forget it.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I really don’t know how I thought of it—I think it was out of pure terror. And, by the way—the door on the other side of the room opened when you killed the last of the guards,” said the clergyman, pointing excitedly.
 
   “Well, I don’t think it would be a very good idea to go through it,” expressed Hartz. “This whole underground world reminds me of a huge tomb. It’s giving me the shivers. And don’t even ask me what I think about the magic and those monsters!”
 
   “I think you’ve hit the nail precisely on the head, big Norriel,” said the priest. “If I am not mistaken, that is exactly what this place is: an underground crypt—and we just conquered its guards.”
 
   “Not all of them; there is at least one left—the one who spoke the words of power we heard that woke up the guards,” Kayti said, an expression of worry on her face.
 
   “True—I completely forgot about him,” acknowledged Komir. “Sorry, but I have to continue on… even if it is hard… I need answers, I really need them.”
 
   “I was afraid of that...” said Hartz resignedly. “You can count on me, friend.”
 
   “Let’s take care of our wounds and get some rest. Once we’ve recuperated we’ll go on—very, very carefully,” Komir declared worried.
 
   “Let’s keep our eyes open; there could be more danger waiting for us up there,” said the priest of the Light, “ancient, arcane danger.”  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Premonition
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Isuzeni was uneasy. Preoccupied, his spirit stirred restlessly; his frame of mind more brooding than usual. He pondered silently, his slanted eyes closed. The news he’d received from Tremia had not been at all what he had been hoping for. How he despised that immense continent on the other side of the seas and its pathetic, round-eyed, long-nosed men.
 
   The Dark Queen, conqueror and now sovereign of all Toyomi—their beloved continent—was disgusted ... thoroughly disgusted. And this was a problem for everyone, without exception. Their mistress’ fury was without parallel, so any misstep or failure was inconceivable. The punishment for such offenses: unthinkable torture so cruel that death would be a blessing for anyone unfortunate enough to have to endure her wrath. Even he, her closest and most devoted servant who had spent years in her service, ran the risk of ending up in the torture chamber in the depths of the royal palace’s dungeon. There, the agonizing cries of the Queen’s enemies carried on incessantly, like an inescapable nightmare. 
 
   It is imperative I sort out the course of events without delay before another mishap would further infuriate my mistress. 
 
   Isuzeni moved away from the large window of his luxurious office where he planned and managed his Queen’s schemes. Located in the Imperial Palace’s west wing, adjacent to the large royal chamber where Yuzumi carried out her desires, Isuzeni felt he was both too close to and too far from his mistress. That day, in particular, he felt she was uncomfortably close, even if six Imperial Moyuki Guards were fearlessly guarding the room. Like black marble statues they remained silent behind their macabre masks, faithful to their mission: to protect him from harm. He was well accustomed to their presence—his own personal guard, appointed by the Queen. It was actually quite a privilege; it meant the Dark Queen kept his well-being in mind and that was, in and of itself, an unequaled accomplishment.
 
   He sat down behind the exquisite carved oak desk and grasped the edges with his small, yellowish hands. Contact with the elegant oak calmed him. He sighed as he observed the imposing map of Toyomi above his desk, its nine kingdoms clearly demarcated.
 
   “I am the Queen’s right-hand man, her personal Counselor, the most powerful man on this entire continent. I am the High Priest of the Cult of Imork, the most powerful cult in the Empire. My wishes are instantaneously fulfilled; my word is law. I should fear nothing.” 
 
   I am wealth.
 
   I am happiness.
 
   I am death.
 
   No one dares get in the way of my desires; I am a demigod in these lands.
 
   He completely relaxed and exhaled.
 
   The reason for his lady’s anger? 
 
   The ever-elusive Marked.
 
   He had miraculously slipped through his fingers and Isuzeni still could not explain how. The White Tigers had never failed in a hunting mission. Somehow the Marked had managed to escape them and had fled the highlands. An unexpected surprise. A serious setback in the Dark Queen’s plans. He had to find the Marked and kill him, whatever the cost. This was imperative; nothing in the world was more important.
 
   So, The Premonition had to be prevented no matter what. 
 
   The Premonition...
 
   Just thinking about it, a cold sweat began to run down his temple—tangible evidence that his level of anxiety was rapidly increasing. The ominous Premonition... from the day it came to be, it had forever marked the Dark Queen’s destiny and his own. 
 
   He stood up and resolutely walked to the tall cabinet behind his desk. He placed the golden key in the lock and opened it, then looked for the coveted black velvet box.
 
   The precious object was resting inside it. 
 
   To find and obtain that mystical Object of Power had taken countless years and innumerable headaches. The Dark Queen herself had tirelessly searched for it from the moment she’d learned of its existence.
 
   And it had been that Object that had produced The Premonition.
 
   Many men had lost their lives in a vain attempt to hide that power from the Dark Queen. But nothing and no one had been able to stop his mistress.
 
   Isuzeni remembered it like it was yesterday... the face of the hapless King Ikotomo the day the Dark Queen’s army vanquished his troops and took his palace. His eyes were the living embodiment of defeat—two lifeless, empty wells that were painfully aware of the fatal destiny in store for them. In his trembling hands was the black velvet box that he had tried to keep from the Dark Queen. King Ikotomo’s death would go down in the annals of Toyomi’s history as one of the most violent and atrocious. The Dark Queen had ordered that the tragic King be skinned alive until there was not a speck of dermis still attached to his body, and the shreds of his skin were to be scattered across his former kingdom. Using dark enchantments, she was able to prolong the poor man’s life; just as he would arrive at the threshold of death, she would cruelly deny him its release. The merciless torture went on for months. After that, she had ordered that his eyes be gouged out; days later, that his tongue be cut out. He was tied to a wooden post secured on a wagon and paraded around his former territories so that all would see and understand what would await those who dared to cross the Dark Queen. Finally, the unfortunate soul died, his mind long since lost in an abyss of madness.
 
   The Dark Queen’s desires must not be denied. She wanted the Object, and what the Queen longs for, the Queen shall have.
 
   He opened the fine, velvet box and took the priceless Object from it.
 
   The Skull of Destiny. 
 
   The feel of his hand against the crystal of the translucent human skull comforted him. Its deadly, freezing cold was oddly soothing.
 
   Just a short time... only a moment or two... 
 
   He knew that prolonged exposure of the skull was lethal to humans... No, there would be no premonition—not for him, much to his dismay. Only a select few, incredibly special individuals could make use of the power within the Skull of Destiny. Unfortunately, he was not one of them. But the Dark Queen did possess that invaluable ability. She had been blessed with the talent of invoking premonitions using the Skull’s mystic powers. Even so, Isuzeni was not about to give up. He would continue studying the arcane object, uncovering little by little the black magic required to control it. And one day, he would succeed. He was painfully aware that his Gift was not yet sufficiently developed or powerful enough to master the Skull, but it was only a matter of time. He would find a way to break into its secret and, sooner or later, the Skull of Destiny would be his. Just the thought that he would be able to see into the future, to catch a glimpse of what was to come, made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.
 
   Someday.
 
   He would do it.
 
   He would invoke premonitions...
 
   It was an unbelievable power, having the ability to know beforehand what significant events would transpire and being able to prepare for them. And even more important— what made the Skull so valuable—was the possibility that those events could be changed if he so desired. Destiny was not written in stone as the greater part of the ignorant populace might believe; it could be changed if a powerful force were to do what was required at exactly the right moment. That would not be at all easy; it would be maddeningly difficult, in fact, and only within the reach of a few chosen elite. But it was possible. Isuzeni had been a witness to such an occurrence; he had seen it with his own eyes. He had helped his Queen change a destiny, to modify the outcome of the most important battle of their lives when the future of the continent as well as the life of his mistress—and his own—were at stake.
 
   Isuzeni tightened his fist. Destiny is in the hands of the one with guts enough to seize it and make it his own! The rest are nothing more than mere lambs whose final destiny is irrevocably the slaughter. They are nothing more than food for Imork, master of the eternal night, who waits patiently to devour their feeble souls. 
 
   The Dark Queen should have been defeated in the great Battle of Ijosi; the ravens should have pecked out her eyes; the hyenas should have devoured her decaying flesh after her army was defeated. Isuzeni had witnessed the image with his own eyes as it emanated from the Skull of Destiny... the Dark Queen with her throat slit open, lying dead in a green meadow as King Osimuri, surrounded by his victorious warriors, spit on her corpse. The Queen’s army, completely annihilated. Thousands of loyal warriors dead, rivers of blood bathing the tall grasses. Death and destruction, the beast of war’s inevitable reward. The Skull’s premonition had so deeply impacted him that Isuzeni expected he would never be able to forget it. Those horrific images visited him in his nightmares, and he would awaken soaked in sweat. The Dark Queen, however, who had invoked the premonition with her power, had watched the images in silence, undaunted, as if observing some alter ego and not herself. She’d shown no sign of fear upon seeing her own death. At the end of that terrible premonition, the Dark Queen had placed the Skull back in its box and, without missing a beat, had looked him straight in the eye and abruptly stated, “That destiny will not take place.” And then she had left the room.
 
   And, in fact, that was exactly what happened.
 
   That destiny did not come to pass.
 
   It was altered. More than that—it was completely avoided by the Dark Queen, with Isuzeni’s humble collaboration. The mission took more than three years of arduous work, risky political intrigue, middle-of-the-night assassinations, bribery and all other sorts of coercion. But finally, the battle on the Ijosi plateau was won. The Dark Queen had been victorious when she should have perished along with her whole army. It was precisely that battle that had changed the course of the entire war, the future of nine nations, causing the winds of triumph to blow in favor of the red flags of the Dark Queen’s army, urging them on toward the final victory. Two years of brutal, bloody war later, she ordered that King Osimuri, the last monarch standing, be impaled at the entrance of his ravaged royal palace. She had won the war. The nine kingdoms had finally succumbed to her power. Yuzumi, the Dark Queen, thus became the Conqueror of Toyomi and the entire continent was under her dominion. 
 
   It seems as if this all transpired decades ago... I can scarcely believe it took place less than a season ago.
 
   Lost in thought, he looked at the Skull, the object of his desires. He had been able to verify that the premonitions were always fulfilled if there were no intervention. That is why the Object was so valuable. The images the Skull provided were like a puzzle in which, instead of pieces that had to fit together, the pieces were the disparate images of different people, places, and even times. It was extremely difficult to understand how those pieces fit together; they were distorted visions like the ripples on the surface of a lake after a stone is thrown in... pictorial representations to be interpreted, related, and deciphered. They all were part of a specific event—a destiny as yet unwritten, undeveloped, and therefore still preventable. 
 
   The capricious Skull of Destiny... uncontrollable, unpredictable, and with a power that was untamable—even by the Dark Queen herself. Its premonitions occurred whenever and however its incomprehensible desires were so moved. And it always consumed the pure essence of life around it.  
 
   Isuzeni sighed. If I could control you, make you predict my future whenever I wanted to... I would be the most powerful man in the world! Looking into its empty crystal eyes he was filled with ambition. The Dark Queen has named me as your guardian. Nothing must happen to you; I shall protect you from ignorant hands, and shall do so with my life. No one will ever touch you, of that you can be sure. You are a treasure with which the Dark Queen has entrusted me, a treasure of unimaginable worth—though I am sure you already know that, don’t you? Yes, I am sure you do. This trust allows me the advantage of experimenting... and learning... and I will learn as long as the Dark Queen confers this privilege upon me, even if I must risk my life to do so.
 
   He carefully placed the powerful magical Object on the map that was lying on the desk, then placed his hand on the icy crystal and concentrated on the Marked, on the search for him, on locating him. A bright sparkling that shone from the Skull told him he’d awakened it. Instantly the Skull began to drain the life from Isuzeni’s body. 
 
   But once again, no premonition.
 
   Nothing. 
 
   He felt the Skull feeding off his life force, absorbing it, but he was unable to dominate its power. After a brief span of time he pulled back his hands and reclined on his chair, totally exhausted.
 
   Damn it! Damn you, Marked! I will find you and will kill you, whatever it takes. It is time for more drastic measures.
 
   Clapping twice, he summoned his personal servant.
 
   “You called, Master?” said the aged servant who was dressed in a simple, long silk tunic. He joined his hands together and bowed.
 
   “Bring my thirteen disciples to the Chamber of Sacrifices at midnight,” commanded Isuzeni.
 
   “As you order, Master,” responded the servant, quickly exiting.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A few minutes before midnight, the thirteen disciples, acolytes of the Cult of Imork, made their entrance into the Temple’s Chamber of Sacrifices. They advanced slowly, two-by-two, with the thirteenth closing the procession. All were dressed in identical fashion: long, garnet-colored tunics that had bold golden symbols around the edges. In the middle of their chests shimmered the head of a golden skeleton encircled by two interlaced serpents whose heads faced one another—the emblem of the Cult of Imork. Hanging over their backs were black velvet capes with the same golden symbol. The men, zealots through and through, had been personally selected by Isuzeni. They possessed the Gift, and the High Priest had meticulously trained them for a long time. Each and every one of the thirteen acolytes would kill or give up his life, without question or hesitation, at the snap of their master’s fingers. And this filled Isuzeni with immense pride.
 
   “Welcome, my sons.” 
 
   “Grand Master,” responded the thirteen in unison as they bowed before Isuzeni, High Priest of the Cult.
 
   “Prepare the Altar of Sacrifices,” ordered Isuzeni, pointing toward the elaborate altar on the polished wood floor behind him. The faint light coming from the smoking torches hanging on the wall lit the ill-fated sanctuary situated in the center of a perfect black circle. The altar bore the infinite scrutiny of Imork, Master of the Dead, depicted on an enormous tapestry that presided over the chamber; a sinister skull with long, portentous horns and fangs devouring bloody hearts.
 
   The thirteen surrounded the altar of the gloomy room, taking care to remain outside of the circle. They began to recite the psalms for Imork. Full, deep voices offered up words of exaltation to their Master of Death in the gloomy room.
 
   As the mournful chant filled the chamber, Isuzeni commanded, “Bring in the slaves!” 
 
   Six guards pulled the two sacrificial slaves into the chamber. Isuzeni looked them over. They were young and strong and would serve their purpose well. Sensing the gravity of the situation, both tried unsuccessfully to break away. The guards dragged them across the floor until they were lying before the altar.
 
   Isuzeni smiled. Slaves... one of the most valued resources... More abundant than gold and more essential than crops—at least, for his purposes. A necessary commodity, that’s what they were. Many wars and political tensions of the past among the continent’s nine kingdoms were due exclusively to the slave commerce. Their economic importance had been the cause of countless conflicts. Isuzeni had never understood the arrogance of some kingdoms of the faraway continent of Tremia—like Rogdon—where slavery had been abolished and its commerce made a punishable offense. How dare those haughty, pretentious, big-nosed westerners go against the will of the Master of the Dead! Yes, slaves were necessary—not just for making a nation an economic power, but for the sacrifices the gods demanded of their subjects and servants. Other more intelligent nations of Tremia, like the Nocean Empire, continued to allow slavery and promoted the slave trade. It was because of that that they were Empires—because of the wealth generated by the trafficking and exploitation of human beings. Rogdon, on the other hand, would soon pay dearly for its insolence; before long those arrogant men in blue and silver would be begging the all-powerful Imork for their lives.
 
   The two slaves’ sobbing and pleading brought Isuzeni back to reality. With the guards holding them down, they foresaw the fatal destiny awaiting them in that chamber.
 
   He pointed at the tallest of the two, and then at the altar.
 
   Two of the guards began forcibly dragging him to the altar. The sound of the wretched slave’s sobbing and crying out for his life was barely audible in the sealed chamber beneath the acolyte’s sinister chanting. Nothing would save this slave; Isuzeni knew this well. The guards placed the young man face up on the altar’s black marble surface and firmly held him there. Isuzeni gently took the Skull of Destiny from its velvet box. He approached the unfortunate slave and asked that the thirteen be silent.
 
   He raised the Skull with both hands and offered the slave to his god. “Master of the Dead, god of the night, hear your humble and loyal servant. Allow me to achieve what I so long for, in your temple, in your presence. We sacrifice for you the life of this slave so that we might earn your approval and placate your anger.” Isuzeni looked at the unfortunate slave whose eyes were wide with terror. He took out the ceremonial dagger, the Dagger of Sacrifices.
 
   Lifting the Skull with his left hand and the Dagger with his right, he looked at the great tapestry of Imork hanging on the wall and continued. “I have here the life of this young man; he is yours, Master!” With a swift and powerful blow, he plunged the ceremonial dagger into the heart of the slave.
 
   The thirteen acolytes resumed their chanting and Isuzeni knelt before his god, showing him the bloody dagger in his hand.
 
   “The sacrifice has been made, Master! Grant me the power to use the Skull.”
 
   He gestured for the guards to bring him the other slave—who, after having witnessed in horror what had just happened, was screaming and trying desperately to break away from them. They forced him onto the altar and held him down. 
 
   Isuzeni approached and placed the Skull of Destiny on the slave’s naked torso. He immediately positioned his hands on the Skull and invoked that he might use its power. He began to feel the vital energy leaving his body as the Skull consumed it. Isuzeni removed his hands so that the Skull would begin to absorb the slave’s life force. He waited a moment then placed his hands back on the Skull and concentrated. A distorted image began to take shape, projected on the radiant Object as it absorbed the slave’s spirit. For several unbearably long moments Isuzeni tried to make out the garbled image, to find in it a vision that had some meaning.
 
   But he could not.
 
   Time passed quickly by and, as the Skull depleted the last drop of the sacrificed slave’s vital energy, he died in a fit of uncontrollable spasms. His body was as rigid as a dissected animal’s; not a drop of life was left within him. The Skull immediately began to suck the life from Isuzeni’s body. He had no choice but to surrender to the impossibility of controlling the powerful Object.
 
   He pulled his hands away and took a step back.
 
   The thirteen silenced the chant they were reciting.
 
   Raising his arms, Isuzeni bitterly lamented, “Why do you deny me this, oh great Master? Why? Me, your most devoted subject? Me, your earthly representation?”
 
   Defeated yet again, he put the Skull in the box and closed it.
 
   “Get rid of the bodies,” he ordered his priests as he left the chamber with his head down.
 
   “The time will come... It will come...”
 
   Isuzeni went up to his room and forced himself to forget about this latest failure and instead concentrate on what was truly important: the Marked and The Premonition. Not only had the White Tigers not succeeded in eliminating the Marked, but his agent in western Tremia had also suffered another serious and unforeseen misfortune—he had failed to kill the White Soul.
 
   When he had fearfully communicated that to his mistress, for a moment he’d thought the Dark Queen was going to kill him right then and there in the throne room. Fortunately for him, she had managed to control her dreadful rage—nothing short of extraordinary since the Queen slayed on the spot anyone who displeased her.
 
   The failure to assassinate the Marked had been an unexpected setback. The White Tigers never failed, and the Dark Queen knew it. But something good had come from that adversity; they finally had identified the Marked. The fact that he survived could only mean they had at long last found the true Marked, after having fruitlessly combed the continent in search of him for so many long years. And the failure of those magnificent man hunters could only mean that the power of the Marked had already manifested itself. Very disturbing... but at least they finally knew his identity, and had forced him out of hiding and into the highlands, in the west of Tremia.
 
   As if the failure to kill the Marked was not already enough of an inexcusable offense, what had infuriated his Queen most had been the additional disappointment suffered during the attempted capture of the second person who tormented her Dreams.
 
   The White Soul.
 
   After a lengthy search, they had finally discovered where the meddlesome Custodial Brotherhood was hiding him—just after he was secretly moved and had escaped their grasp. And that setback had greatly enraged the Dark Queen. 
 
   He had to die.
 
   Without further delay.
 
   Isuzeni opened the box and looked at the crystalline Skull looking back at him with its diabolical face, its eyes like bottomless wells. The Premonition had established that the Marked and the White Soul would meet; their paths would unite, making of the two, one. He had to take measures to ensure that they would never join together and create one single destiny. He was sure his agent would not give up on the mission to kill the White Soul, but if he had joined with the Marked it would be difficult to destroy both.
 
   Isuzeni nervously wrung his hands. Best not to take chances. If they are together, they shall die together, now, before they become a real danger to the Dark Queen.
 
   He stood up, went to the window, and looked out into the impenetrable darkness of the night as he considered the forces already deployed and at his disposal on the far-off continent. White Tigers, Dark Assassins, Moyukis from the Dark Queen’s elite guard...
 
   What I wouldn’t give to know their exact location right now. Could they have joined forces? Will they stay in hiding? If so, where? It makes no difference. My agents will find them. The earth could not have just swallowed them up.
 
   “Let’s see how you survive my plans,” muttered Isuzeni.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Powerful Earth
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I am about to faint... This man is going to kill us! Aliana watched Sergeant Major Mortuc moving forward at the front of the group, hiking up the side of the mountain at a hellish rhythm. I have barely any strength left. I don’t know how I am going to be able to keep going at this pace. But Aliana did keep going, her lungs burning all the while with the intensity of a fire devouring dry wood. It’s like my body is beginning to revolt against me! She felt stabbing pain in her right thigh. If the Sergeant kept climbing at this brutal pace she would collapse before long.
 
   She hit the aching thigh with her fist. No! I have to hold on; I can’t give up—no matter what! Breathing in the mountain air at this altitude froze her lungs. With each difficult step toward the top she felt a thousand needles stabbing her in her chest. I have to control my body and my mind... to try to dole out the little strength I have left. I have to keep going... Keep going... I will not give up!
 
   At the first light of day, they had left behind the last row of pines from the forest and now were moving up the steep, snow-covered mountainside. The landscape was truly beautiful; the views from that elevation, spectacular. The higher they climbed, the more snow covered the slopes of the three peaks of the great mountain—Ancestors Mountain, as the Usik called it, but they knew it as Eagles’ Peak. 
 
   Aliana looked at Gerart walking in front of her, his boots sinking into the snow, his energetic steps still firm and strong though the ascension was getting harder with every step. The cold was beginning to have an effect on their exhausted bodies. Gerart had taken off most of his heavy armor and was now wearing only his chest plate, his chain mail, and his cape.
 
   They continued to ascend for several hours without stopping to rest before arriving at the first of the large caves of the middle peak, the highest summit. The Sergeant stationed two of his men on guard and the rest collapsed in exhaustion inside the cavern. The surviving Royal Lancers and the two Protectress Sisters from the Temple of Tirsar stretched out on the floor, with not an ounce of energy left to even speak. Only the Sergeant and the Prince remained standing at the entrance of the cave. 
 
   Aliana looked at them, admiring their physical strength and courage. She knew they both must be completely drained from the exertion, but they refused to show any sign of that to their men. The sacrifice of leadership... truly impressive. I expected that from the Sergeant; he is full of courage and honor. But from Gerart, it surprises me—in a good way. He is really showing extraordinary bravery and fortitude. Aliana felt a strangely pleasant warmth and sense of well-being when she looked at the Prince. Wrapped in that comforting sensation, she stretched her stiff legs out on the cold stone floor.
 
   They rested and ate just enough of the provisions they had brought to replenish some of the energy they had burned. Aliana’s feet were freezing from the climb through the snow and she started to shiver uncontrollably. She laid her hands over her muscles, closed her eyes and, as if overflowing from a fountain of light, a pale blue energy burst forth from her hands and into her frozen extremities. The trembling stopped and her feet recovered the warmth they so desperately needed. As soon as she felt able to walk, she went to the wounded soldiers and, laying her hands on them, cured them one by one... every wound, all the damage from the harsh cold, the strains from the difficult climb. All were coming along well, with no serious complications—which, in the midst of this fateful expedition, pleased her. For a moment, she actually forgot about the anguish and the horror they had lived through on that cursed mission.
 
   She looked farther into the cave and could make out several tribal tombs—niches constructed out of stone and adobe, positioned symmetrically in rows and adorned with motifs of past battles in which large red and black symbols predominated. Presiding over the crypts and protecting their eternal inhabitants on their journey into the beyond were axes, swords, and animal skins. But the most striking of all the objects that guarded the perpetual rest of the ancient Usik warriors were massive, gorgeous feathers from a bird she had never before encountered. The size of those feathers was incredible. Aliana could not imagine a bird with plumage like that... it would have to have been gigantic. It was confounding—and somewhat frightening. 
 
   She shrugged her shoulders to shake it off. Objects for the beyond, to help those brave, fallen warriors when they crossed over into the realm of no return. She knew a little about the tribal traditions and rites of other ethnic groups. As her eyes swept over the interior walls and ceiling, she saw they were completely covered with pictorial representations that told of battles and victories in the lives of the dead who had been laid to rest there. Undoubtedly this was a mausoleum for warriors of the Usik tribes.
 
   A soft whistle reached her ears and she immediately turned toward the sound.
 
   The Lancers posted as guards had just sounded the alarm.
 
   The entire group was immediately on their feet, preparing for combat. The guards signaled again with their hands and Aliana quickly deduced that there was no danger since the soldiers had suddenly relaxed. Two figures ran into the cave and headed straight for Sergeant Mortuc and the Prince. They stopped in front of them and doubled over, breathing heavily, unable to get a single word out between gasps.
 
   At first Aliana did not recognize them. Their faces and skin were covered in mud and dirt. She observed them carefully, trying to discern who they were. As she moved a bit closer she saw that it was Lomar and Kendas. She was gratefully surprised—having not really expected to ever see them alive again.
 
   “Catch your breath and report!” barked the Sergeant, crossing his powerful arms across his chest. 
 
   “We... hid... the... hor... ses, Sergeant,” Lomar stuttered. He looked as if he might pass out and drop to the floor at any moment.
 
   “Any sign of the Usik?” asked Gerart, looking at both men, hands on their hips and still trying to catch their breath. 
 
   “They... They’ve been... tracking you... Your Highness. There aren’t many of them, at the moment... a small group of no more than twenty... about a half-day behind,” Kendas answered.
 
   “That does not give us much time. Those woodland savages are quick, damn it!” exclaimed the Sergeant, gesticulating in frustration with his fist tightly clenched.
 
   Aliana approached the group. “It’s best if we keep climbing toward the highest cave. This is not the cave we’re searching for; it’s too small. We won’t find what we came here for —I’m sure of that. We should keep climbing.”
 
   “I agree that this doesn’t seem to be the cave we’re looking for. Besides, it will be easier to defend ourselves from up there than from this cave,” commented the Sergeant.
 
   “That’s what I think, too. We have several hours before the first Usik group catches up with us; we should take advantage of that,” said the Prince.
 
   “We’ll rest five more minutes and then we’ll go on,” Mortuc announced.
 
   Lomar and Kendas leaned heavily against the wall of the cave, letting themselves slide down until they were on the floor. 
 
   A young girl with dark, wavy hair came toward them. Kendas gave Lomar a nod, and when Lomar looked up he was instantly lost in the most captivating green eyes he’d ever seen.
 
   “I see the Usik didn’t manage to finish you off, Lancer,” the young girl said.
 
   “I see that even though you know my name you never use it, Jasmine,” replied Lomar, pretending to be hurt.
 
   “I came to bring you some water.” Jasmine handed him a canteen.
 
   “And I sincerely thank you,” interjected Kendas as he snatched the canteen and drank greedily. 
 
   “I see you’re not excessively glad to see I’m alive,” accused Lomar.
 
   “Well, you’re wrong. Of course I’m glad. It means the horses are safe, and that’s great news since we’ll need them to get out of that forest alive,” she answered indifferently.
 
   “So, you’re happier about the horses than about us!” chided Lomar. 
 
   “The horses are noble and beautiful, and they’ll carry us to our salvation. You, on the other hand, are men...”
 
   Kendas choked on the water and started to cough.
 
   Lomar looked at his friend for a second, dumbfounded. Then the anger he’d begun to feel faded away like smoke spread by the wind. 
 
   “I should have figured. I see you still hate—for no apparent reason, I must say—everyone of my gender. It’s about time, I think, to tame that hatred since these men are helping you.” 
 
   “Men are men, and the Order’s teachings on the subject are perfectly clear.”
 
   “And I say, could there not be an exception? I can assure you that those present are no threat to the Order. On the contrary, we are here to protect you.”
 
   “Just knowing that such gallant Lancers are here to defend me makes me feel so much more calm,” said Jasmine sarcastically.
 
   Feeling more like himself again, Kendas couldn’t keep from bursting out laughing.
 
   Jasmine didn’t miss a beat. “But you are right about one thing. I think there should be one exception.”
 
   “Finally! I was afraid I would forever remain in a position of disfavor,” said Lomar.
 
   “I think in Kendas’ case, since he has always proven himself to be respectful and humble, I will make an exception.”
 
   “Kendas? Why Kendas?” exclaimed Lomar in disbelief.
 
   “So kind of you, Protectress. I thank you for this highest honor from the bottom of my heart,” said Kendas, smiling ear to ear.
 
   “You are quite welcome, Kendas. You can count on my approval,” affirmed Jasmine, her expression serious but her brilliant green eyes gleaming.
 
   “I can’t believe this! I’ve tried to be a complete gentleman and I’ve gotten nothing but one kick in the teeth after another!” huffed Lomar.
 
   “Well it appears you haven’t achieved your objective, Lancer,” stated Jasmine. She turned abruptly and headed toward a surly looking Olga, who’d been watching the scene unfold.  
 
   Kendas started laughing again at his friend’s absolute frustration.
 
   Lomar elbowed him. “Don’t laugh. It’s not funny. Since the day I met her I’ve tried everything I could to please her, and that’s how she repays me. I can’t believe it.”
 
   “I’m sorry your gallantry and subtle city-slicker, womanizing maneuvers didn’t work with the Protectress,” smiled Kendas.
 
   “Stop laughing at me, you hick.”
 
   “Don’t take it out on me. The Sister is a tough nut to crack! She sure did get you stirred up—but you deserved it. Who would even think of courting a Protectress Sister of the Order of Tirsar! Have you lost your mind? They will hate men until the day they die!”
 
   “I’ve experienced that firsthand, smart ass.” 
 
   “You are sick in the head, my friend. But all the same, I think you might be getting somewhere...”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I picked up on something... a kind of tension, maybe... not exactly hatred...”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “At any rate, we’re in the midst of hell and you look like a cat in heat. Want to do me a favor and concentrate? For the sake of the Light!” reprimanded Kendas.
 
   “You’re right. I don’t know what happens to me when she’s around... it’s those eyes...”
 
   “Let me remind you that those women live for the Order; there is nothing else in their lives. No matter how much you try, you’ll never make her yours. It’s insane, so let it go.”
 
   “I know, I know. It’s just that—”
 
   All of a sudden, Sergeant Mortuc moved to the center of the group, and all eyes focused on him.
 
   “Soldiers! Ready yourselves! We’re moving on!” He had shouted so forcefully that it seemed like even the skeletons of the Usik warriors lying there would rise up and follow him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After several hours of climbing they were entering the cave at the highest elevation on Ancestors Mountain. On their ascent Aliana had noticed that all the other caves they had come across had paintings and symbology related to death on the exterior. But the cave they were in now had nothing painted either on the outside or the inside—which seemed rather strange to her, and certainly significant. The cave appeared to be immense; the inside penetrating deeper and deeper into the dark shadows. 
 
   No tombs or graves were visible inside the cavern. Apparently, the Usik did not use this cave to bury their dead, unlike the other caverns they’d discovered on the way up to this one. This must indeed be the cave the Usik never dared to enter, fearing it was inhabited by spirits and beings from the beyond. The thought of that sent a shiver down Aliana’s spine; a chilling frisson that felt like a drip from an icicle rolling over her skin. She did not believe the stories about the spirits—quite the contrary—but for some reason her intuition was warning her that this hidden, enclosed place posed a dormant but real danger... a danger of mystical origins. Since her intuition rarely steered her wrong, this distinct presentiment regarding what awaited them inside that dark cave alarmed her.
 
   Protect us, oh Mother Helaun, Foundress of our Order of Tirsar, with your goodness and compassion. Deliver unto these good men and women your blessing and protection. 
 
   The Sergeant stood in the center of the group and shouted to his men, “Soldiers! Defend this position with your lives until we return. Do not let those bastards take one step into this cave with those filthy feet of theirs. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant!” the men answered in unison, saluting Mortuc. 
 
   “Morgen, come here.”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant.” The veteran Lancer stepped forward and stood at attention.
 
   “You hold the highest rank; I am leaving you in charge of the group. The entrance to the cave is not very wide. Line up five across and defend it together, and have the rest form the second line of defense. Use your bows first. Don’t let them come in here under any circumstances.”
 
   “Affirmative, Sergeant!” exclaimed Morgen.
 
   The Sergeant gripped Morgen’s shoulder. “I trust you, Morgen.”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant Major. I will not let you down.”
 
   Mortuc looked him in the eye, nodded, and turned away.
 
   “Lomar, Kendas—you two come with me.”
 
   “At your service, Sergeant!” the two rookies responded in unison. 
 
   “Someone needs to loan you their armor. We’ll probably have some trouble in there.”
 
   “Right away, Sergeant.” They headed for their comrades who were already taking off their gear to give to them.
 
   The Sergeant now looked at Aliana. “It would be better if the two archers stayed here, Aliana.”
 
   Jasmine, clearly displeased, protested. “We must go with our Healer Sister and protect her. It is our duty.” 
 
   “The Sergeant is right; you would be more help here, defending the entrance. We need your skills with the bow,” said Aliana, looking at her two sisters who looked back at her with faces marked by worry. 
 
   “If that is what you are telling us to do...  then that is what we’ll do,” conceded Jasmine. Olga lowered her head in a gesture of resignation.
 
   Aliana nodded, fully conscious of her sisters’ concern over not being able to go with her and protect her. She knew they would do whatever she asked of them, but it would upset them greatly to be forced to let her go. If something happened to her, Jasmine and Olga would carry in their souls forever the guilt of having failed in their duty.
 
   Let’s hope I survive this expedition... for me and for them. She hung her bow and quiver over her shoulder. 
 
   Mortuc lit a torch made of reeds and tallow and walked off unceremoniously. Behind him, Lomar and Kendas followed with determination while at the same time checking their weapons. Lomar shot a farewell glance in Jasmine’s direction. She caught sight of him and, with a sincere smile that lit up her face, she lowered her head to say goodbye to the Lancer. Lomar returned the smile and headed into the blackness of the cavern.
 
   Gerart took another torch and gestured for Aliana to go ahead of him so he could bring up the rear of the group.
 
   They were all absorbed into the pitch darkness of the cave, chasing after an uncertain clue, an almost inconceivable hope that there they would strike it lucky and find the missing Haradin... and he would be alive.
 
   Behind them, the line of defenders prepared themselves to hold their position until the expedition returned.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After silently advancing into the blackness for a time, the group arrived at the back of the cave. All eyes combed the dark walls and ceiling surrounding them, searching for any sign of danger that might be lying in wait. In the deepest shadows of this part of the cave was a massive, rectangular stone with a finely polished surface that looked like pure marble. An almost sparkling blue-black color, it sealed off what looked like an entrance in the granite wall. 
 
   Aliana examined the shiny object by the light of the torch; the perfectly shaped stone looked out of place in this cave amidst the curved, eroded, natural contours of everything else there.
 
   “Someone would have to have carved this huge slab of stone and put it here; it cannot possibly be a natural element of this cave. It was placed here for a reason,” she declared.
 
   “It seems to have been sculpted by an expert artisan to cut off access to the other side through the opening that was in the wall,” confirmed Gerart.
 
   “Well, let’s try to move it together. It looks heavy but I think we can manage it. I’m not about to let this slab of rock stop us now that we’re here—even if I have to move it with my own head!” proclaimed the Sergeant.
 
   The four men pushed the enormous stone with all their might. But it didn’t budge. They tried again, giving it everything they had, leaning the entire weight of their bodies into it and pushing furiously. Even with all that effort, it absolutely would not move, not an inch. 
 
   “By the beard of Jonas the Cowardly! It can’t be!” roared the Sergeant. 
 
   “Exactly! We should have been able to move that. Even if it were solid granite it’s not so big that all of us together shouldn’t be able to move it,” reasoned Gerart. 
 
   “I think there’s something here we can’t see; something mystical that is escaping our senses. A force of arcane origin...” Aliana inferred.
 
   “Magic?” asked Lomar, surprised. 
 
   “That’s not the word I would use to describe it but, yes, I’m talking about an enigmatic power that’s affecting this stone that we don’t understand... that we can’t perceive.” 
 
   “Magic? You’re joking, right? Magic? Well, shit!” Mortuc spit on the ground in disgust. “That’s all we need—Usik by the thousands, skeletons and tombs all over the place and now that damnable magic... And it invariably brings with it an infinite number of complications. What the hell do we do now? Damn it! Damn it all to hell!” bellowed the Sergeant, highly irritated by the presence of arts he could not for the life of him understand.
 
   “Help me examine the stone with the light from the torch,” suggested Aliana.
 
   She carefully inspected the perfect detail with which the slab had been sculpted. Its entire surface was smooth and even; there was not a single imperfection. Not even the best artisans in the kingdom could have carved something so perfect. She took the torch from Gerart’s hand and looked closer at the black surface. No symbols. No runes. She moved the flame closer, then touched it to the stone to see if the fire had any effect on it, though she was quite sure it would not. Unexpectedly, when the flame licked its surface, the stone responded by briefly emitting a golden glimmer. Startled, they all jumped back and looked at one another in disbelief.
 
   The rock sparkled! Why? How was that possible? Fascinated, Aliana withdrew the torch. “Hmm. Interesting. Really interesting!” She turned and looked at the group standing behind her. “It reacted to the fire!”
 
   “But stone doesn’t react to fire,” maintained Kendas, “at least not in my town. Pardon my small-town logic, but cows give milk; pigs give ham and bacon. And rocks most definitely do not give golden flashes.”
 
   “True enough, farmer. This stone seems to possess some kind of power, and it reacted to one of the four elements,” explained Gerart.
 
   “Pardon me, Your Highness, but four or five, depending on the legend or folklore that you subscribe to,” Lomar hurried to point out.
 
   “What is that fifth element you’re talking about? I’ve always thought the four elements were Fire, Water, Air, and Earth,” said the Sergeant.
 
   “From what I understand there are legends and even documents that mention a fifth element, Ether—the Spirit, the fifth essence... more subtle and lighter; more perfect that the other four, it governs the rest,” responded Lomar, tracing a symbol in the air.
 
   “By all the Ancient Gods and the Light that replaced them! Some soldier you turned out to be! Stop listening to all that cheap hogwash you find in the library and apply yourself to your discipline and abilities as a soldier, you scatterbrain!”
 
   “Don’t yell at him, Mortuc,” said Aliana, smiling. “It’s one of the beliefs of certain ancient cultures. It’s documented. I myself have seen it in our library at the Temple. I’ve read documents about that fifth ethereal element that Lomar mentioned. Even though it cannot be seen or touched, it governs the other four primary elements. It is not a widely held belief among our peoples, but the fifth element is referred to by other cultures. It’s almost a divine element; invisible, incorruptible. It has its own intelligence so, if it is present, it dominates the other four earthly elements,” explained Aliana.
 
   “Thank you, Aliana. That’s exactly what I was referring to. My uncle Alfred lives in Rilentor, and he’s studied that as well as other interesting subjects. He’s considered to be a scholar and has told me on numerous occasions that what we are discussing is so,” noted Lomar.
 
   “In Rogdon there have always been four elements. I’ve never heard anything about a fifth, whether or not your uncle says it’s so,” affirmed Mortuc, raising his voice.
 
   “At any rate, it’s surprising that a soldier spends time with scholars and bookworms... He has an alert mind, this soldier,” smiled Gerart, patting Lomar’s shoulder.
 
   Aliana continued to study the mysterious stone. “Whether there are four or five, it certainly reacted to the fire. So it would not be absurd to think that it might react to the other four elements. I’ll try wind next,” said Aliana, once again moving in close to the rectangular stone.
 
   “Wind? There isn’t any wind in here. How are we going to try wind?” challenged Mortuc.
 
   The Healer smiled at the quick-tempered Sergeant, then blew as hard as she could on the arcane stone. Surprisingly—with everyone watching intently, not daring to blink—another golden flash emanated from the mysterious stone. No one could move a muscle.
 
   “Still no movement. Hmm... interesting.” Deep in thought, Aliana rubbed her chin. “It seems like it reacts to the elements, but we’re not using the right one. Haradin’s note mentions an Ilenian temple from the Lost Civilization—The Temple of the Earth. If this is the entrance to the temple, we can assume that the element we’re looking for is the same one that the temple itself is protecting. So we can eliminate Water and the mysterious fifth element, Ether,” reasoned Aliana.
 
   “So, it’s... Earth...” deduced Gerart.
 
    “I’ll be right back,” said Kendas, shooting like an arrow in the direction of the entrance.
 
   “Where’s that farmer think he’s going?” growled the Sergeant.
 
   “To get some earth, if I’m not mistaken. That “farmer” is really quick, Sergeant; it won’t take him long,” explained Lomar, trying to vindicate his friend. 
 
   “It better not...” threated the Sergeant as he sat down on the floor.
 
   The rest of the group did the same.
 
   After a short while Kendas ran back in with a small leather bag in his hand. Everyone in the group was immediately on their feet. The soldier approached the stone, opened the bag and poured a small bit of earth over the slab. With barely enough time for their minds to predict what was about to happen, the rectangular form emitted a golden flash similar to the two previous ones, but this one was more intense. Its brilliance illuminated the dome of the cave, blinding them for an instant. Before they could regain their sight, the heavy stone had moved to the right, leaving an opening in the stone wall.
 
   They all stared at it, their mouths wide open.
 
   They could not have imagined that this enigmatic passageway would lead to something that, from that exact moment on, would enshroud them in intrigue, mystery and, above all, danger. 
 
   “Well, I’ll be... That was... It’s... witchcraft!” exclaimed the Sergeant.
 
   “I see you aren’t fond of mystical things, eh Mortuc?” the Prince smiled.
 
   “Anything my eyes cannot understand my heart despises,” the Sergeant retorted. “I really hate anything that has to do with magic, and I’m too old to change my mind.”
 
   Lomar and Kendas looked at each other, unable to keep from smiling at the Sergeant’s expense. The gruff soldier unsheathed his sword and, with it in one hand and the torch in the other, he crossed through the mysterious passageway with the fierce determination so characteristic of him. The rest of the group immediately followed him in. Aliana looked one last time at the enigmatic stone, wondering who had enchanted it and how they had done it. A piercing sense of unrest began to expand in her stomach, a venomous anxiety that crept up into her throat. Without another moment’s hesitation, she followed her companions through the narrow cleft in the wall.
 
   Protect us, oh Mother Helaun. Protect us...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Vengeance in the Night
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Grand Duke Orten of Norghana was in a wonderful mood. They had finally arrived at Skol, the fortress he’d been missing so much after two long weeks of travel from Norghania, the kingdom’s capital. Skol Fortress, located in the extreme southwest corner of the Norghana, looked out over the green prairies that unfolded to the west. Behind the fortress sat an imposing mountain range and, at its base, the blue of the grandiose Utla River. The bastion was considered impregnable; built on the slope of the mountain itself, it was protected by two formidable walls and a trench that was more than five paces wide. It had been constructed as a refuge for all the inhabitants of the southern valleys in the kingdom and served to guard the broad passageway toward the prairies along the banks of the Utla. There was no other accessible crossing into the kingdom from the southwest. 
 
   As brother to the King, Grand Duke Orten felt safer and more secure in Skol than anywhere else on the face of the earth. It was his fortress, his home. He ruled it with an iron first, and his men—whom he himself had handpicked—were the best fighters in the kingdom. The garrison was made up of eight thousand heavy infantry soldiers. With a garrison like that defending it, the fortress could withstand a siege of many months, even if faced with troops five times greater in number. 
 
   After enjoying a magnificent banquet fit for a king, Orten retreated to his bedroom and prepared to enjoy a long night of pleasure. For his personal enjoyment, Orten’s attentive and faithful royal valet had gotten him a lovely young girl from one of the native tribes of the prairies. 
 
   A Masig.
 
   And that pleased him greatly.
 
   Ah, yes, nothing like a wild girl from the steppes for having a good time. Tonight I will have the pleasure of taking a delicious, sweet young thing. 
 
   His men had orders to make periodic raids on the prairies beyond the Utla River. They were to go into the interminable steppes—the territory of the Masig tribes—to punish those dirty, uncivilized nomads. The assault vessels had docked just that morning, bringing back their booty from the pillaging as well as his most favorite treasure: a variety of young savages.
 
   Those disgusting Masig must not forget for one miserable moment that their existence is tolerated only because of Norghanian benevolence. They will forever be under the subjugation of our yoke. Opposition of any kind, however minor, will be mercilessly quashed. After all, they are nothing more than uncivilized barbarians from the steppes that must be trained.
 
   The numerous Masig tribes from the wide open plains in the southwest of the kingdom had to endure periodic punishment and control missions carried out by the soldiers of the frozen realm. The Norghanians would cross the Utla in their ships and ruthlessly assault the tribes. Young girls captured by the patrols were to be brought back to feed the Grand Duke’s ‘weakness,’ and to provide enjoyment to his officers at Skol as well. This served to both keep the savages under control and draw benefits and pleasure from them. The powerful Grand Duke rather liked this system so he made sure to keep it running smoothly. 
 
   His valet left the room, closing the door behind him, depositing next to the Grand Duke’s bed the young Masig girl, hands tied behind her back.
 
   Orten approached the little beauty, giving thanks to the Ice Gods for his good fortune. When he got close to her, the young girl spit in his face, expelling every drop of hatred in her heart. The Grand Duke, undaunted, wiped his face with his handkerchief and smiled. Excitement was now boiling in his blood. This was exactly was he was looking for; everything he wanted.
 
   Without saying a word he slapped the young girl. Hard.
 
   “You damned son of a bitch! I’ll poke out your eyes and rip out your heart out if you lay another hand on me!” screamed the young girl furiously.
 
   “Well, well! A Masig who knows the Common Language of the North! Now, that’s a real surprise!”
 
   “You’ll get a bigger surprise if you touch me again!”
 
   “Life does bring its share of surprises. I’d gotten reports from the patrols indicating that traders and even chiefs of certain tribes knew our language but I dismissed them as absolutely implausible. I’d always thought all of your ethnicity were illiterate and completely uneducated.”
 
   “And I always thought people of yours were vile hyenas.”
 
   “I see you’re a real spitfire, aren’t you?” replied the Grand Duke, looking her up and down, examining the young girl’s curves with increasing lust. “That’s how I like them! Girls from your tribe all have that untamable spirit, that visceral hatred that brings out that deliciously deadly gleam in your dark eyes. I like that... I like it a lot.” Orten had never seen in any woman he’d ever had before such a wild, primitive beauty as this young girl’s. She was a genuine panther of the steppes. A really beautiful panther.
 
   He laughed, not bothering to mask the desire in his throat.
 
   “I swear I’ll kill you, you Norghanian pig—I swear it! I’ll tear out your still beating, rotten heart, and my face will be the last thing you see before you die!” she hissed, her voice overflowing with intense loathing.
 
   “Threaten all you want, little savage; very soon you’ll be tearfully begging me. And when I’m done with you I’ll watch as you grovel and kiss my feet.” He put his sword down on the desk of his luxurious bedchamber.
 
   “I’d kill myself before I’d ever beg you, you son of a snow whore!”
 
   “I have no doubt that if you had a knife in your hand you would try something, but I doubt very much that you’d take your own life. I would guess you’d instead attempt to end mine,” smiled the Grand Duke, sure of the danger an armed Masig would pose.
 
   She took a step forward.
 
   “Untie me, give me a dagger, and we’ll find out,” challenged the Masig.
 
   Orten burst out laughing. “No, little girl, that will not be happening. I know all too well the kind of beasts they raise in your tribe. If I untie you, you’ll try to kill me before I can even blink.”
 
   “I’ll gouge out your eyes the second I have the chance, you son of a mangy bitch! I swear on the sacred blood of my forefathers!”
 
   Orten delivered another strong slap to the furious girl’s face with the back of his gloved hand. 
 
   “Shut up and show me the respect you owe me, wild slut!” The unmeasured impertinence of those little savages greatly irritated him. They did not know their place, and did not know how to show the respect their superiors deserved. Domesticating those animals was practically impossible. Only a whip was capable of reasoning with them, but it took long, hard punishment and was a total waste of time.
 
   The young girl took a few steps back and, looking at him with an expression of intense fury that projected the hatred she was feeling, spit blood on the bearskin rug. 
 
   Orten came at her and struck her so brutally that she was knocked to the hard, stone floor.
 
   “Let’s hear some begging now!”.               
 
    
 
    
 
   The moon shone brightly, high in the night sky, bathing the fortress with its timid beauty. The inhabitants of Skol had been sleeping peacefully for hours. Only the sentinels and night guard were still awake. The sentinels were posted at their stations, alert; the night guard was patrolling the walls and courtyards, making their rounds and listening attentively for any sound or movement.
 
   Orten felt an annoying tickle in his right ear that woke him from a deep, libidinous sleep. He opened his eyes, his mind not yet able to process what was happening.
 
   “What the hell...”
 
   Suddenly, his brain reacted. A rush of adrenaline coursed through his body.
 
   A shadowy-looking figure, dressed in black from head to toe, had pressed a dagger to his neck. A hand encased in black covered his mouth.
 
   Fear seized the Grand Duke’s mind and, for a moment, he thought all was lost. I am going to die. To die!
 
   But how was this possible? An Assassin in the most impenetrable castle in the kingdom? How could they have gotten to him? It was impossible!
 
   Fear quickly turned to terror as his mind bombarded him with a hundred frenzied thoughts. He looked at the Assassin’s face but could only make out his strange black eyes... There was something abnormal about those eyes. The rest of his face was covered by a black hood and bandana.
 
   Orten knew he had to do something fast or he would be dead in a matter of moments. But what? What could he do? 
 
   My guards are posted on the other side of the door. I have to alert them, sound an alarm... scream... make some kind of sound... that would be enough.
 
   He tried to push the Assassin, who was sitting on his chest, in an attempt to get away from him, but his arms were pinned down by the Assassin’s legs. It was useless.
 
   Slowly shaking his head from left to right, the Assassin indicated he shouldn’t try anything else. 
 
   Orten felt a sense of helplessness taking him over completely. His death was a fact. Panic welled up inside him. He was finished, and there was nothing he could do. His life was coming to an end. Closing his eyes and trembling uncontrollably, he surrendered to his destiny.
 
   But nothing happened.
 
   He waited for a moment, sure he would feel the sharp metal pitilessly slashing his throat.
 
   But he felt nothing.
 
   The pause gave him a flicker of hope. Why hadn’t the Assassin killed him? He opened his eyes and instantly understood.
 
   The Masig!
 
   With a nod of his head, the Assassin indicated that the young Masig should approach the bed. Orten could see the girl’s hands and feet were no longer tied as he had left them when he had finished with her. It was at that very moment that he realized what the Assassin was waiting for. Terror once again overwhelmed his mind and his body.
 
   Wait! Don’t kill me! He desperately wanted to scream but his mouth was held shut under the aggressor’s mighty hand.
 
   The savage from the prairies once again looked him in the eyes, but this time a triumphant glimmer shone in her ruby glare with the intensity of the sun. The Masig spit in his face. 
 
   Then the Assassin offered the Masig a dagger.
 
   Utterly terrified, Orten pissed himself. 
 
   Without so much as a word, the Masig stabbed him in the heart.
 
   “I told you my face would be the last thing you would see, you son of a mangy hyena!” she hatefully whispered in his ear as she pulled out the bloody blade and showed it to him.
 
   Seeing the crimson-stained dagger, Orten knew he would die. He stammered, “No... for the... love of... the Ice Gods...” 
 
   “My name is Iruki Wind of the Steppes, you Norghanian piece of garbage, and I am killing you,” she hissed, staring him straight in the eye. 
 
   The girl raised the dagger and again thrust it into his heart. “Die, you evil beast, die!” She stabbed him again. “To hell with you, you damned pig!”
 
   The Assassin held her arm to stop the stabbing, then took the dagger from her hand and, with a stern look, indicated she should be silent.
 
   Iruki obeyed.
 
   “If you want to stay alive you need to silently follow me,” he whispered in a strange, foreign accent Iruki had never heard before. “Stay one step behind me and do whatever I do.” 
 
   “All right,” she agreed.
 
   “If I see you’re slowing me down, I’ll kill you. I’m not about to die here today,” he stated coldly.
 
   “You won’t have to kill me, I assure you,” she responded determinedly.
 
   The Assassin went to the half-opened window and jumped onto the window sill with feline agility. He began climbing up a thin black rope toward the roof of the tower. Iruki imitated his movements, following close after him. When they reached the roof, the Assassin waited for Iruki to complete her climb and then gathered the rope and stashed it on his back under the black cape. Crouching down, they moved toward the other side of the tower where the Assassin had another, longer rope ready for the descent. 
 
   Tucked into the shadows of the dark night, they rappelled down the thin but durable rope. It was a long, dangerous descent from the upper roof to the roof of the smaller building adjacent to it. The Assassin maneuvered with almost inhuman agility and stealth; it was as if he possessed some special ability to move without being seen. In the pitch-black night, even Iruki—who was just two steps behind him—could barely distinguish him.
 
   Without warning, the Assassin stopped and motioned that she be still. Iruki immediately stopped and dropped down so as not to be seen. Looking up she could see a sentinel—sword and shield in hand—approaching the wall to her right. Iruki’s blood ran cold. They were being sprinkled with light from the upper rooms of the building behind them; they may have been discovered.
 
   From the roof they were on to the wall where the guard was patrolling was a leap of more than four paces. Not an easy jump. 
 
   When the guard stopped and looked in their direction, Iruki felt a piercing coldness run down her spine, like a stream of icy water pouring over her back. 
 
   They’re going to see us!
 
   If the guard sounded the alarm, it would all be over.
 
   And then something extraordinary happened. Something so far outside the realm of normality that Iruki would remember it forever. 
 
   Without making the slightest noise, the Assassin disappeared from the edge of the roof with a flash of red—as if by magic—and appeared above the guard who was peering in his direction and about to discover him. Astounded, Iruki watched as the guard fell backward at the precise moment the Assassin materialized out of nowhere before his very eyes, thunderstruck by the same astonishing sight. Not waiting for him to get back up, the Assassin attacked, slitting his throat with two deadly black daggers. He silently dragged the guard out of sight, hiding the body in one of the lookout towers to their left. 
 
   Incredible... he cannot be human... How could the Assassin have effortlessly propelled himself over the gap between the two buildings—without even taking a running start—and taken out the guard in the blink of an eye? Fear swept over her like a bitter winter wind when she realized that the Assassin was already on the other wall and could leave her there to fend for herself. She tried to remain calm, to push that thought from her mind and instead start thinking about how she could get over to him. The jump was risky; it was a wide distance to clear and she probably wouldn’t make it.
 
   But if she stayed there, she’d be dead. 
 
   The Assassin crouched down and motioned for her to run and jump toward him.
 
   She had no choice. Jump or die. Iruki didn’t need to think twice. She would jump.
 
   Silently, carefully, she backed up to get the longest running start she could, then got herself ready.
 
   The Assassin signaled to her to wait. Another guard was approaching the wall on her left. Iruki crouched down again and saw the Assassin quickly open the door of the tower and disappear inside. After a brief moment, just as the guard was walking past the door, it flew open and a black hand grabbed the surprised sentinel by the mouth and pulled him inside the tower. A second later the Assassin reappeared and signaled for her to jump.
 
   Iruki took a deep breath to calm her frayed nerves. She was petrified, and it had her shaking like she had the yellow fever of the steppes. Though she was convinced she could not clear the distance in one jump, she knew if she didn’t try, the fate awaiting her would be much worse than death. They would torture her. Rape her. And with that horrifying thought, she started running as fast as her legs would carry her. When she got to the edge of the roof, she jumped with all the strength her young, agile body could muster... spurred on by terror... knowing a perilous death awaited. 
 
   Iruki flew.
 
   She flew above that dark void for a few brief moments, her arms fully extended, reaching out for the wall. 
 
   But in spite of the immense effort she had put into her leap, Iruki did not quite make it to the other wall. Her body slammed against the hard rock; her outstretched hands landed three inches below the ledge of the wall. 
 
   So this was how it would end. Just as her hopes of living plummeted, so would she plummet to the rocky ground. 
 
   But suddenly, like a strong gust of wind, an iron-tough hand swept down and grabbed the wrist of her still-outstretched arm. And that hand had saved her from falling.
 
   Iruki looked up into the eyes of the Assassin. They were closed, as if he were concentrating. She saw him muttering words in a foreign language, then saw a small reddish glimmer over the dark warrior’s body. As if she were as light as a feather, he easily lifted her by her outstretched arm. In a split second she was up on the wall, next to her savior. She breathed deeply to shake off the fear, suspecting dark magic must have been used. And if it wasn’t, at the very least it wasn’t natural. For the love of the interminable steppes! That man is possessed by a spirit! He is no ordinary man.
 
   “Thank you. I owe you my life.” She looked into the man’s strange eyes. Like a glass of ice water to the face, she was again caught by surprise.
 
   His eyes were... slanted! 
 
   It left her speechless. Iruki never had seen eyes like those before. This man—this Assassin—was a foreigner. From some land far, far away; part of a race with which she was not at all familiar. She had never even heard anyone mention people like this. Was he from the Far East, perhaps? Iruki did not know for sure, but he definitely was not from the lands of the West.
 
   “You do not owe me anything. I want nothing from you. Follow me in silence and try not to get yourself killed.”
 
   His response was not terribly reassuring, but Iruki made no comment. Still on the second wall, they started moving again. Iruki assumed they were heading for the first wall—the farthest one out—to make their escape. They stealthily crept along for a while and finally stopped a short distance from one of the three identical wooden drawbridges that connected the two sections of the eastern wall. Two sentinels were patrolling the bridge closest to them, walking slowly and methodically from one end to the other.
 
   It would not be easy to get to the first wall.
 
   Her mysterious savior gestured that she should not move. Iruki stayed hidden in the shadows as she watched the Assassin advance toward the bridge, moving like he was floating. And since the watchmen were walking north and he was behind them at the south end, they did not see him. When the Assassin made it to the bridge, he jumped—hurling himself head-first over the edge. Iruki gasped in fear; her partner in escape was hanging off one side of the bridge. Her heart in her throat, Iruki saw that the sentinels had turned and were heading toward him.
 
   They’ll see him; they have torches! They’ll cast their light on him. 
 
   And before her eyes, the Assassin mysteriously disappeared, totally melting into the blackness of the night. 
 
   It can’t be. He’s gone!
 
   When Iruki saw that the lookouts had come to the spot from which the Assassin had vanished she held her breath. Suddenly, a shadow shot out toward the two guards from the exact place where the Assassin had been, knocking them both to the ground. Two black daggers swept over their bodies and, in an instant, both had lost their lives. The Assassin had expertly slit their throats.  
 
   Iruki could not believe her eyes. No man could be that agile, that strong, that deadly. His movements were inhuman. Diabolical. It was as if he were possessed.
 
   The bridge was clear. The two quickly crossed over to the exterior wall and headed for a large, circular, roofless tower built into the wall. The tower faced the moat that marked the outer limit of the great fortress. This was the tower from which they would descend into the moat. But one last challenge lay before them: the two sentinels posted there. Pressed against the wall, the Assassin signaled for her to stop. He continued on.
 
   He moved to within just a few steps of the two guards with a stealthiness that rivaled death itself. A brief red glimmer shone over his body and, after hesitating a few seconds—as if waiting for the right moment—he shot out like an arrow toward the two unsuspecting soldiers, a cheetah from the steppes on the hunt for two unwary gazelles. Using the handle of the dagger, he attacked the first man with a strong, sweeping blow to the temple, just below his helmet. It left him completely stunned. The other guard spun around, shocked to find himself in the midst of an attack. The Assassin dealt him a head-butt that broke his nose. Before the sentinel could defend himself, the Assassin cut his throat. And before the guard’s lifeless body even touched the ground, the Assassin had swung the dagger upward and thrust it into the chin of the still-stunned soldier. 
 
   Both died without making a sound.
 
   Iruki approached the tower and saw the Assassin lowering the rope he’d been carrying. It’s too short to make it down from this height. These walls are at least three times as high as the length of that rope. The Assassin started lowering himself down the wall, and Iruki followed. But just as she had suspected, the Assassin got to the end of the rope and still had two-thirds of the distance to go to make it to the ground. He looked at her for a split second, winked, and somersaulted backwards into the void.
 
   Without thinking twice, she followed him. 
 
   It was a long fall, long enough for terror to completely consume her. She was falling—flying—and almost before she could even formulate a thought she hit the moat’s icy water. That terrible, freezing, feet-first impact was a shock to her system. She frantically fought her way back up to the surface of the glacially cold water, desperately searching for air. She swam with every ounce of strength she had until her head broke through the water and she was finally able to breathe. Shaking her aching head, she filled her lungs with the precious oxygen.
 
   Alive! I am alive!
 
   She swam to the shore where the Assassin was huddled, waiting for her. With no time to recuperate from the incredible jump she had just survived, she got out of the water and followed him, crawling off in silence. 
 
   Her teeth were chattering.
 
   Her extremities were trembling.
 
   From behind her came the sound of the guards shouting; they had heard the escapees’ plunge into the water and were sounding the alarm.
 
   The two made it to a group of trees after creeping along the edge of some rocks. Iruki was astounded to discover two magnificent steeds there, saddled and waiting. The Assassin mounted and pointed at the other horse. The people of the steppes did not use saddles so she had some difficulty climbing on, but was soon riding at a gallop, following the Assassin. 
 
   She rode up next to him. “Where are we going?”
 
   “South,” came his abrupt response.
 
   “But to the south there is nothing but the Utla River. We won’t be able to cross it. They’ll catch us.”
 
   “Do not worry, Masig. Our escape is arranged. A boat is waiting to take us to the other side of the river—to your peoples’ lands. Soon you will be free.”
 
   Iruki could not believe her good fortune. She was fleeing from a fate worse than death; a fate of slavery, rape, and desolation.
 
   A fate that undoubtedly would have led her to take her own life.
 
   And this mysterious Assassin had saved her.
 
   She would not forget that.
 
   Ever.
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   Komir watched as Kayti and Hartz carefully crossed the adjacent room of the underground Ilenian temple beneath the great Egia Lighthouse. The room was even larger and more beautiful than the one they had just left behind after their confrontation with the lion-headed guards. Awed by the immensity of the resplendent stone room, Komir lost himself in the expanse of the vaulted ceiling.
 
   Like tiny, insignificant ants amidst the majesty of the impressive chamber, the four adventurers strolled in silent admiration. The pure alabaster walls before them were decorated with golden Ilenian symbols. Sitting on the floor and resting against each of the long walls were three enormous white urns adorned with unintelligible runes. Above each of the six vessels was the face of a dying human with cat-like eyes that stared blankly into all eternity. Their mouths were twisted into horrible, hideous expressions. 
 
   “What the hell are those heads hanging on the wall above the urns?” Hartz asked, pointing. 
 
   “Damned if I know,” replied Komir. “I’ve never seen anything like them. They look like the heads of men who were tortured, and the eyes are really strange.” 
 
   “They’re like cat eyes—I’d guess panther eyes, or mountain lion,” said Kayti.
 
   “So what do they represent? Why they are hanging there? We certainly don’t have anything like that in our mountains,” grumbled Hartz, noticeably uncomfortable. 
 
   “Maybe I’m wrong, but those are not an encouraging sign,” commented the priest. “I’ve read several ancient books about nightmares and other ephemeral suffering represented like that—with faces contorted in pain and anguish. If I’m remembering correctly, they were in the Rilentor library. They made quite an impression on me.”
 
   “Library? What’s that? Is it where you keep books?” asked Hartz, as if the word was either foreign to him or he thought he may have heard it somewhere before but wasn’t sure what it meant.  
 
   The priest looked at him in disbelief. “Yes, that’s right. Do you not have libraries where you live? Where do you keep tomes and parchments filled with knowledge?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
   Hartz and Komir looked at one another for a moment and then burst out laughing. Their laughter resonated through the great room, as if a wind of life were sweeping across the somber atmosphere of the chamber.
 
   “No, Father, we Norriel do not have libraries,” replied Komir, still laughing.
 
   “I don’t think we have parchments either,” said Hartz, and again the two broke into guffaws.
 
   “So you are Norriel, eh? I assumed that, but I wasn’t sure. From what I can tell, much of what they say about your tribe is true.”
 
   “And it’s all good, I’m sure,” said Hartz. 
 
   “The way you fight—being as young as you are—is proof that you come from the highlands. As for the rest, less respectable traits... I don’t need to mention those...” the priest of the Light replied, smiling broadly.
 
   Komir began to examine one of the tormented faces more closely. There was a nagging sense of unease eating away at him. Looking around anxiously, peering into the shadows, he tried to make out any hidden dangers. He found nothing.
 
   They cautiously moved forward between two parallel rows of massive, circular pillars that ran from one end of the room to the other and rose up to meet the towering ceiling. In the middle of the chamber was a steep marble staircase that led up to a circular platform. Looming over the center of the platform, a translucent statue of a macabre being—worthy of the worst nightmares—completed the eerie scene.
 
   Each of the four companions stared transfixed at the ghostly statue whose face, only partially visible beneath a hooded cape, wore an expression of agonizing, horrific pain. Just looking at it struck terror in Komir’s heart; he tried to shake off the intense feeling of trepidation.
 
   A sinister figure—a man—was looking down on them from beside the terrifying statue on the platform. His body was completely covered in a long white tunic with golden edging. In his right hand he wielded an unusual crook; in his left hand, a thick tome with a golden cover. Hidden beneath a white hood, his face was not visible but his eyes—those strange, inhuman eyes—shone through the shadows with an intense golden glow that made their blood run cold.  
 
   The mysterious being raised the staff over his head and murmured something unintelligible. Behind them, the access to the room sealed with a thud.
 
   Hartz grabbed for the hilt of his sword as he looked at the door. “I am not liking the looks of this...”
 
   “We do not wish to cause you any harm,” Komir declared, doing his best to sound calm. “Who are you? And what is this place?” 
 
   Again the hooded figure recited a series of incomprehensible words that sounded like a mournful chant.
 
   Suddenly the ethereal statue’s eyes began to secrete a golden liquid, giving the appearance that the anguished face was crying melted gold. The strange fluid flowed down the ephemeral body and onto the floor of the platform. Flowing through the four grooves carved into the base, the liquid reached the four alabaster walls of the great room.
 
   And they came to life. 
 
   The Ilenian symbols etched into the walls began to shine brightly.
 
   A stream of sweat ran down Komir’s back.
 
   The runes on the white urns shone intensely now and began to give off a strange fog. The contorted human faces with the feline eyes seemed to foresee what was about to happen, their twisted expressions a prelude to the nightmare about to commence. The thick fog coming from the urns slid down toward the floor, slowly covering the entire space.
 
   “Uh-oh,” lamented Hartz.
 
   “I don’t like this at all,” agreed Komir.
 
   As the fog completely engulfed them, their fear quickly turned to terror. The statue, also encased in the magical mist, began to shake. The four travelers, astonished by what was happening before their eyes, watched incredulously as the effigy came to life, feeding off the volatile substance the urns were emitting. As the sculpture awoke from its eternal nightmare and began moving stiffly, it let out a terrifying howl that turned Komir’s stomach inside out. Then it looked at its master with that agonized expression, and the evil-looking figure in the white tunic motioned with its staff toward Komir and the others.
 
   “What... is happening?” Kayti asked, her voice shaking with fear.
 
   “I am afraid we are in the presence of a mage whose mission must be to safeguard this temple from intruders and looters,” said the priest timidly.
 
   “And what about that unfriendly looking thing?” Hartz pointed at the newly awakened specter.  
 
   “It must be a guard that the mage called into service, just as he did with the lion-head guardians. I am afraid it is probably dangerous—very dangerous. Its goal is undoubtedly to put an end to us for invading its temple.” The priest’s voice was also shaking now.
 
   Komir could see that the ghostly being represented a much greater threat than the mutant guardians they had destroyed in the outer room. Seeing it come down from the platform with that horrifying face and those eyes imbued with that golden substance, Komir’s stomach was turning. He was frightened. 
 
   “By the sun and the moon! Let’s get ready to fight!” commanded Komir. “Leave your lances and use your swords. We’ll use the same tactic as before; we’ll have to try to decapitate it. If it worked then maybe it will work now, too,” he suggested to his companions, fighting hard to maintain his composure.
 
   “All right, aim for its throat,” confirmed Kayti.
 
   “Father, you stay behind, back here in the corner. Stay hidden, and if it comes near you, scream and we’ll come help you,” said Hartz. The priest took the two torches and headed toward the right corner of the room, fighting to see something through the banks of fog that with each passing moment were thickening and about to completely encase them.  
 
   “Let’s get into a semicircle with the walls behind us. I don’t know what to expect from this thing, so it’s better for us to stay together.
 
   “Shoulder to shoulder?” asked Hartz.
 
   “Yes, exactly. I don’t like this fog; we are much better off together—that will at least give us a fighting chance. I’ll take the right sight; you take the left, Hartz. And Kayti, you take the middle. Don’t move forward, don’t break formation; we have to maintain the semicircle at all times.”
 
   “All right,” agreed Kayti, “though I’m not at all convinced this plan will work. Unfortunately, I don’t have a better idea to propose at this point. Since the two of you have more experience than I do, I’ll do whatever you say.” 
 
   Hartz patted her on the back. “Relax, woman. When have we ever failed you? We’re all still alive, right? Don’t worry, this will work,” he reassured her with a smile.
 
   Komir unsheathed his sword and hunting knife and tried to get himself focused so he could face their hideous-looking foe. Hartz took out a long dagger he’d been carrying on the back of his belt and handed it to Kayti.
 
   “Just in case...” he winked, smiling and doing his best to convey confidence and calmness. 
 
   She nodded and returned his smile, trying to mask her fear of their current predicament—though at that moment, the expression on her face betrayed her.
 
   “Well, at least this time the mess we’re in wasn’t my fault,” Hartz joked lightheartedly.
 
   Komir looked at him and smiled, shaking his head.
 
   The intrepid group waited in position. Absolutely still. Spellbound. Exhaling the icy tension that filled the distance between them and the ghostly specter. Before their eyes, it was gliding across the floor, never making contact with it, suspended in the arcane fog as it slowly approached them. When it was no more than a few steps from the group it let out a doleful howl that chilled all four to the bone, each one now well aware that they had made a grave mistake when they’d disturbed the eternal rest of that dreadful guardian.
 
   The creature was now directly in front of the group.
 
   Komir slashed through the surrounding fog, attempting to strike a fierce blow at its gruesome face. But much to his surprise, his sword passed straight through the incorporeal head with no effect.
 
   “What the hell... ?” was all he managed to mutter before the ghostly guard touched him with its translucent hand. All the terror, the agony, the suffering the tortured face conveyed were instantly transferred to Komir. Screaming in pain, Komir’s knees buckled and he fell to the floor, feeling as if his life were vanishing by the second, devoured by the guard’s diabolical touch. 
 
   “Help him!” shouted the priest, wildly waving the torches.
 
   Hartz leaped into action, shoving his friend out of deadly reach of the spectral guard.
 
   Seeing her companions in trouble, Kayti stepped in to help. But her sword also passed directly through the ghost’s head, causing no harm. 
 
   “It has no substance, so it’s immune to our weapons... There’s no way we can beat it!” exclaimed Kayti, terrified. 
 
   Still trembling on the floor, Komir cursed the excruciating pain. Never had he imagined he would have to face something like this. That nightmarish monster had just about taken his life, nearly destroying him with despair and horror.
 
   The specter let out another hair-raising howl. They all quickly covered their ears, the unbearable sound nearly piercing their eardrums. The ghostly spirit then swept over the fog and hurled itself at Kayti, who moved quickly to one side, narrowly avoiding the ghastly creature’s intangible—but deadly—touch.
 
   “Don’t let it touch you! Contact with that thing means a horrifying death!” Komir warned his friends as Hartz helped him struggle to his feet.
 
   “It’s as if it’s sailing through the fog; like it’s carried along by it,” noted the priest.
 
   “What should we do?” asked Komir, a heightened desperation in his voice as he rolled across the floor to once again escape the hellish guardian’s clutches.
 
   “I don’t know!” shouted the priest frantically. “This fog is not just fog; it’s like it exudes some kind of ether. I can’t understand it.”
 
   Kayti hurried over to the priest. “Give me a torch, Father. Maybe fire will kill it!”
 
   “I’ll distract it!” Brandishing his sword, Hartz ran toward the beast, screaming at the top of his lungs.
 
   The ethereal being stopped chasing Komir and looked at Hartz. It let out another howl and then headed straight for him. Komir collapsed on the floor, exhausted. The guardian’s touch had drained every drop of his strength.
 
   Hartz dealt the ghostly creature two useless blows that passed straight through it, then had to run in circles to avoid its touch.
 
   Kayti took advantage of the Norriel’s impromptu distraction and headed for the guard’s back, hoping to set fire to it. But the fire had no effect on it, either—other than to cause it to let out another terrifying howl and then chase after her. 
 
   “For Our Lady Zurine’s sake! It’s immune to fire!” she exclaimed.
 
   “And to steel!” added Hartz.
 
   “Yes, but it doesn’t seem to have liked the fire... Wait! I have an idea. What if we throw water at it?” suggested the priest.
 
   “Water? Have you completely lost your mind, brother?” protested Hartz.
 
   Just then, the guard caught Kayti who, weighed down by her armor, could not get out of the way in time. The redhead felt absolute anguish and despair invading her body; an endless suffering that reached into her very soul. She fell face down on the cold floor as the fog whirled menacingly around her body.
 
   Kayti was dying.
 
   “Help her, Hartz!” Komir could do nothing more than to helplessly call out to his friend just moments before losing consciousness.
 
   Hartz grabbed the flask of water the priest was holding and ran toward the monster. “Here! Look here, demon!” he screamed, trying to get the guard’s attention.
 
   But it lunged at the defenseless Kayti, ready to finish her off.
 
   “Leave her alone!” Hartz screamed in desperation.
 
   Running full out, the great Norriel opened the flask and, squeezing it as hard as he could, sent a jet of water splashing over the macabre guard.
 
   It emitted a chilling howl, but the water seemed to have no effect. It turned and took off after Hartz, leaving Kayti lying on the floor, her life ebbing away.
 
   “I think I’m right! The guard reacts to the four elements!” cried the priest.
 
   A distraught Hartz, who was running from the infuriated specter, shot a glance at the priest. “Reacts? But it doesn’t hurt it—or at least water and fire don’t.” He turned to face the guard and sprayed another jet of water over it.
 
   The monster howled again, but immediately resumed its chase after the Norriel.
 
   “You’re right—it doesn’t... But, why doesn’t it? Water puts out fire, fire consumes air, air can move earth...”
 
   “Come on, Father, think of something fast! I’m getting tired and it’s going to catch me!”
 
   The priest clenched his jaw, concentrating deeply, trying to solve the mystery as Hartz ran in circles for his life.
 
   “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” he finally exclaimed excitedly. “It reacts to the elements because it is actually made of one of them—the fifth element: Ether!”
 
   “I don’t understand a single word of what you’re saying! Just tell me how we kill it!” gasped Hartz.
 
   “Kill it? Uh, well... it’s Ether, so it dominates the other elements. They can’t affect it. . . nothing affects it.”
 
   “That doesn’t help me at all!” bellowed Hartz, who was barely escaping the clutches of the Ether guard whose lethal reach was now inches from his back.
 
   “I know!” the priest nervously exclaimed. “Let me think... What affects Ether? Nothing, except for Ether itself—That’s it! That’s it! We have to stop the Ether!”
 
   “And how the hell do we do that? Think of something fast—it almost got me!”
 
   The priest looked around... and then he saw it.
 
   The fog!
 
   It completely surrounded them; it was the key. He had to stop the fog! It was feeding the guard. Without thinking twice, he ran toward the first of the three enormous urns flooding the room with the fog. Laying the torch on the floor he shoved the massive urn with all his might; it tipped over and, after breaking into a thousand small pieces, stopped emitting the ethereal substance.
 
   “Hartz, break the three urns on the other wall! I’ll break the rest on this side!”
 
   “Break them? Gladly!” responded the exhausted Norriel, his enthusiasm renewed. He quickly dodged to elude the spectral guard just as it was about to graze him. Then, sword in hand, he headed straight for the three urns.
 
   The priest strained to tip over the second urn. Meanwhile, Hartz destroyed the three vessels against the wall on the opposite side of the room with three powerful strikes of his sword.
 
   The priest was elated to see that the fog was beginning to dissipate. He ran to the third urn and, with every ounce of strength he had left, smashed it against the floor. Just as he was about to jump for joy, he saw Hartz fall, overcome by the specter.
 
   “Nooooooo, Hartz!” 
 
   The Ether guard glared at him with that hellish nightmarish face. Emitting another terrifying howl, it headed straight for him.
 
   The priest ran for his life toward one of the corners, but there was no way out. Filled with fear, he turned to face the specter. It was moving through the center of the room, coming ever closer to him.
 
   “May the protective Light shelter me from harm in this, my hour of dire need!” prayed the priest, his body trembling with the certainty his end was near.
 
   He closed his eyes, waiting for the touch of death.
 
   But it never came.
 
   The guard howled in rage. 
 
   The priest opened his eyes and watched in astonishment as the guard stumbled toward the middle of the room, drawn back by the ethereal fog which had disappeared completely from around the priest. The guard could not reach him. He ran to pick up his torch from the floor, watching the guard weakening by the moment. As the fog dissipated, the fearsome guard was beginning to become solid again. After a few moments, the fog had completely vanished from the room. And with one last horrifying howl, the guard was once again a translucent statue.
 
   “Praise be!” The priest celebrated, lifting his outstretched palms to the Light. 
 
   He ran toward Kayti and shook her vigorously.
 
   Her eyes opened wide. The look of terror on her face was an outward sign of the nightmare from which she’d just awakened.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “Where am I? What happened?”
 
   “Take it easy, everything is fine. We defeated the Ether guard.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right; I remember now. It was horrible... its touch almost killed me. I thought my time had come...”
 
   “It was indeed a close call, but you’re safe now. Can you sit up?”
 
   The brave warrior tried but did not have the strength. “I need to rest, Father. I am totally drained.”
 
   “All right, you rest. I’m going to see how the Norriel are doing.”
 
   After a few minutes, the priest came back to Kayti, accompanied by the two warriors, their exhausted faces marked by suffering. They knelt down next to her.
 
   “It looks like we survived,” the priest nervously announced.
 
   “By a hair,” affirmed Komir, his voice faltering.
 
   “He’s still there.” Hartz pointed in the direction of the hooded mage in the middle of the platform.
 
   They all looked up at it, still engulfed in apprehension. 
 
   “Let’s let it be for the moment. We have nothing left but our souls to fight with; we need to recover and rest before we try anything. But let’s not take our eyes off it, just in case,” said Komir.
 
   And rest they did. A tense period of recuperation during which the hooded figure stood in the center of the room, watching over their battered bodies without so much as a sound or the tiniest of movements. Komir never took his eyes off it, but would have been too tired and weak to defend himself if anything had happened. All he could hope for was that the mage would not conjure up some other wicked creature to fight them.
 
   After a bit of respite, the three companions looked at each other indecisively. The experience had taken its toll on them; they looked as pathetic as they felt physically, and had very little strength left—if any. And they were still in danger.
 
   Komir stared at the hooded figure, still standing stock-still in the middle of the room. The priest passed one of his torches to Kayti as Hartz rebandaged the sutured cuts on his right arm and thigh. He walked over to Komir without taking his eyes off the dauntless enemy.
 
   “He must be the Temple Guard; a priest or a guardian mage in charge of defending it from thieves and defilers,” proposed the cleric. 
 
   “Do you think they left him here—buried alive?” asked Kayti. “I’d bet they did, so he could defend his master. It’s an ancient custom in certain civilizations, long before our time. There are texts about those kinds of traditions in the great Library of Loranium. Do you realize what this means? We are in the presence of one them—a member of the Lost Civilization, a civilization we believed had been wiped out. This is an incredibly important discovery!”
 
   “If you say so... but all I want is answers. So that hooded man—guardian or not, millenarian or not—had better give them to me if he doesn’t want to lose his head,” growled Komir.
 
   “No, please! I beg of you—don’t kill him! There are so many things we need to know, so many mysteries to solve, so much we could learn from him...”
 
   Komir took a few steps toward the hooded figure. As if reacting to the threat the young man posed, it raised its staff above its head again and chanted something unintelligible. In the same moment, a golden light appeared in the doorway of the room behind them. Taken by surprise, Komir stopped in his tracks, expecting another attack from yet another monster, specter, or some other evil minion.
 
   The sinister figure convulsed, then collapsed.
 
   “What... in the world...?” muttered the priest who stood just a few steps behind Komir, staring at him with seeds of doubt in his eyes.
 
   “I swear, I didn’t touch it!” insisted Komir, defending himself against the priest’s accusing gaze.
 
   Approaching the fallen figure, they saw that its eyes were no longer glowing with the golden light. Komir opening its tunic; inside was a being that appeared to be human—completely mummified. Dried up, shriveled, as if time had absorbed every last drop of fluid from its body without decomposing it. 
 
   They checked to see if it was... living.
 
   It was dead. Not a shred of life remained within it.
 
   “Fascinating! Really incredible! I think that golden liquid these beings are filled with is some kind of magic fluid that can perhaps even prolong their lives!” The priest exclaimed, carried away by his enthusiasm. “So unfortunate that he died; a real shame. Who knows how old he must have been! Maybe even more than a thousand years old!”
 
   They picked up the guard’s staff and book and examined them inquisitively. As tall as a person of average height, the staff was made of a strange wood none of them recognized. Halfway up the crook, the wood was adorned with enigmatic inscriptions. The book, though not terribly large, immediately captivated the priest’s attention. It was written in some indecipherable language. Its cover looked to be made of gold, though they really couldn’t be sure of that.
 
   “This book must be a grimoire! A compendium of knowledge about the arcane arts of the Lost Civilization and the basis for the spells used by the guardian mage... I’ll need some time to study this important relic in detail—and to study the mummy.” The priest could barely contain his excitement.
 
   “Let’s have a look in the next room,” Komir suggested to the priest. “You two wait here. Regain some strength. If we need you, I’ll give you a shout.”
 
   “Don’t worry, my friend. We’ll be like new in no time,” replied Hartz. He sat back down on the floor, his face marked by fatigue.
 
   Cautiously, Komir and the priest went through the doorway and into the sumptuous room, designed in the shape of a cathedral nave. A series of high arches rose from the floor to the intricate vaulted ceiling, all the way down the length of the nave-like structure. 
 
   “Unbelievable... It looks like a grand basilica, the size of the Cathedral of the Light in Rilentor... amazing!” exclaimed the priest, awestruck. “The work it would have taken to build this temple... the symmetry and perfection of this architectural marvel... years of construction...” His mouth was agape as he admired the arches and vaults.
 
    Komir warily advanced, followed by the spellbound priest. When they came to the end of the room, they found a rectangular altar and a host of mysterious runes. On the platform was an enormous translucent sarcophagus, engraved with golden inscriptions. The tomb appeared to be the reason for the entire subterranean temple’s existence, the eternal resting place of someone of extreme importance. A large, golden circle completely surrounded the burial chamber.
 
   “Let me guess—if we cross over the golden ring, something bad will happen,” ventured Komir.
 
   “I would bet my well-worn cassock you’re right,” smiled the priest. “I believe that guard may have used up his last reserve of life force to activate this protection.”
 
   “Fantastic...” 
 
   Komir moved closer to the edge of the golden circle and looked inside it. The floor was made of square flagstones with five different kinds of engravings carved into them. Outside the golden circle the floor was smooth, with no etchings of any kind. 
 
   “If we want to get to the altar we’ll have to walk on those etched stones, but I don’t like the looks of them.”
 
   “Try to press on one of them with your sword to see what happens.” 
 
   Komir chose a stone with an intricate design and pushed on it with his sword. A spear instantaneously shot out of the stone toward the ceiling. Startled, Komir instinctively jumped back and landed on his rear end on the floor.
 
   “They’re not making it easy for us, are they?” said the priest, stifling a chuckle.
 
   This time Komir tried a stone with a different etching. The result was the same. This was not his lucky day.
 
   “Try the stone with the simplest engraving,” suggested the priest.
 
   Komir chose one that had just a square drawn in its center. Nothing happened. He pressed on it several times with his sword. Still nothing. 
 
   “I think this could be the right one,” said Komir, “this one with the symbol in the shape of a square. But I don’t trust these traps. Would you bring me one of the metal shields hanging on the wall in the other room?”
 
   The priest was back in a few minutes with a small shield.
 
   “Perfect. Just the right size,” said Komir.
 
   As carefully as he could, he placed the shield on one of the stones with a square symbol. He looked at the priest, took a deep breath to calm his nerves and quickly stepped onto the shield.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Komir let out a sigh of relief. He carefully took the shield from under his feet, trying not to lose his balance and stumble onto one of the other stones—which would mean a certain death, impaled on those lethal blades. As if playing a game of logic, he searched for another stone with the same symbol to keep advancing toward the sarcophagus. Calmly, slowly, he continued moving forward. When he was close to the tomb, Komir placed the shield on the last of the stones with the square etching—the stone that would allow him to reach the sarcophagus. He gingerly stepped onto the shield with his left foot then, ever so carefully, his right.
 
   Immediately he sensed a pressure beneath his feet.
 
   In the blink of an eye, Komir was propelled toward the ceiling of the temple.
 
   With no time to react, instinct took over. He threw himself forward and crashed head-first into the altar with the sarcophagus.
 
   “Oh no! A spear shot out!” yelled the priest, still in shock.
 
   “I already figured that out! Damn these traps snares! Traps inside of traps! Those bastards! If I had fallen backwards it all would have been over. Thankfully the shield kept the spear from slicing right through me.” Komir got back on his feet, carefully touching the huge lump taking shape on his head from the collision with the altar. 
 
   Still feeling a little dizzy from the impact, Komir nonetheless managed to climb up the platform to get to the sarcophagus. Wasting not a moment of precious time—he had come for answers and answers he would get—he pushed away the heavy stone slab covering the tomb. When the seal of the sarcophagus broke, the golden circle protecting it disappeared as if swallowed up by the floor itself and the trap was deactivated. Inside the tomb was a mummy wearing an elaborate gold crown covered in diamonds. On the chest of this Ilenian lord or king or whatever he was rested an incredible two-handed sword—a broadsword—with unusual golden etchings.
 
   As he closely examined the dried-out cadaver, Komir saw he was wearing a shiny silver chain around his neck. He carefully lifted it up and discovered a beautiful medallion at the end of the chain—a magnificent piece with a round crystal stone that was nearly transparent. It had to have had close to three hundred facets. Impressive. It was set in a thick silver hoop that had strange symbols etched into it. The hoop connected the medallion to the long chain. What a stone! This medallion is something like my mother’s Dark Medallion. But it’s much larger—almost double the size—and it’s the opposite color. Komir stared at it, awestruck. Although he didn’t know anything about jewels and precious stones, he could clearly see this medallion was special, and very valuable.
 
   But something told him it was more than that. He placed the medallion in the palm of his hand, surprised that it almost completely covered it and that, for its size, it was quite light. It shone with a fine, almost imperceptible luminescence that emanated from inside it, as if it had its own pulse... its own life. Komir took it off the mummy and hung it around his own neck, tucking it under his leather jacket next to his mother’s medallion.
 
   The moment he placed it around his neck, he felt a strange, itching sensation all over his body, and a mystical, ethereal feeling enveloped him. His whole being felt... bodiless; he was experiencing... Ether. The medallion was showing it to him, was allowing him to experience it, for reasons beyond his comprehension. Feeling something so incredibly strange after having fought the ethereal guard in the midst of all that fog, Komir came to the conclusion that this medallion was tied to the fifth element, to Ether, to the spirit.
 
   This gem radiates power—I can feel it in my bones... bodilessness, purity. Until I can figure out what it’s for, I am keeping it hidden.
 
   Carefully checking the mummy to see if there was anything else of value on him, Komir found nothing other than the magnificent gold and diamond crown—no doubt extremely valuable. He threw the two-handed sword to the priest, knowing how much Hartz would like it. Not the least bit skilled in anything physical, the clumsy priest tripped and fell on his backside as he scrambled to get out of its way as it flew past him.
 
   Komir couldn’t help a chuckle.
 
   The priest looked up at him from the floor. He, too, started laughing.
 
   “Let’s get out of this crypt. I didn’t find what I came for.” said Komir, crestfallen.
 
   “I am sorry, my friend. It’s a pity you didn’t find the answers you were seeking. Nevertheless, you should not weaken in your resolve... there is much here to examine, to study...  Perhaps we will find it a bit later.” The priest was making a valiant attempt to cheer Komir up as he was scrutinizing the crown. “Anyway, I’m anxious to tell the Abbot of the Light in Ocorum about our marvelous discovery. We have so much to delve into, to study in this temple. So many secrets of that ancient civilization to reveal, so much knowledge to uncover.”
 
   Komir was aware that even if he had not gotten exactly the answers he was looking for, the new ethereal medallion definitely represented an important discovery. He still did not know why or how, but he could clearly see the relationship between the two Ilenian medallions. The first—his mother’s—had led them here to the underground temple, to the medallion of the Ilenian king buried there. So it was logical to deduce that the ethereal medallion really could be what he was looking for, the object that was somehow tied to what had happened to his parents, to him, to his destiny. 
 
   He would discover the mystery locked up inside that medallion if it was the last thing he did.
 
   Little did he know then the significance of that discovery or the magnitude of the events it would precipitate. 
 
   Komir’s eyes met the priest’s. “You will need my mother’s medallion to activate the doors and go in and out of this temple, right? That seems to be the medallion’s purpose.”
 
   “You won’t deny me that, will you? There is so much we must learn down here,” pleaded the priest.
 
   “I believe we can reach some kind of agreement, Father,” smiled Komir.
 
   “Thank you, Komir. I thank you from the bottom of my soul. By the way, you didn’t ask me—none of you asked me, which is rather strange, after all, but my name... is Lindaro.” He held out his hand.
 
   Komir looked him in the eye for a moment, then shook his hand firmly.
 
   “Really pleased to meet you, Lindaro.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Earth... Be... Earth... Become 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana gazed at the great cavern with its mahogany walls and sky-high blackened domes as the group crept forward. Huge stalactites, thousands of years old, hung from the ceiling above their heads. With the exception of a few small, rocky formations in the middle, the vast cave was empty. The far side was completely enveloped in shadows. The group stopped to take in the great stalactites that adorned the entire length of the vault.
 
   “What are those rock formations hanging all through this room?” asked Kendas, staring at the ceiling.
 
   “They are stalactites—mineral formations that are formed from a drop of water. They have been here a thousand years,” answered the Prince as he moved forward with the torch held high. 
 
   “A thousand years?” Kendas’ mouth hung open as he continued to gape in fascination at the ceiling.
 
   “Looks like the country bumpkin has never stepped foot in a simple cave!” joked the Sergeant, chuckling.
 
   Kendas blushed. “No, Sergeant... We don’t have caves near the farm where I was born.”
 
   Lomar smiled. “Actually, I’ve never been in a cave like this before, either. Close to Rilentor, there aren’t any—”
 
   “What a couple of fledglings!” snorted the Sergeant. “I assure you, there are plenty of caves in our kingdom.” 
 
   Gerart smiled. He took a few steps forward and peered into the back of the cavern. It was so obscured in darkness that an entire army could be hiding there and they wouldn’t see it. “I’ll go first, and if I don’t see anything lying in wait for us in the shadows when I get to the other end I’ll let you know it’s all right to come over.” Without giving his men a chance to protest, he began walking across the cave.
 
   Mortuc cursed under his breath but the Prince ignored him.
 
   After several tense moments, Gerart made it to the other side of the massive cave and stopped. He waved the torch into the darkness. Then he signaled to the others to come forward. “Come on in! It’s all clear, but there is another rectangular stone just like the one before. Kendas, we’ll need some earth to get it to open.” He took a few steps back toward the middle of the cave to wait for them.
 
   The rest of the group began walking toward the Prince. When they were only a few steps away from Gerart they stopped in their tracks.
 
   The Prince looked at them in surprise. “What’s going on? Why did you stop? Get over here—we have to open this passageway if we want to keep going.”
 
   It was then that they saw it for the first time... something that would affect the evolution of everything to come, imbuing their future in mortal danger. 
 
   Behind Gerart, the arcane slab of black stone that sealed the passage had silently opened, and a sinister shape had appeared behind the unsuspecting Prince. The shock of seeing the mysterious figure come out of nowhere combined with fear for Gerart’s life slammed into Aliana like a hammer on an anvil. She stood there, unable to speak, the terror catching in her throat keeping her from screaming a warning.
 
   The hooded figure was wearing a long white tunic with gold edging. With one hand he was brandishing a staff and appeared to be holding a small golden tome in the other. His face remained hidden beneath the white hood, but two golden eyes shone intensely in the dark cavern. His mere presence cast a veil of terror over the scene.
 
   The spirit of the Usik legends is right here in front of us. Unbelievable! In spite of her concern for Gerart, Aliana felt a surge of nervous excitement. 
 
   “Behind you, Gerart!” thundered Mortuc’s powerful voice.
 
   Gerart spun around. Just ten steps from him stood the gloomy figure.
 
   Before he could react, the sinister being raised its staff and muttered something in an unrecognizable language. Gerart unsheathed his sword and hesitantly advanced toward the spirit. It turned and quickly disappeared through a fissure in the wall of rock, which instantly resealed itself with the stone slab.
 
   The Prince stopped and looked at his companions in astonishment. A deep buzzing sound began to spread through the cavern, causing a powerful vibration on the floor as its intensity slowly increased. The cave began to shake violently, as if it were the epicenter of an earthquake. They fought to keep their balance. 
 
   Instinctively, everyone looked at the ceiling.
 
   The stalactites were vibrating. More noticeably with each passing moment. 
 
   “Just as I’d feared—it’s a trap! Run!” shouted Mortuc.
 
   They all took off at a dead run toward the entrance—except for Gerart who only managed to make it to the nearest door sealed by a stone slab a split second before the stalactites began detaching and falling like butcher knives onto the ill-fated adventurers.
 
   “We won’t make it! It’s too far!” shouted Kendas as he miraculously avoided a massive stalactite that had fallen from directly over him.
 
   “The left wall! Run! Get against the left wall!” shouted Lomar, pointing frantically toward the wall closest to where they were.
 
   The stalactites were coming down from everywhere, thunderously crashing onto the floor, shattering into thousands of pieces of rock that exploded out in all directions. One huge fragment ricocheted off the floor and hit Lomar in the side, knocking him off balance. He fell flat on his face. The moment Kendas saw him he stopped running and went back to help his friend. He bent over to help him up—and did not see the colossal stalactite falling straight for them. 
 
   “Watch out!” Aliana screamed, frantically pointing at the ceiling with a horrific certainty that they were doomed. 
 
   Faster than lighting, a strapping man appeared before Aliana’s eyes and threw himself at the two soldiers who were trying to stand back up. A half a second before the stalactite would have crushed the two Lancers, the Sergeant had slammed into the two men, knocking them against the wall they’d been trying to reach. Mortuc was propelled toward the wall on the right side. The gigantic stalactite smashed into the empty space where the two Lancers had been just a heartbeat before, but the powerful explosion of rock shards and stones hit the Sergeant. Groaning in pain, he staggered toward the wall.
 
   The earthquake intensified. 
 
   It seemed as though the entire cavern was collapsing from the violent clash of rock on rock. 
 
   When Aliana saw that her friends had been saved from a certain death, she was filled with a moment of elation that abruptly ended when she was struck by a shard of rock. She was no more than six steps from the wall where her companions had taken refuge when she felt the sharp pain in her side. 
 
   She ran faster. I am going to make it. I’m almost there... a little farther...
 
   Three steps later she leaped through the air, reaching out toward her companions. Faces full of worry, they reached their arms out toward her. A stalactite detonated into thousands of razor-sharp shards to her left. She felt an intense pain in her left shoulder as she was blasted off to the right. The impact knocked her bow and quiver off her back. She knew she had been wounded by the fragments so she tried to stop herself from sliding, to establish in her mind how serious the wounds were... but all she could see was the blood soaking her tunic under her breastplate as she skidded across the floor. Then Sergeant Mortuc’s strong hands were there to stop her. She looked into his deep brown eyes.
 
   “I’m hurt... it hit me.”
 
   And she lost consciousness.
 
   Darkness washed over her. She could not feel her body. Nothing. The pain had disappeared; coldness had taken over her being. Her legs would not move. She tried to open her eyes but her body would not respond. Terror penetrated her spirit. She was completely defenseless. From the depths of the darkness engulfing her, two brilliant golden eyes loomed overhead. She could not make out a face. Just those intense, threatening eyes. Fear swelled inside her... she felt as if a feline beast of prey was approaching her face but she could not get away. Unable to move a muscle, she was trapped inside her own body with no hope of escape.
 
   It was the Ilenian spirit from the Usik legends!
 
   As the gleaming eyes hovered over her face, a message began to form in her mind... Strange words. Unintelligible at first, but they slowly began to take shape.
 
    
 
   Go... Leave
 
   Away... Temple
 
   Sacred... Ancestors
 
   Die... All... Death
 
   Earth... Be... Earth... Become
 
    
 
   Frightened by the spirit’s message, Aliana held tightly to the only thing she could trust: her Gift. The bluish force began to glow inside her, coming to life and flowing out from every atom in her being. She concentrated first on her chest. As the light shone ever brighter, the evil, menacing eyes of the spirit faded into its warm, bluish glow. With one command from her mind, she sent the healing energy throughout her body. As the malicious eyes disappeared into the darkness pain began to overwhelm her body, a stabbing pain in her shoulder and side. She sent more energy toward the source of the pain, concentrating on identifying and healing the wounds she’d suffered. The cuts were deep, the wounds, ugly. She centered all her power on healing the wounds and stopping the hemorrhaging, thoroughly exerting her energies. Little by little the blackness began to vanish, replaced by the comforting light.
 
   “Aliana! Wake up!” encouraged Mortuc.
 
   “Aliana, please come back to us!” Gerart begged.
 
   Their familiar voices brought her back to full consciousness. She opened her eyes and saw that she was still on the floor of the immense cave, with the wall behind her, surrounded by her companions. There were no more vibrations; the earthquake had passed. She looked up at Gerart who, overcome with worry, was kneeling at her side. Behind him she saw Mortuc flanked by Lomar and Kendas who were all looking at her anxiously.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m all right. I just need a moment to recover.” Her face revealed she was still in pain.
 
   “Thanks be to the Light!” exclaimed Gerart. “For a moment, I thought we were going to lose you. I would never, ever, have forgiven myself... if something happened to you... I don’t know what I’d do,” confessed the Prince inadvertently as the gravity of what he’d just been through caught up with him.
 
   “It wasn’t serious. Don’t worry, Gerart. I’m fine. It’s just a few cuts and an awful scare.”
 
   “You lost consciousness for quite a while,” said Mortuc as he checked her pulse. “You have a deep cut in your shoulder and another in your side. We stopped the bleeding as best we could, but we need to suture them right away.”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant. I healed most of the injuries but you’re right—if we don’t sew them up they could open again and would no doubt get infected. Once they’re closed up I’ll finish as much of the healing as my Gift will allow.”
 
   “I always carry a curved needle, thread, and ointment with me for situations just like this.” The Sergeant took out a small leather satchel he had tied around his waist. “If you’re ready, I’ll take care of closing these nasty wounds. I’ve been treating wounds for many years in the Royal Army; they’re an occupational hazard. I can assure you I am an expert seamster. You’ll barely even see the scars!” He smiled and winked at the Healer.
 
   “I am sure you are quite an expert, Mortuc. Go ahead.”
 
   In the blink of an eye, the Sergeant had closed her wounds with the skillfulness of an experienced army surgeon. Aliana finished the healing and, exhausted, leaned against the wall, trying to recuperate. Her four companions watched her attentively.
 
   “You almost died, Aliana,” Gerart told her, his voice marked with worry. “Maybe you should go back to be with the rest of the group. We don’t know what other dangers are awaiting us in this cave.”
 
   “Not a chance. I will not leave here without Haradin. Many brave men died so that we could make it this far. I’m not turning back now just because my life is in danger. If I die, so be it!”
 
   “We can take care of that spirit with the golden eyes,” volunteered Kendas. “Lomar and I will go after him and will bring him back skewered on our swords. Don’t you worry. All we need is an order.”
 
   “That’s no spirit! It’s nothing more than a mage, a cunning wizard,” Gerart snapped. “You two will stay where you are. We will all go forth together. Under no circumstances will we separate. We’ll have a much better chance if we stay together. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “Yes, Your Highness!” the two soldiers replied in unison.
 
   Aliana noticed Mortuc grinning at the forcefulness of the Prince’s words. The Healer got back on her feet with Gerart’s help, then took a drink of water. She checked over the condition of her wounds, bandaged them, and asked Gerart to help her put her breastplate back on. Then she picked up her bow and quiver and slung them over her shoulder.
 
   Once she was ready to go, she explained to the group what she had experienced. “The guardian, whether or not he is a spirit, spoke to me while I was unconscious. He vowed to kill us if we don’t leave his temple—Temple of the Earth, he called it, or at least that’s what I think I heard. It proves we are in the right place, the place where Haradin was headed, the second of the lost Ilenian temples... the great Temple of the Earth. Based on what I heard, it sounded like it must be sacred to him, a temple belonging to his ancestors—if I understood correctly. I just can’t be sure. He also mentioned something about earth becoming earth. I don’t know if that’s exactly what he meant but his threat was perfectly clear. If we continue on, he will kill us. I have no doubt about that.”
 
   “Well, that confirms we’re on Haradin’s trail. At least this is the right cave—the temple must be farther into the bowels of this mountain,” suggested Gerart.
 
   “There is one thing more we haven’t considered,” said Aliana. “If Haradin was right, and it looks like he was, that being, that spirit, could be part of the Lost Civilization—the Ilenians.”
 
   Everyone looked at her in silence, contemplating the significance of what Aliana had just said.
 
   “But that’s not possible; the Lost Civilization disappeared a long, long time ago. Some scholars from the Temple of Light estimate it was more than three millennia ago,” the Prince reasoned.
 
   “I know, but what other explanation is there?” said Aliana.
 
   “A descendent with the mission of protecting the place from strangers?” submitted Kendas.
 
   “In Rilentor it is common knowledge that the Ilenians had great mages who built monoliths of incredible power,” commented Lomar. “My uncle always told me that, even though their disappearance is a mystery, somewhere in Tremia there must have been some hidden traces. We might very well be in the midst of one of them. And Kendas could be right—maybe he is a descendent with the sacred duty to protect this place.”
 
   “Mage or not, Ilenian or not, descendent or not, I will not permit this fool in a white tunic to play us again,” declared the Sergeant, raising his right hand to the hilt of his sword. “Kendas, Lomar, light the torches and lead the way. Keep your eyes peeled; I don’t want any more surprises.”
 
   When the group came to the end of the cave, Kendas tossed some of the dirt he was carrying with him onto the rectangular slab that sealed the opening. Again they witnessed the odd Ilenian magic and were completely captivated by the reaction between the earth and the arcane stone. Without a sound, the slab slid away, giving way to a grotto even deeper and more tenebrous than the previous one. 
 
   The adventurers peered mistrustingly into the cavern, fearful they were walking into yet another trap. 
 
   On the walls of shining black stone, two parallel lines of strange, golden symbols seemed to tell an interminable story. By the light of the torches they could see that the golden characters in the two lines covered the walls of the entire cave with their strange, unintelligible message. Everyone in the group silently stared at the symbols, trying to decipher their meaning. But no one could.
 
   The floor of the grotto was covered with dirt instead of stone.
 
   “Strange,” said Kendas as he crouched down and scooped up a handful of the dark earth that covered the floor. 
 
   “Earth...” said Aliana, remembering the spirit’s cryptic words. 
 
   Sergeant Mortuc walked toward the center of the cave accompanied by Kendas and Lomar. When they got close to the middle they could make out two enormous formations of solid rock that shone with an intense reddish color. Scattered forebodingly around them in a large circle were the remains of what had to have been nearly fifty corpses. The flesh of the dried-out skeletons lying there had long since been devoured by the lengthy passage of time... skeletons of warriors in the armor from different origins. The doleful scene that the faint light of the torches revealed stopped them in their tracks. 
 
   “What the hell happened here?” asked the Sergeant as he gazed upon the fallen soldiers.
 
   “I don’t know, but these warriors have been dead a long time,” replied Lomar, holding out the torch to shed more light on the ominous sight. 
 
   “Yes, and judging by the different types of armor and swords, I’d say they belonged to different expeditions, and it goes without saying they all met their end here,” observed Kendas.
 
   “It’s clear we are not the first visitors to this temple and—you’re right—these visitors died here. We’d best be prepared for an ambush,” warned the Prince as he unsheathed his sword. “They may not have made it out of here alive, but we most definitely will. Everyone, on the alert!”
 
   The rest of the group pulled out their swords and Aliana took the bow from her back and armed it with an arrow. All were on guard, expectant. 
 
   But nothing happened. Everything in that cave, with the exception of the group of adventurers, was lifeless.
 
   Aliana’s attention was drawn to something sparkling on the floor. She took a few steps toward it to have a look. Her fellow travelers immediately followed. The long object next to one of the skeletons seemed vaguely familiar to her. She cautiously stepped a bit closer to get a better look, trying not to step on any of the cadavers. Where had she seen that wooden hilt with all those extravagant silver symbols inlaid in it? It was so familiar to her; she recognized it but could not place it. She set her bow down and picked up the hilt. It was then that she realized it was not the hilt of a sword as she’d initially thought; it was a staff. 
 
   Aliana had indeed seen that staff before.
 
   It was Haradin the Mage’s staff of power. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



On the Dismal Trail 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The tracks were recent; no more than six hours old, Lasgol deduced. Crouching down, he carefully inspected each of the footprints and miniscule traces around the fire the fugitives had made to keep warm during the night. 
 
   It had been two people, a man and a woman. Both agile, nimble. Not terribly tall; no armor. They had been accompanied by two powerful horses with Rogdonian horseshoes and light saddlebags filled with enough provisions to survive for approximately one week.
 
   Interesting... very interesting... It always surprised the Norghanian Ranger and Royal Tracker how much information could be gleaned from the clues people inadvertently left behind—especially for the well-trained eye of an expert explorer and tracker like himself.
 
   Lasgol had been pursuing the two fugitives for a week, since the day after the startling assassination of Grand Duke Orten. He still could not believe the Grand Duke had been murdered; it seemed completely unreal. The second-most powerful man in the kingdom, a veritable bulwark for the nation, assassinated in his own bedroom—in his own impregnable fortress. Lasgol still hadn’t been able to shake off the impact of the news.
 
   He recalled how, six days ago, with no idea why, he had been urgently summoned to Grand Duke Orten’s royal fortress. Much to his surprise, he’d met with Captain Tonarson, who’d been accompanied by the powerful Count Volgren. The Count’s presence in the fortress had initially disconcerted Lasgol. A man of great influence and power in the King’s court, the Count had traveled far from his dominion to be there. His earldom, one of the largest of the kingdom and located in northwest Norghana, competed with the dukedom of the deceased Grand Duke Orten, brother of the King and First General of the kingdom’s armies.
 
   The mission that would be entrusted to him during that meeting would have grave repercussions for the young ranger. What Lasgol did not know at the moment when he’d arrived at the fortress was that he was about to embark on the single greatest adventure of his life—an adventure so unusual and with such profound implications that it would change him forever. 
 
   Lasgol had known the Grand Duke’s efficient administrator for quite some time, and he knew him well. He was a veteran soldier with an alert mind and an unrivaled capacity to manage administrative and logistical matters. That man was the hub through which every aspect of the operations of both the fortress and the dukedom’s dominions passed. He was Grand Duke Orten’s most trusted man and his word was law in these lands. Lasgol had carried out several missions for the Grand Duke as Royal Ranger so he was used to dealing with Tonarson. He liked the Captain—a good soldier and a great manager who thrived on order and efficiency. 
 
   He greeted Captain Tonarson with a warm hug, then respectfully lowered his head and bowed before Count Volgren.
 
   “I see you’re still as straight as an arrow, Lasgol! It’s good to have you with us,” Captain Tonarson exclaimed amiably.
 
   “Always at the King’s service. It is my duty, after all,” replied Lasgol with a smile.
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’ll get right to the point,” said Tonarson.
 
   “Of course, please proceed.”
 
   “I have called you here for a matter of grave importance to the kingdom. Grand Duke Orten, brother of King Thoran of Norghana has been... has been... assassinated by a Rogdonian agent. I need you to find that agent and capture him alive so that he can be interrogated and brought to justice. He already has more than a day’s head start,” the Captain explained, his tone serious and full of regret. 
 
   It took Lasgol a few moments to process the alarming news. He was completely shocked; he was speechless. It was as if someone had just poured a pitcher of ice water on his head.
 
   “A... very sad day for the nation of Norghana... The Grand Duke is gone,” said the blond explorer after a few moments of silence, his voice as grief-stricken as his spirit. “My most sincere condolences to the royal family. His Majesty King Thoran must be distraught over this loss.”
 
   “His sorrow is inconsolable,” the Captain said softly, almost whispering as he looked down. “His Majesty has ordered Count Volgren to assume command of the fortress and to act as First General of the Army in this hour of great mourning for all of Norghana.”
 
   “A privilege and an honor,” said the Count, taking a step forward.
 
   Lasgol observed him: a tall, middle-aged man, dressed in an exquisite suit of full Norghanian armor: polished scales embossed with rich ornamentation in gold and silver that covered his chest and shoulders. A long, deep red, elegant cape fell from his powerful shoulders down to the floor. This imposing man’s luxurious attire demonstrated his fine lineage and high social position in the court. His long blond hair—sprinkled with a few silver strands—cascaded over his shoulders. Tucked under his arm was a winged helmet of the Norghanian infantry, also silver and gold. All that armor must have cost a fortune. His piercing blue eyes examined Lasgol in return, not missing a single detail.
 
   “We have orders from His Majesty to capture the Assassin alive. He must be interrogated. There are confirmed reports that point to Rogdon as those behind the vile assassination, but the King has ordered that we corroborate that before he takes action on seeking out the necessary and just retribution,” explained the Captain who was seated in a wooden chair behind the ample desk from which he took care of running the fortress. 
 
   “What proof have you found of that? Is it conclusive?” asked the young tracker, his eyes narrowed in disbelief. 
 
   “We found a ring with the seal of Rogdon next to the Grand Duke’s body. In addition, beneath the tree where they’d left Rogdonian horses used for their escape, we discovered a pair of gauntlets belonging to the Royal Lancers of Rogdon. Finally, the most irrefutable piece of evidence: a leather satchel with five thousand Rogdonian gold pieces. Part of the payment for the assassination, no doubt,” said Count Volgren.
 
   “This ‘proof’ could very well have been planted there to direct the blame toward the southwest kingdom,” suggested Lasgol as he took his host’s invitation to sit down and have a glass of water. 
 
   “Precisely, Lasgol. I see your young age does not impede your judgment. That is exactly why the King insists the Assassin be taken alive and interrogated. He wants to be sure that this is not the work of someone hiding in the shadows who wants to incite a war. He has ordered me to direct the manhunt to capture the Assassin from here and has instructed me to put our best men on it,” explained the Count.
 
   “That means you must have called Kyjor and Gurkog; they are the best and most experienced trackers in the kingdom.”
 
   “Quite right, Lasgol. They both set out this afternoon. They have several hours head start on you since they were closer to the fortress when we summoned them.”
 
   “If they’ve already gone out I don’t see any need for my intervention. It’s practically impossible for anyone to fool those two old bloodhounds. They’ll find that Assassin for sure. I don’t believe I remember anyone ever escaping Gurkog’s grasp, and Kyjor is almost as good as Gurkog is. Their success is guaranteed.”
 
   “Under any other circumstances I would agree... but there is one detail you don’t know about. The Assassin is not an ordinary man. The way he was able to eliminate the Elite Guard at the walls indicates that he might possess some sort of dark talent—or he could be some kind of mage,” suggested the Captain, his reticence making it clear that there was something abnormal—and arcane—about this Assassin.
 
   “I understand. It is not at all common to find Assassins with the Talent. Are you sure that’s what it is? My father told me that, some thirty years ago when he was the first Royal Ranger, he once hunted one of them—and there’s never been another one in the kingdom since that time—at least, none I’ve heard of.”
 
   “Did he catch him?” the Count inquired, his interest piqued.
 
   “Yes, he did. But he almost lost his life doing it. It turned out he was a Sorcerer from the East coast with certain ‘abilities’ he used to carry out the assassination contracts entrusted to him.”
 
   “There is no confirmation that this is the case now; it’s just a suspicion. But because of that, the decision was made to send the best manhunters out after him in addition to five mounted hunting companies that are crossing the Utla at this very moment in light assault ships. They’ll soon be disembarking on the steppes to continue their pursuit. That is the reason why I called you here, Lasgol. For your special... abilities... your power... You are a man with qualities others do not have. You are better suited for facing off with an Assassin who has dark powers or an enemy agent who makes use of magical arts. Ultimately, Gurkog and Kyjor—though they are extraordinary manhunters—are just normal men,” explained the Captain, looking uncomfortably at the Count.
 
   Hearing that, Volgen’s eyes bored into Lasgol like two daggers, unable to mask his astonishment. “I was not informed that we had a Chosen One among our Royal Rangers. How is it that I was not advised of something so important?”
 
   “As you surely understand, Sir, it is not customary to reveal this kind of information. I try to keep my condition private. Only certain people I trust know about my Gift,” explained Lasgol.
 
   “You have nothing to fear with me, my young Ranger,” said the Count, moving in closer to Lasgol. “I’m not some ignorant peasant or uneducated woodcutter who was raised in the mountains—I’m not afraid of what I don’t understand, nor do I want to cause any harm to those who are different than I am. I understand your distrust, Lasgol, but do not be frightened; those with the Gift benefit our kingdom and I therefore value and appreciate them. I am, in fact, one of the principal advocates of the Chosen Ones here in the King’s court, and the court’s Ice Mages consider me their benefactor and friend.”
 
   “Thank you, Count, for your kind words. They have definitely allayed my fears and given me hope that I can indeed trust you. There are people all over from all classes in our society who fear the Chosen Ones and recoil from the handful of us from north of the Utla who possess the Gift. My past experience has not been at all positive when I have revealed my condition, so whenever I can I try to keep it hidden from anyone outside my circle of trust.”
 
   “In that case, I assure you that you can count on me to be inside that circle. And if you wouldn’t mind, could you tell me what kind of power you possess? You don’t look like a Mage or a Healer. Is it perhaps a dark power?”
 
   “I see you are familiar with the existence of different types of power. Well, you are right; I am not a Mage with the power to control the elements, or a Sorcerer with the power to control minds, or a Healer with the power to cure afflictions and wounds. And no, it is not a dark or evil power, though in my opinion none of them are, per se. It is the man who makes them so according to their intentions and, above all, their actions. ‘It is not the sword that kills, but rather the man that wields it.’ So it goes with the Gift; you can use it for good or for evil. How to develop or use his power rests in the hands of each Elect. Of course, there has always been much debate on the topic and many different opinions with respect to it. My Gift is related to nature, to animals, and to my bow; I am an excellent explorer and tracker. My abilities with a bow, which I have patiently developed over time, are superior to those of any Elite Marksman.”
 
   “I see...” said the Count, mulling over what he had just heard. 
 
   “I still think my intervention will not be necessary, but I will go after the Assassin if the King so wishes.”
 
   “One more thing; the Assassin is not alone. He is with... He fled the fortress with a young Masig,” said Captain Tonarson, nearly mumbling.
 
   “With a Masig? How is that possible?” Lasgol was completely confused. “He freed her from the fortress’ prison? I don’t understand.”
 
   “The young girl was... in the Grand Duke’s bedchamber... when the Assassin killed him. For some reason he took her with him when he fled. Perhaps she was part of the plan to kill the Grand Duke. We can’t say for sure, but it makes sense that they may have been co-conspirators,” said the Captain, unable to mask his uneasiness.
 
   “With all due respect, Captain, I very much doubt that. Assassins act alone. Rarely, if ever, do they work in tandem. And I understand the delicacy of the situation.” Lasgol stood up and saluted the Captain, who stood and returned the salute. “I will set out at once. They already have quite a bit of advantage and time is precious in these matters.”
 
   “The patrols are probably looking for them on the steppes toward the southwest on the way to Rogdon. Good luck to you; may your hunt be fruitful,” said Captain Tonarson.
 
   “Thank you, Captain—I’ll need it.”
 
   “Bring me that bastard alive so I can interrogate him. We need to know who is hiding behind the attack. There is so much at stake... If this is not resolved with the greatest diplomacy we could be facing all-out war with Rogdon. Thousands of lives are in jeopardy,” stressed the Count.
 
   “Don’t worry, I will, Sir.” With that, the tracker left the room to begin the hunt. 
 
   A short while later he was embarking on a small sailing vessel from the wharf in Skol and heading toward the great steppes.
 
   It was now nearly a week later. Lasgol stopped scanning the flat horizon of the interminable plains and walked back toward his horse, Trotter, who was nonchalantly grazing, indifferent to the world’s problems. Lasgol gently caressed the horse’s velvety light brown neck. It was soaked in sweat from the exertion of the long hunt. Four years old and sixteen hands high, this Palomino was the one thing Lasgol loved. With a tail and mane that were nearly albino, Trotter was a beautiful creature, worth its weight in gold—no one could deny that. 
 
   “You’ll soon be able to rest, my faithful friend. It won’t be long now. We’ve cut into their advantage quite a bit over these last few days. We’ve almost got them now,” he whispered to his companion.
 
   His tireless steed snorted and nodded its head as if joyfully expressing its agreement. Lasgol smiled. Looking up at the sun he took a moment to evaluate his situation. He had to carefully size up the status of the hunt, just as his father had taught him so many years ago. Always judiciously analyze your next step; do not let the prey you are hunting circle back and take you by surprise.
 
   From the beginning of this mission, nothing had gone quite as expected. All indications were that the Assassin would return to his base in Rogdon from which he apparently operated. But he had gone toward the steppes. In a way it was logical; his objective was, after all, to temporarily elude the groups who were combing the roads to the south that led to Rogdon. Not a bad strategy. But why had he headed toward the Masig plains? It would be easy to follow his tracks there and find him. Nowhere to hide for miles around. It did not make sense. Who hides from the enemy in the flatlands when he could hide in a lush forest? Was he perhaps taking the girl back to her tribe? If so, why? Too many inconsistencies to make it all fit together. And what Lasgol could not piece together generally ended up causing problems.
 
   He thought about the young Masig—another mystery that greatly intrigued him. How was it possible that an Assassin with the skills to kill one of the most powerful and best protected men on the continent had let her live? Furthermore, he had rescued her, running an unnecessary risk. It did not fit. At all. And now he was still with her, which was no doubt slowing him down. Baffling. Was he taking her someplace specific in the steppes? They were already deep into Masig territory—five days walking within the boundaries of the tribes of the prairies. The young woman could have managed to get away from him by now and headed for one of the many nomad tribes. Something was totally off here. Why would they continue traveling together across the plains when the safest and most intelligent thing to do would have been to separate and seek refuge in the vast forest to the east? What was their plan? He did not understand it, and that was disconcerting.
 
   Coming up with no answers, Lasgol pushed the questions from his mind for a moment. There was another perplexing event that had him even more worried: two days prior, he had found Kyjor’s lifeless body.
 
   Kyjor, dead!
 
   Unbelievable... a man of his experience and skill... inconceivable. Like any good tracker, Lasgol had thoroughly examined the footprints and every other trace left behind from the confrontation. He could see that Kyjor had had the advantage of being higher up on a small hillside, camouflaged by the tall undergrowth. He had been kneeling when he’d aimed down the hill and shot his bow. He had had every advantage; the wind in his face, the sun at his back, the elevated position... and still he’d missed. Incomprehensible. 
 
   Lasgol had found the arrow stuck in a solitary tree a few paces downhill. How was it possible that a shot as good as Kyjor, who had nary a rival in the entire kingdom when it came to handling a bow, had missed from such an advantageous position? He could not fathom it. And what was even more difficult to understand was how he had not had time to take another shot at his enemy. Two trails of footprints began at the tree against which the Assassin had leaned; the prints were going toward the archer, but they suddenly disappeared and then reappeared where Kyjor had positioned himself for his shot. It was as if the Assassin had leapt uphill at least six paces. 
 
   Incomprehensible.
 
   From the evidence he was able to find, Lasgol deduced the Assassin had knocked the ranger off his feet and slit his throat. Very strange... Kyjor was a confident and excellent combatant, yet he had fallen quickly, almost without putting up any fight at all. Lasgol could only conclude that the Assassin was no ordinary man... not in the least. Given what he was seeing, that Assassin possessed Talent; he had the Gift—and that was going to make things much more difficult.
 
   He was going up against an Assassin with dark power. 
 
   Lasgol mounted Trotter and, heading west, continued his hunt through the plains. Before him was nothing but miles and miles of flat steppe. The only variations to the landscape he could make out in the distance were some undulating low ridges; behind them were a few small hills and, behind those in the far-off distance, higher mountains with snow-capped peaks. Several hours by foot toward the southwest he could discern a large blue lake that broke up the dominant greenish-yellow of the prairie’s vegetation. It was Great Lake Udian, considered sacred by the Masig. The tribes that populated that region did not allow foreigners anywhere near it. It was a holy place, the tribes’ font of life, and they protected it with brutal ferocity. If the fugitives had made it to the lake, it would be extremely dangerous for Lasgol to pursue them there. 
 
   The last few days, he had seen some six groups of different Masig tribes from the region on their migratory hunt. Up to this point they had only watched him for a time, after which they continued on their way without interfering since he represented no danger to them. Food was a much higher priority for them than a lone foreigner on horseback. But that would change if he went near their sacred water. 
 
   He continued on the two fugitives’ trail for hours until finally stopping at the top of a small elevation. Gently stroking his mount’s neck, he whispered in its ear. “It seems our luck has run out, Trotter.”
 
   A short distance to the west, on a small rise in the prairie, six Masig on dappled horses of the steppes watched him intently.
 
   These were not hunters.
 
   Their arms and faces were covered in war paint. Armed with bows and spears, they were wearing leather armor fortified with resin and wood over their chests and back. Patrol warriors from one of the area’s tribes, Lasgol presumed. 
 
   “I’m afraid they coming for us, my friend. We will either have to fight or die,” he warned Trotter. The horse neighed restlessly and shook its head as if understanding what was in store for them.
 
   “You are brave and clever, my dear companion,” whispered Lasgol with a smile.
 
   Trotter sensed the warriors’ presence and the tension it was creating.
 
   Lasgol’s eyes scanned the area. He was surrounded by a sea of never-ending plains, small yellow-green hills that looked like waves of earth. Nothing but undulating prairies for miles in every direction. No possible escape. 
 
   “There is nowhere to flee. We will have to confront them, dear friend.”
 
   Lasgol dismounted slowly so his opponents would see he was not afraid. And indeed he wasn’t—but he wanted them to know it. Mental games were of vital importance in critical situations such as this. He carefully studied each one of the horsemen. They were out of reach of his bow and they knew it.
 
   The Masig threateningly menacingly scrutinized surveyed the blond ranger’s every move.
 
   Lasgol picked up the long bow; it would give him farther reach but less accuracy. He knelt down and put his quiver on the ground. He stuck six arrows into the dry soil—slowly, one by one, sending an intimidating message to his adversaries. Then he nocked the last arrow in his Norghanian yew bow. It was nearly as long as he was tall and a masterpiece of one of the most renowned artisans from Norghana. It had cost him a fortune but was a weapon without equal.
 
   Turn back and you will not die here today. If you attack, I have an arrow reserved for each of you,
 
   Not the least bit intimated, the Masig warriors seemed to ignore his bravado. 
 
   Luck is not on my side. They’re going to attack me—I can feel it.
 
   He picked some grass and dropped it in front of his face to determine the direction of the wind. From the east; light... I’ll have to adjust a hair to the right.
 
   The six warriors were on the move. They separated, galloping toward him.
 
   “They didn’t fall for my bluff. All right, buddy, wish me luck!”
 
   Lasgol looked at them, weapon at the ready.
 
   Five hundred paces away; out of range. The nerves brought on by impending battle flooded in; he had to take a deep breath to calm himself down.
 
   Four hundred paces.
 
   They were now approaching at a full gallop, covering the distance that separated them before he could possibly take them all down. But Lasgol did not rush.
 
   Three hundred paces.
 
   Time to act. From that distance and with his well-trained eye he was sure to hit his mark.
 
   He tensed the bow and aimed it at the horseman in the center. After calculating the distance and the parabola, he inhaled and released the arrow. 
 
   The horseman fell from his mount, an arrow protruding from his right shoulder. His light armor could not stop Lasgol’s arrows—especially using such a powerful bow. At two hundred paces with such a fine piece of weaponry, Lasgol would be able to pierce metal armor and at one hundred paces or less it would penetrate heavy cuirass.
 
   In one swift motion he had reloaded the bow. Moving it slightly to the right, he took his shot. 
 
   Repeating the same motion, he aimed more to the left and released. 
 
   Three Masig warriors were no longer galloping toward him.
 
   Two hundred paces.
 
   A pair of arrows shot by the horsemen fell ten paces short, never having reached their target. Short bows; good for shooting from horseback but not from such a long distance. They’re speeding up now that they see I can reach them.
 
   Lasgol reloaded and shot two more times in short succession, once to the right and once to the left—knowing that from this distance he would not miss.
 
   Only the horseman on the far right was still left.
 
   Lasgol nocked the last of his six arrows and looked at him.
 
   One hundred paces.
 
   He continued to stare at the man but did not shoot. If the Masig warrior tensed his bowstring, he would have to shoot him. And from this distance, it was a sure hit.
 
   But the warrior stopped his mount, lowered his bow, and looked at Lasgol for a moment.
 
   Lasgol decided not to take him down and lowered his bow. 
 
   The Masig saluted him in a gesture of assent. He returned it. Then the warrior turned his horse and rode over to help his fellow warrior that had fallen closest to him.
 
   So my bluff wasn’t a bluff after all... they should have turned around... He’d been training on the bow since he was four years old, when his father had built him his first weapon and taught him to shoot it. And since that moment he had never stopped training, and that fact, coupled with a natural ability for handling the bow, had turned him into an excellent archer—one of the best in the north. But what had really made him exceptional was the Gift; it gave him even greater skills, making him a marksman without equal. He could easily shoot twenty arrows in sixty heartbeats, and with a short bow could even use his talent to shoot volleys of several arrows simultaneously. He stood up and put the bow in its leather case. Then he agilely jumped onto the back of his one and only true friend.
 
   “We will live another day,” he whispered in the horse’s ear. Patting it lovingly on the neck, he resumed the hunt for fugitives.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Several hours later Lasgol arrived at one of the tributaries of the Yen River which, like a gigantic, sinuous snake, wound its way through the steppes, its scales carrying along the refreshing liquid that gave life to the prairie’s vegetation. Lasgol dismounted and let Trotter drink while he scanned the horizon. He could not see the fugitives though he was absolutely certain they were not far off, north of his current position. He was closing in.
 
   A reflection in the water a few paces to the west caught his attention; he turned and carefully pulled out his short bow. Without missing a beat, he nocked an arrow with white plumage and cautiously crept forward, following along the border of the peaceful tributary as it flowed into a deep ravine. At the bottom of the ravine, he discovered a body, face up in the river. 
 
   Gurkog.
 
   Dead.
 
   His throat was slit from one side to the other. Lasgol immediately stopped and focused intently. He noticed no unusual scents, but the wind was at his back. There were no sounds other than those of nature. When he put his power to use, a dormant alarm went off inside him; a basic, animal-like instinct warned him that danger was very near. 
 
   They are here... Stalking me... I feel it; my Gift is signaling it. The dead body is a trap, left here as bait. If I go to examine it, I am a dead man. By the man-eating lions of Zagria! How did they manage to kill Gurkog—the best tracker and manhunter in the kingdom... This is unheard of! Lasgol felt as though the bottom had dropped out of his stomach, leaving him with a sense of emptiness, fear, and distress.
 
   He was in danger. Serious, mortal danger.
 
   Instinctively he slipped down into the tall grasses to hide, all the while thoroughly studying the terrain as he tried to calm his nerves. He looked at the sun, high in the sky behind him. That would work in his favor. If the wind were to change, he would be able to discern where the lethal Assassin was lying in wait. The ideal positions would be either to the north, on the wall of the ravine behind the thick undergrowth, or to his right behind a small hill covered in thick vegetation. The spot in the ravine seemed to him the most suitable for an ambush since it put the attacker at a clear advantage to his victim. One agile leap or one arrow to the back and it would be over.
 
   Fortunately, unlike the hapless Gurkog and Kyjor, Lasgol had an ace up his sleeve that the two more experienced trackers had not had at their disposal against this extremely dangerous prey: his Gift and all the abilities that went with it. Lasgol had developed this rare Talent with his late father’s help over the course of many years. He had never understood why he, a normal, ordinary man, had been blessed with such a marvelous Gift that would allow him to do things other men could only dream of doing. He had always thought that Liara, the Frozen Kingdom’s Goddess of Luck, had made a mistake when she’d granted him that wonderful Gift, that it should have gone to someone better—someone with a higher purpose and destiny than he had in life. Someone really special. He had worked hard to become an expert explorer in service to the King and had succeeded due to years of focused training and, to a greater extent, his Gift. But he still felt that such a high honor was wasted on him chasing fugitives, assassins and the dregs of society, and watching over the King’s forests. It did not seem that he was doing work at the level of the talent that had been bestowed on him.
 
   Undoubtedly the Ice Gods had been mistaken. He was sure of it. But today, that Gift would save his life and help him be victorious where his two fellow professionals had not. He gave thanks to the Goddess of Luck.
 
   His faithful friend Trotter was slowly grazing, unaware of the dangerous predicament they were in. Lasgol decided to send him to investigate the situation so as to reduce the number of unknowns. He concentrated, recited the words of power, and a green light rushed through his body. His mind entered into contact with Trotter’s mind and in an instant, like a fleeting breath, Lasgol had given him the order to start moving—first to the north and then to the east to get to the top of the ravine.
 
   Trotter immediately followed his commands.
 
   But nothing unusual occurred as Trotter explored; the animal had not been frightened nor had it backed off, so Lasgol assumed his tireless friend had not sensed anyone’s presence. Unfortunately, his ability only allowed one-way communication toward the animal; there could be no exchange of information—or at least he still had not discovered a way to accomplish that. Developing the abilities the Gift conferred on him was an arduous, extremely difficult task, not just because of its complexity but because of his relative unfamiliarity with it. It required countless hours of enormous effort, almost always without immediate gain. 
 
   His eyes searched the area. Intently.
 
   The Assassin must be on the right behind that hill, waiting for me. Very clever to leave the body there as a lure. If I go out there, I am at a clear disadvantage since he has the favorable position of elevation.
 
   Lasgol crawled forward ever so slightly.
 
   I will set a couple of traps in case he tries to come near me. I’ll have to draw him out, bring him closer to me. But if I get too close, he’ll take me by surprise and I’ll be done for.
 
   From the small leather sack on his back he took out two folded traps he’d been carrying. He set the first one and recited the words of power that would activate his ability. There was a green flash over the trap, making it invisible to the human eye. No one except for him would be able to see it. He crawled forward three more steps and set the second one. Again he recited the words of power; another brief, green flash made the second trap disappear. With two steps back, he positioned himself between the two traps, took out his reinforced war bow and grabbed a handful of arrows from his quiver. From his belt hung a small bag and, spreading its contents on the sharp steel points, he murmured the words of power. The green flash covered the arrows. 
 
   Just in case my enemy has also used some kind of poison on his daggers, this will even the odds. Now he just had to draw him out, which would not be easily accomplished.
 
   Noticing how dry the grass around him was, he devised a scheme. 
 
   After a moment of preparation, Lasgol shot three fiery arrows flying over the area where he suspected the Assassin was waiting. As soon as they landed in the high undergrowth, a fire broke out. 
 
   Lasgol waited, at the ready. In just a few moments the fire had grown in intensity and the black smoke was beginning to thicken. The small hill was burning. The Assassin would have to move from there. He would not be able to remain hidden there much longer.
 
   And he did not.
 
   Like a black panther, a shadow began descending the hill. But he was descending at a rate that left Lasgol stunned.
 
   He quickly aimed and took the shot, but the Assassin zigzagged at an inhuman rate of speed and the arrow missed him. Lasgol had never once missed from such a short distance. He reloaded and tensed the bowstring, but just when he was about to release it, the Assassin disappeared from where he had been an instant before, just a few paces away. 
 
   And he materialized right in front of him.
 
   This cannot be!
 
   The arrow left the bow in the same moment as Lasgol fell backwards, struck by a fearsome, unknown force that had come from the Assassin. He had no idea what had just hit him.
 
   Lying on the ground, he looked up to see the Assassin coming down on him.
 
   He was going to slit his throat. 
 
   But in his attempt to kill Lasgol, the sinister executioner stepped on the first trap. When the trap went off, it stunned and blinded the Assassin in an explosion of earth, smoke, and splintered wood. 
 
   Before the Assassin could recover, Lasgol quickly bent over and broke his bow over the Assassin’s head, then stood up and unsheathed the two short swords he was carrying on his sides. 
 
   He was prepared to face his enemy’s attack. 
 
   The Assassin, still half dazed and blinded, nonetheless attacked with a hellish ferocity, and Lasgol, in a defensive pose, blocked the strikes from the deadly black daggers. Then the Assassin mumbled something and a reddish light glowed all over his body.
 
   Lasgol knew the enemy was invoking magic. It instantly resulted in a leap so swift and spectacular that Lasgol could barely believe his eyes. Fortunately, he managed to repeatedly block the lethal blades with his short swords, one attack after another, as if in a choreographed dance. A dance of death.
 
   Seeing an opportunity, Lasgol returned a back hand the Assassin did not see coming and sliced into his arm. The ranger carefully retreated, stepping over the second trap, and waited, on guard. 
 
   The Assassin attacked with a rapid-fire combination of blows that Lasgol knew he would not be able to block. But halfway through the attack the Assassin stepped on the second trap. Several sharp, steel stakes sprang out of the ground and into the Assassin’s feet. Screaming in agony, he deftly somersaulted backwards and crouched down on the ground.
 
   “That trap did not just pierce your feet; the stakes were covered in a substance that will completely paralyze you within a few moments, keeping you from moving your lower extremities,” warned Lasgol.
 
   Now on his knees, the Assassin—without saying so much as a word or making any gesture—invoked the use of his Gift once again. But Lasgol was ready. The moment two daggers shot into the air at an ungodly speed and with wicked precision, with the help of his Gift Lasgol deflected them with his two swords.
 
   “Calm down. I am not going to kill you. I am in no hurry. Besides, you have my arrow stuck in your shoulder, and it is steeped in poison. So I’ll wait until it takes effect. I don’t want to take any chances.”
 
   With a lightning-fast flick of his right arm, the Assassin threw a small knife that Lasgol could not dodge in time. Fortunately it struck his forearm which was protected by a leather and metal guard that the blade could not penetrate. 
 
   Damn it! That was close. He is too dangerous... I need my bow. These swords are only good for defending myself. It’s no good trying to attack with them.
 
   He mentally connected with Trotter and summoned him then hurried to the saddlebags where his weapons were hanging and took the long bow. In the blink of an eye he’d nocked the arrow. 
 
    Now on his knees, the Assassin could no longer move his extremities. The poison was taking effect; he was barely able to remain conscious.
 
   Lasgol had him.
 
   He took aim.
 
   “Don’t kill him! Please, don’t kill him!” shouted a female voice from the far side of the smoking hill.
 
   Lasgol looked up and saw a beautiful Masig running toward him. Unarmed.
 
   “Spare him his life, I beg of you!” she pleaded tearfully as she knelt before the fallen Assassin. “Don’t kill him! I’ll do whatever you ask of me, Norghanian. Just please don’t kill him!”
 
   “I have no intention of killing him. Calm down.” Lasgol lowered his bow. 
 
   The Masig examined the Assassin, her face marked with worry.
 
   “Is he dead? Did you kill him?” she sobbed.
 
   “No, the poison has knocked him unconscious and the trap has paralyzed his legs. He will be like that for several hours—six to eight, I’d guess, based on his size. The arrow in his shoulder has not left a serious wound and his feet will be fine with a little rest and some bandages.”
 
   The Masig seemed to have calmed down for the time being.
 
   “Thank you... thank you for not killing him,” she said, her voice choking up.
 
   “Who are you, and what are you doing with him?”
 
   “My name is Iruki Wind of the Steppes. I belong to the Blue Clouds tribe. My tribe is camped to the east of the great sacred lake. We were heading there, to my tribe. He rescued me from the fortress when he went there to assassinate that disgusting pig who... who... brutally raped me. We’ve been traveling together since we escaped the Norghanians.”
 
   “Grand Duke Orten raped you?” asked Lasgol with a mix of embarrassment and surprise.
 
   Iruki’s face burned with rage. “Yes. That horrible swine beat me and violently raped me, and he paid for it with his life. I don’t care if you believe me or not, but that is exactly what happened. You can still see the marks on my face.”
 
    Lasgol lowered his eyes. “I’d heard rumors about the Grand Dukes ‘activities’ and his weakness for women but I was hoping they were just that—rumors with no basis in truth. I can now see they were unfortunately true...”
 
   “I was captured by one of the Grand Duke’s torture patrols when I was visiting my aunts and uncles. They took me to the fortress to serve as entertainment for that vile animal.”
 
   “I’m sorry for what happened to you. There is much evil in the blackened hearts of so many unscrupulous men. If I can help ease the pain that people in my lands have caused you, I will do whatever I can.”
 
   Iruki gazed at him in shock.
 
   “Thank you, Norghanian. I will remember your offer.”
 
   “Tell me, Iruki, why did the Assassin help you all this time? It isn’t logical. He could have been safe days ago.”
 
   “You’ll have to ask him that. I really don’t know. He helped me escape and then has continued to help me ever since. I don’t know the reason.”
 
   “Interesting... Such strange behavior... Truly baffling,” murmured Lasgol.
 
   “Now that I’ve answered your questions, can we please attend to him? His breathing is getting weaker.” 
 
   “All right. But before I do I need to tie him up. This man is extremely dangerous—the most dangerous man I have ever encountered—and I prefer not to meet with any unfortunate ‘accidents’ due to carelessness.”
 
   Lasgol looked at the Assassin uneasily. I do not like this at all. Not one bit.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Unbreakable
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana, overcome with incredulity, was holding in her hand Haradin the Mage’s Staff of Power. For the love of Mother Healer! I cannot believe it! She examined every detail of it, trying not to be carried away by false hopes or her own eagerness.
 
   But she was sure.
 
   In triumph, she lifted it above her head and displayed it to her companions. They stared at it in disbelief. 
 
   This was the first reliable proof that the Mage had really stepped foot in that cave. During this entire fateful expedition, a deep anxiety, a sense of doubt born from the possibility of being wrong—even if it was well-intentioned—had been silently eating away at Aliana. If they were wrong, so many lives would have been lost in vain. That thought had been torturing her, consuming her like a malignant illness. But this object was irrefutable proof that they were on the Mage’s trail; they had not miscalculated. All those young, brave lives had not been needlessly wasted, and that thought filled Aliana with immeasurable joy.
 
   “It’s Haradin’s Staff of Power!” she shouted to her friends, bursting into a fit of exultant laughter, finally able to release all the tension that had been accumulating over the course of the dreadful expedition.
 
   “Are you sure?” said Gerart, moving in closer. He looked at Aliana, surprised by the Healer’s unexpected outburst. 
 
   Aliana quickly regained her composure as she studied the staff in her hand. “I am sure,” she affirmed. “I’ve seen it before. Haradin himself showed it to me, explaining to me in detail the reasons for some of the runes carved into the wood of the nearly extinct black oak. I have no doubt this is his staff.”
 
   “That means we were right; the Mage was here,” said Gerart, his face reflecting the relief of someone who’s just had a great weight lifted from his shoulders. “Thanks be to the Light for guiding and protecting us! We were right!” He looked up in appreciation and made the sign of the Light. 
 
   Both Kendas and Lomar joined the Prince in giving thanks.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to be the bird of bad omen, but the staff lying on the floor with a bunch of corpses doesn’t seem like a good sign,” said Lomar.
 
   “I don’t know much about mages—nothing, actually—since I come from a small farming town, but I doubt he’d voluntarily give up a magical object as valuable as that,” reasoned Kendas as he scratched his chin. “Something bad must have happened to him.”
 
   “Damned ignorant youth! You two are the worst soldiers I’ve had the misfortune to command in years! What ancient divinity must I have offended to have the terrible luck of always being saddled with soldiers with the dimmest minds in the kingdom? You men have brains the size of a flea! How quickly you arrive at conclusions, expounding like expert tacticians, deducing the enemy’s movements on the battlefield... Except that you actually have no idea what happened here!” barked Sergeant Mortuc, pointing accusingly at Kendas. “No one should be rushing to judgment here, or making gratuitous assessments. We don’t have enough information. We don’t know what happened so we have no reason to assume the worst. There are at least a thousand different ways this could have played out. The Mage might be on the other side of that wall, wolfing down a nice roast while we’re standing over here debating.”
 
   “Let’s hope so. Haradin has successfully defended the kingdom from enemy attacks in the past. My father owes so much to him...”
 
   “Really? When? There isn’t any record of that...” said Lomar, genuinely surprised. 
 
   “If it hadn’t been for his power and audacity, we would never have been able to hold back the Nocean Empire fifteen years ago. They invaded Rogdon with an army almost double the size of my father’s with the intention of annexing their vast Empire. Our men faced off against them in the Longordi Valley. Their powerful sorcerers unleashed unspeakable horrors on our troops with their dark, nefarious powers, planting unbearable, terrifying images in their minds and inflicting unimaginable pain on their bodies. They completely demoralized our troops. The battle appeared to be lost. Our soldiers retreated, fleeing the enemy’s evil power.”
 
   “That’s right; those Nocean scumbags had sorcerers with very dark powers. It is said they are capable of poisoning their enemies, of infecting them with incurable, atrocious illnesses. How I detest those dirty desert jackals!” exclaimed the Sergeant, shaking his fist.
 
   “How do you defeat a bigger army that has such powerful sorcerers?” ask Kendas as he looked at the Prince, completely intrigued. “History tells us it was a desperate charge by the King that won the battle for Rogdon—at least that’s what they teach children in the kingdom’s schools and temples.”
 
   “True... But that’s not the whole story. History tends to glorify leaders and forget certain relevant details. It was actually Haradin who stopped them with his impressive powers. The mighty Mage advanced toward the enemy, immune to the wicked arts of the arcane sorcerers, and just when it looked as if the battle was lost he sent enormous fiery projectiles raining down on the enemy’s army. They exploded on impact over the stunned troops, burning everything in their path and decimating the attacking lines. Many men died on that battlefield, either burned to a crisp instantly or covered in horrific flames that slowly consumed them until they took their last breath. Seeing his chance, my father led a desperate charge with what was left of his dwindling army—the last brave men who’d remained faithfully by his side. Full of courage, the King viciously drove into the enemy, cutting through their terrified lines like the keel of a mighty ship cutting through the sea. He penetrated the heart of the enemy troops, seeking out and killing the sorcerers hiding there. The battle quickly turned to the side of Rogdon, and that is how King Solin beat the Noceans at the last moment.
 
   “Why has Haradin’s intervention been omitted all this time from all the epic tales and the accounts recorded in history books?” asked Kendas.
 
   “From what my father tells me, it was Haradin himself who wanted it that way. He preferred to remain anonymous. He’s always been quite discreet, like the majority of mages and people with the Gift. They don’t like to attract unnecessary attention since ignorant eyes may misinterpret their talents. Besides, so many people still fear and repudiate them. My father respected Haradin’s wishes, so the real story was never officially recorded.”
 
   “I am sure he is still alive. We will find him and return him to the kingdom. I refuse to believe he perished here. My intuition tells me he is here, somewhere. We have to find him,” affirmed Aliana, her energy revived from their encouraging discovery.
 
   “Onward, then!” the Sergeant ordered resolutely.
 
   The group advanced toward the two large stone mounds in the middle of the cave, As they moved in closer, they realized they were a different type of rock than the walls of the cave; an odd, bright, reddish color. The mounds were almost seven feet tall and four feet wide and did not appear to be naturally occurring. There was something... abnormal about them, so the group approached cautiously. Lomar walked along the outer edge to investigate the formations from the opposite side.
 
   He frowned in confusion. “Sergeant—I think you’d better come see this.”
 
   Mortuc walked around to the other side of the two formations and stood next to Lomar. “What the hell... ? For the love of one-armed Tonas’ and all his cousins’ beards!”
 
   The rest of the group hurried behind the rocks and were stunned to see a human-like relief carved into them. The head, a broad chest, robust arms and legs—all carved into the rock in a rectangular shape. Strange golden symbols were chiseled into the imposing chest.
 
   While everyone was busy examining the unusual discovery, completely absorbed by what it might represent, the sound of a muffled canticle, sung in a foreign tongue, began rising in the cave. Startled by the baleful melody, their eyes searched their surroundings, trying to find where it was coming from. But with only the light of the two torches, it was impossible to determine the source. 
 
   Anxieties were mounting. 
 
   Something highly unprecedented was taking place. 
 
   “Get ready!” warned Gerart, quickly looking from side to side. 
 
   Suddenly, the two stone formations began to shake, rocked by the eerie canticle. Starting out gently and then gaining in intensity in a matter of moments, the vibrations continued to increase as slivers of the reddish rock began to slide off the slabs of granite. 
 
   The five companions split up and prepared their weapons, readying themselves to face an attack.  
 
   The two human-like shapes in the rock began to shake more violently, the golden symbol on their chests burning as brightly as if it were pure gold. More shards of rock began flaking off as the tremors strengthened. All at once, the eyes of the two figures illuminated with a ghastly golden glow.
 
   “They’re coming to life!” shouted Aliana incredulously. 
 
   With a loud crack, one of the stone humanoids broke its right foot free from the floor and flexed it. An instant later it freed its other foot, loosening it from the rocky floor with another loud crack, at the same time violently detaching its stony arms and legs. The group took a collective step back, apprehensive of the golden glare of the enormous granite being.    
 
   The second stone humanoid freed itself. Now both of the huge shapes began moving as the group stared in disbelief. Aliana couldn’t help but think these beings—whatever they were—had a person within them, and that a powerful mage had cast a spell on these oversized humans and turned them to granite.
 
   As she watched them move, Aliana remembered one of Haradin’s mystical stories and knew instantly what they were up against. “They’re Golems—stone beings created to serve a powerful mage!”
 
   The first of the two Golems headed straight for Mortuc. The veteran soldier did not flinch at its menacing approach. He stepped forward, ready to confront the monster, even though he stood barely as tall as the granite humanoid’s waist. An arm of solid red rock, double the girth of a normal human’s, attempted to strike the Sergeant.       
 
   Mortuc jumped to one side, narrowly escaping the blow delivered from the powerful creature’s stony shoulders. The Sergeant raised his sword with both hands and struck a hard diagonal blow across the Golem’s side. A loud metallic sound accompanied by sparks erupted as the steel of the sword met the creature’s stony body. 
 
   Seeing his chance, Lomar moved in and thrust his sword at the rocky monster’s chest but it bounced off, deflected by the beast’s powerful abdomen. The creature lashed out with its left arm and hit the young man hard, sending him flying through the air like a wisp of straw. The brave lancer hit the floor ten paces back with a loud thud. He lay there flat on his back for a moment before trying to get up, then struggled to his knees. Not quite recovered from the brutal landing, he fell face down, unconscious, on the floor.
 
   Mortuc picked up Lomar’s torch and again went on the offensive, throwing another savage blow with his sword. This time it hit the Golem’s leg, but once more it ricocheted back amidst a sea of sparks.
 
   “For the love of Kuntes’ nuts! I can’t hurt this thing! It’s made of solid rock!” shouted the infuriated Sergeant as he took a step sideways to dodge the creature’s bone- crushing arm. “Lomar! Are you all right? Answer me!”
 
   But Lomar did not respond.
 
   Gerart and Kendas were engrossed in fighting the other Golem, desperately trying to wound it somehow. Every cut, every thrust, was totally fruitless. Kendas tried to burn it with his torch but the creature was unaffected by the flames. Then, in the midst of Gerart’s fierce battle with the Golem, he was struck in the chest with the force of ten men and was thrown backwards until finally smashing into the wall of the grotto with a sickening thud. His limp body collapsed on the floor.
 
   He did not get back up. 
 
   Kendas struck the stone monster again, this time in the head, but once again the sword recoiled back.
 
   “What do we do? I can’t kill it!” he exclaimed frantically. 
 
   He dodged the creature’s attack with a quick sidestep then positioned himself on guard. Like an apprentice stablehand facing a rearing purebred, he was not at all sure of how to proceed with the fight. Beads of perspiration bathed his forehead.
 
   Aliana nocked an arrow and focused her mind. She knew she probably could not hurt the creature but she had to try; her companions were in serious danger. She took a deep breath and released the bowstring. The arrow bounced off the body of the red Golem that was battling Kendas. Help us, Helaun, Mother Healer, in this difficult moment. In one fluid motion she’d reloaded the bow. Concentrating, she calculated the distance and inhaled, holding her breath as she aimed for the Golem’s head. She released. Another futile shot. There was no way to hurt this monster.
 
   Disheartened, Kendas dropped the torch and grabbed his dagger. With the agility of a young panther, he jumped onto the granite being and drove the weapon into its left eye—all the way up to the hilt. The beast didn’t even seem to notice. Defending itself, it hit Kendas so hard that he was thrown through the air and smashed violently onto the floor at the other end of the cave.
 
   Frightened, Aliana took another shot. Still no luck. Her eyes searched for the Sergeant; he was barely staying on his feet against his colossal adversary. His cuirass was dented from all the blows he had taken, and Aliana knew he would not hold on much longer. Granite arms were rapidly and repeatedly striking him. These Golems were going to end up killing every last one of them. Fear churned in her stomach. The situation was critical. They would never be able to defeat these creatures. They would die here, destroyed by the brutal beasts just like the rest of the poor souls lying around them had. 
 
   No. Do not let fear defeat you. There is always a way out. Think!
 
   “The... .spirit... It’s... here... The spirit...” came the sound of Kendas’ shaky voice. 
 
   Aliana looked in the fallen lancer’s direction but could see nothing in the pitch blackness of the cave. She squinted, trying to peer through the darkness but could not make anything out.
 
   “The spirit...”
 
   What was Kendas seeing that she could not see? It did not make sense that he would be able to see the spirit when she could not—unless it was hidden by some spell. She continued peering into the depths of the cave. Nothing. Only darkness. She heard a sound coming from behind her and turned to look. Both of the Golems were now fighting the Sergeant, who was barely managing to dodge them in a last-ditch attempt to escape a tragic end.
 
   Aliana focused her attention on Kendas. She had to do something!
 
   Making an extreme effort, Kendas lifted his hand just enough to point toward the corner to his right.
 
   She strained to see what he was pointing at but could still see nothing. Kendas lost consciousness, his outstretched arm still pointing in the direction of the corner. Aliana took a step to her right, loaded her bow, and shot into the blackness of the back of the cave, aiming for whatever Kendas had been indicating. The arrow hit the rock wall with a clatter. She reloaded and released another arrow into the darkness, this time aiming a bit more to the right. Same result. She swiftly nocked and shot three more arrows but all three ricocheted off the wall of the cave. Aliana shook her head and sighed. Was the spirit really hiding there or had it been the delirious imagination of a wounded soldier? Or maybe a hallucination from the powerful blow to his head? No, Kendas was a well-trained Elite Soldier of the Corps of Royal Lancers, selected from a large number of contenders for his physical and mental skills. If he had seen something it meant there was something there, hidden beneath a veil of dark shadows. 
 
   Shadows... An idea popped into her head. She tore a piece of material from the sleeve of her tunic and tied it to the tip of an arrow as quickly as she could. Then she ran to the torch that was lying near her, still burning, and set fire to the cloth.
 
   Just then, she heard a stifled groan behind her and turned to see that one of the granite creatures had violently thrown the Sergeant against the wall at the entrance to the cave. 
 
   Time was running out. Both monsters were coming for her now.
 
   She shot into the corner again. The arrow pierced through the darkness, the flames casting their light into the dark shadows. Aliana’s eyes followed its path, hoping against all hope that she would see even just a glimpse of the spirit’s silhouette.
 
   The two creatures were getting closer; she could see them closing in out of the corner of her eye. 
 
   For the briefest of moments, the arrow lit up the outline of a dark figure next to the wall in the corner.
 
   Aliana somersaulted forward to avoid a blow from the stony arm of the creature that had caught up to her. She finished off the move with the agility of an acrobat, locking one knee against the floor as she nocked an arrow to her bow without looking back, concentrating on the exact spot where she had momentarily caught sight of the silhouette of the hidden figure. Completely ignoring the threat posed by the two creatures that would be catching her in a matter of seconds, she released the arrow.
 
   There was a wail of pain in the back of the cavern.
 
   The hidden spirit was now partially visible. 
 
   The white tunic edged in gold stumbled out of the darkness of the cave’s deep shadows. The arrow had struck the spirit in the stomach.
 
   It looked at Aliana with its sinister golden eyes, clutched the arrow and rushed out of the cave through an opening in the rock without making a sound—and sealed the exit behind him.
 
   All hope lost, Aliana prepared herself to be brutally beaten by the Golems. She put her hands over her head, closed her eyes, and helplessly waited for the fatal blows.
 
   She was going to die. 
 
   But the fatal blow never came.
 
   Terror crushing her very soul, she opened her eyes and turned her head, expecting to see the two creatures about to finish her off with a horrifying beating. But what she actually saw left her dumbfounded. The two Golems were indeed there behind her, arms raised, ready to strike.
 
   Frozen in place.
 
   Lifeless.
 
   The golden light that had shone in their eyes and in the strange symbols on their stone chests had gone out. Life had drained out of them one miraculous instant before they would have beaten her to death. 
 
   Aliana breathed in deeply, trying to calm her racing heartbeat. As she inhaled, the fear that had gripped her began to melt away. She carefully observed the two stone creatures, trying to make sure they really were not alive, then nervously place her hand on the chest of one of the Golems. Concentrating, she called on her power and projected it onto the creature, sending it coursing through his stone body. She found there was not a single sign of life. The beast was solid granite, lifeless; it was... of the earth. 
 
   She looked at the walls and noticed that the two lines of strange symbols etched all along the length of the cave also had lost their intense golden glow. Her mind raced, thinking through what must have happened. By wounding the spirit, she had broken the spell he had put on the two creatures. 
 
   That was desperately close. I almost didn’t make it! Thank you, Helaun, Mother Healer, for having protected your humble servant. 
 
   She looked at her companions. All four had been taken down by the Golems and were still lying as limp as puppets, scattered about the floor.
 
   Fearing the worst, she hurried to help them. Her anxiety took her breath away as her eyes locked on Gerart’s motionless body.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Treasures
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lindaro walked hurriedly through the crowded main street of the commercial district. This was the most bustling, lively area of the city of Ocorum, the metropolis eternally lit by the great Egia Lighthouse.
 
   His simple brown cassock brushed against the numerous transients, buyers, and curious onlookers swarming around the market stalls filled with merchandise. Stands of every kind were arranged on both side of the wide mercantile avenue. Over the chest of his cassock was displayed the symbol of the Temple of Light: a brilliant white star with thirty sides set within a circle of the same color on a black background. The emblem identified those in the priest’s ecclesiastical order. Lindaro looked at the sky to verify the sun’s position and to calculate the amount of daylight remaining. There is not much time before nightfall. I’d better get back to the inn. How quickly time flies by; a day is nothing when there is so much to do!
 
   “A blessing for a poor widow?” begged an old woman dressed all in black who’d approached him as soon as she’d seen him coming her way.
 
   Lindaro stopped, looked at her tenderly and, laying his hands on the aged woman’s head, recited an invocation. “In the name of this, your humble servant, I ask that the Creator Light care for this daughter of yours, guiding and protecting her path, illuminating it that she might always walk in the way of the Light, and be forever safe from harm.”
 
   Pleased, the old woman smiled at the clergyman, her small mouth flashing her three scattered remaining teeth as her face wrinkled up into a sea of deep trenches. 
 
   The humble, who have nothing, are happy with so little. 
 
   Lindaro resumed his walk. At the end of the street, he turned right to go onto another of the popular, busy commercial avenues of the district. Citizens were making their last purchases of the day, some chatting animatedly; some simply browsing the stands.
 
   He tried to navigate through the multitude as quickly as possible but, like waves constantly crashing against him, the throng was keeping him from moving forward. The great metropolis of Ocorum and its people full of anxiety... always so active... in perpetual motion... never resting. Thousands of lives carrying out tens of thousands of activities, making hundreds of insignificant decisions every instant. The work of the Light is certainly a splendid marvel.  
 
    Since his return from the Egia Lighthouse, he had been so busy he had not even had time to breathe. Life had become frenetic from the very moment he had returned to the Temple of the Light with his fellow adventurers. When he had come back, he had immediately sought out Father Abbot Dian who, in addition to being his superior, was responsible for the temple in Ocorum. With great excitement he had shared the story of their incredible adventure, the marvelous encounter in the underground temple, and the tomb of a possible King or Grand Master of the Ilenians.
 
    The Abbot had had trouble believing what he was hearing; for a moment Lindaro even doubted that the good man would believe him. But after verifying the fantastical account with the three foreigners and asking countless questions, he finally seemed convinced—even if not completely. 
 
   They immediately organized an expedition to the temple beneath the lighthouse, and Lindaro guided the Abbot and several of his fellow priests through it while the three travel companions rested at the Temple of the Light and gave their wounds a chance to heal.
 
   When he returned from the expedition, Abbot Dian imposed a vow of silence on his priests so that nothing of what they had witnessed about this discovery of great significance would be revealed or mentioned to anyone, thereby assuring total secrecy. They needed time to investigate and study this spectacular find, to learn more about the Ilenians and the mysteries buried in that astounding place. The last thing he wanted was to have to deal with thousands of curious onlookers slowing them down and making it impossible to get started on the work. Or, worse yet, to have to fight off thieves, tomb raiders, and any other such riffraff. 
 
   The three companions, for their part, had no issues with keeping the secret and allowing the Abbot the time he needed to complete his studies. They organized a careful plan for concealing what had happened and not drawing the attention of the ever-vigilant —and ever-curious—port city. They fabricated a story to cover up the priests’ trips to the lighthouse: urgent and laborious repairs that were required to the large brazier that illuminated the coast. Taking into account the war that was about to break out, the mistruth was totally convincing. From that moment on, Lindaro’s days flew by at a dizzying pace. 
 
   He took a sudden turn to the left, leaving behind the street he’d been on. In front of him now was a small plaza beyond which was the picturesque building that housed the Flying Horse Inn where his three companions were completing their recuperation from the wounds they’d suffered during their underground adventure. For the life of him, Lindaro could not understand why they preferred the noisy, bustling inn to the peace and tranquility of the Temple of the Light. 
 
   Much like a pitcher set beneath a spring of crystal clear waters cannot contain the rushing water flowing into it, Lindaro’s spirit was overflowing with joy. He was absolutely exuberant over the events of the last several days. His whole life he had been fascinated by the mysterious Lost Civilization and anything that had to do with the Ilenians—a fascination which, he had to admit, was almost to the point of being obsessive. He was working to control that with the grace of the all-powerful Light. 
 
   He had been captivated by the story ever since, in his earliest years of childhood, his grandfather had told him about how an advanced and mystical civilization had ruled over the great continent of Tremia and then had disappeared without a trace before the time when man began to rule the kingdom. Many myths and legends about the unknown Lost Civilization had circulated through the kingdom but there was not a shred of concrete evidence that gave any indication of its origins or details of its culture—at least not until now.
 
   It has finally happened! Just what I’ve always wanted to find—evidence... solid evidence! They were finally in possession of concrete proof that could begin to explain what was undoubtedly the continent’s most ancient, most important mystery! Just thinking about the possibility of finding and being able to study the thousands of writings and runes in the temple filled him with energy and enthusiasm.
 
   “Blessed be the Light! May its infinite goodness guide our paths according to its will,” he prayed, stopping for a moment to look up at the sky. 
 
   From the time he was a child, Lindaro had always had a weakness for studying and literature. He was not at all strong or athletic—and never had been. All through primary school and later grades, his preference had always been toward the intellectual rather than the physical. He had dedicated countless hours to reading in his zeal for the understanding the marvelous tomes and parchments provided... well beyond the history of the kingdom, its allies and enemies, religion, healing, and a host of other topics. He had always had a penchant for history and religion, which went hand in hand throughout the ages. Tremia was a continent immensely rich in both. 
 
   His entrance in the Temple of the Light had come about rather naturally since he had spent most of his time in the Temple’s library, reading the volumes collected there and listening to the stories and accounts of the oldest priests in the Order, never missing a single detail. His thirst for knowledge had at all times guided him through life. And nothing brought him more happiness than acquiring new knowledge still to be deciphered or the chance to cultivate and learn about new concepts. More than once he had wondered if his belonging to the Temple of the Light and his vocation as a priest were secondary to his desire to understand the nature of things... though he truly did fervently love his work as a priest. The kindness and goodness he tried to bring to people in need was enormously fulfilling. Fortunately for him, his superior in the Temple, Father Abbot Dian, knew him well and consciously assigned him tasks related to studies and books. Thus Lindaro was quite content with the path he had chosen in life. 
 
   Approaching the embossed door of the inn he thought about how chance, or perhaps destiny, had brought him together with Komir and the others, living this incredible adventure. Being that he was not a man of action but rather of faith, the adventure had made a tremendous impact on him, most notably the fear he had experienced during the battle with the beasts and monsters and the deadly traps they had had to find their way around. But in spite of all that, the discovery of the thousand-year-old artifacts and treasures of the enigmatic civilization had left him totally ecstatic and overcome with a vitality and excitement he could barely contain. 
 
   What mysteries would be revealed by the discoveries made in the tomb of that Ilenian King? How much would they be able to learn from the arcane tome they had found—and from the temple itself? What other writings might be hidden in that marvelous place? Were there more temples like this one? And if so, how many? And most importantly, what were they for? Where were they? So many questions; so many unknowns to resolve...
 
   Lindaro gave thanks to the Light for having illuminated his path and having afforded him such an incredible opportunity. He would gain the most knowledge possible about this magnificent discovery. He’d been working tirelessly for days in the temple and now he had to speak with the group to discuss a topic of utmost importance: the Ilenian treasures they had found that were now in the hands of the Norriel and what their intentions and next moves would be. An unconscious fear hammered away inside him; fear that the three foreigners would leave with the treasures. He was afraid not so much because of their economic value, which was certainly quite significant—even to the untrained eye of a priest the Ilenian King’s gold crown studded with precious stones was clearly valuable—but because of the chance he would lose to study them... especially that Ilenian grimoire belonging to the enigmatic Guardian Mage they’d had to confront. 
 
   He would have to convince Komir not to leave the city, or that he should at least let him evaluate the treasures first. According to the law of the kingdom, the treasures found by Komir belonged to him, as the discoverer. On the other hand, being of such great importance to them, if he were to take them before a Royal Magistrate he had no doubt they would order Komir to give them to the Order to study. But Lindaro did not want to betray him that way. And, unfortunately, the Temple did not have the necessary funds to buy the treasures from Komir. The Abbot had been very clear about that when Lindaro had mentioned that possibility to him. 
 
   “The Temple of the Light does not have much gold, as you well know, and the little we have must be used to maintain the temples and its priests all over the kingdom as well as to sustain all the works of charity we carry out.”
 
   “What about in the capital, in Rilentor? The Prelate, perhaps?”
 
   “The Head Abbot has funds conceded to him by the King but they are to be used specifically to sustain the Order.”
 
   “So is there no way to obtain the treasures?”
 
   “No, not if they are not voluntarily surrendered. The only other option is to get the law involved so they would perhaps be forced to turn them over.”
 
   “I would prefer not to do that. I would be betraying them and, from everything I’ve seen, they are honorable, brave people.”
 
   “With a propensity for violence, from what you’ve told me. Warriors accustomed to killing who don’t see the barbarity and vileness of their own destructive acts. Such is not a path marked by the Light...”
 
   “I know, Father Abbot. I know that the path of violence brings only pain and destruction and that our path is the opposite, the path of the Light, toward goodness and guided by love and compassion. But even so, I do not sense any evil in them. In this world of wars, assassinations, and assaults they are not the evildoers; they are not the source of it. They fight it the only way they know how—with their weapons of violence.”
 
   “But they participate in the wars that destroy everything, the wars that bring so much pain and suffering to man. Meaningless wars that leave behind thousands of deaths—families slaughtered... farms, animals, and forests razed. Wars after which it takes generations for a kingdom to erase the pain and desperation from the hearts of good men—and yet they happen again and again, as if their souls had not sufficiently absorbed this excruciating lesson. The Light in its eternal wisdom urges us to illuminate their dark path, offering brightness to those who have lost it, even to those who never found it. These people are part of the evil, not of the Light; they reach for their weapons without any fear of the consequences. This you must never forget, Lindaro.” 
 
   “You are right, Father,” admitted the clergyman, “I will not forget that. I will try to find a peaceable solution that will not cause a confrontation with the foreigners. Maybe we can reach an agreement that will satisfy all parties.”
 
   “We can offer ourselves as intermediaries... Tell Komir that the Temple of the Light will keep their treasures so as to carefully study them. And once we’ve completed the studies we would offer them to the Crown. I am sure the King would be eager to retain those jewels due to their incredible value and significance. Perhaps that way, everyone wins. We would have the time to study and analyze these marvels, Komir would have a fair price for them instead of selling them in the markets, and the relics would reside safely in the hands of the Royal Family.” 
 
   “Excellent idea, Father! I will propose it to them. Let’s hope they accept and we can get financial support from the Royal Family.” 
 
   “I will draft an urgent message to the Prelate, explaining the delicate situation with the Ilenian artifacts and asking their intervention in passing this on to the King. I will also inform them of the importance of the discovery as well as the discretion we are taking in our actions—of which he is already aware. In his last message to us he instructed that we should be extremely discreet, and that he would be meeting with the King’s advisors to explain to them what has happened and the significance of the discovery.”
 
   “Wonderful. My task now is to try to convince Komir and his friends.” Lindaro clasped his hand and made the sign of the Light, saying goodbye to the Father Abbot.
 
   With thoughts of that encounter in his mind, Lindaro opened the door of the inn—one of the most popular ones in the city due to its proximity to the central market. He found the Norriel there, seated comfortably at a table in the back of the establishment, two large mugs of beer resting on the rustic wooden table before them. Lindaro waved at them and, when the two friends saw him, they greeted him with warm smiles as they raised their mugs in a welcoming gesture. The priest walked through the crowded establishment filled with clients for the dinner hour. He sat down at the table and looked at the Norriel waiting for him. They were speaking in their strange mountain language.
 
   “Good evening, Lindaro. A beer to chase away your thirst?” offered Hartz.
 
   “No, thanks. I would prefer to have a little cold water. The Light teaches us to stay away from alcohol as it clouds our mind and leads us away from the path of goodness,” explained the priest. 
 
   “I don’t know if I like that divine Light of yours, Lindaro. In my land the goddesses do not forbid us to enjoy the pleasures of life,” replied Hartz, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Someday you’ll have to teach me about the Norriel gods—they might be better than the Creator Light and I’ll be obligated to change my beliefs,” joked the clergyman with a smile.
 
   “If you’d like, Father. It seems like you followers of the Light enjoy so few of the small delights of the good life.”
 
   “To achieve purity and remain strong against human weaknesses it is necessary to renounce many mundane pleasures. I understand that, for you who practice different religious customs, it may be difficult to comprehend.”
 
   “Hartz, leave our friend in peace. If he does not want to drink, he must have his reasons.” Komir playfully elbowed his friend. 
 
   “All right, all right, I’ll leave him alone—but I was only trying to sweeten up his bitter existence a bit.”
 
   “What news do you have for us? How’s everything going at the lighthouse? Have there been any important developments?” asked Komir.
 
     “Well... it’s best that I get right to the point. I have a proposition for you regarding the valuable objects you recovered from the crypt. I hope you understand that the proposal I am about to present to you is well intentioned and meant to bring us to an agreement that is satisfactory for all parties. I assure you that I proffer it with the best of intentions.” 
 
   The priest told them of his conversation with the Abbot and their plan for the resolution of the conflict of the future of the ancient artifacts. When Lindaro had finished speaking, the two Norriel exchanged a glance. They spoke for a few moments in the language of their tribe, ignoring the priest, whom they knew could not understand a word of what they were saying. Hartz shook his head and waved his arms about in what, to the priest, looked like unfavorable gestures. He immediately felt disheartened by the display. Komir furrowed his brow and the expression on his face became increasingly hardened; the longer they talked, the more grim his countenance. Their discussion abruptly ended and they turned back to Lindaro, but for several moments they simply looked at him without saying a word.
 
   “You are asking a lot from us, Father. You want us to blindly trust your Temple without any guarantee that we will not be betrayed, either by your Temple or by the Crown.”  
 
   “Komir, I assure you that you can completely trust my Order.”
 
   “So you say, Father,” replied Hartz, crossing his arms over his burly chest.
 
   “Hartz, it hurts me down to my very soul that you don’t trust me.”
 
   “How long have we known each other, Father? A few days? I’ve had disputes with neighbors I’ve known all my life.”
 
   “But after everything we’ve been through together... I just thought that—”
 
   “You think a lot, man, but if you think I am going to give you the Ilenian King’s sword you could not be more wrong.”
 
   “I understand that you want to keep it; it is worthy of a great warrior like you but we must thoroughly study it—it is a very unique weapon.”
 
   “If someone tries to snatch it away from me I’ll crush his skull and then snap his head off. Got it?” 
 
   “Komir, please, make him listen to reason...”
 
   “I’m sorry, Lindaro. There’s nothing I can do in this matter.” 
 
   Lindaro looked at the two friends and, seeing their determined faces, decided not to press the matter of the sword. But he could not give up on everything; these treasures were of enormous importance. He had to persuade these obstinate Norriel.
 
   “Listen to me, please. What I am proposing to you is a fair arrangement.”
 
   Komir leaned forward and stared into Lindaro’s eyes. “We are not cultured men of great intelligence, nor are we familiar with this world so far away from our highlands. But we see the value of those objects and we know that greed is a dangerous thing. Avarice and false promises are no strangers to us—even if we are mountain savages.” 
 
   “I know, Komir. I know that I am asking you to blindly trust me and your instincts won’t allow it. I can guarantee the Temple’s honesty because honesty is precisely one of the principles upon which we have built it. The Crown also has earned a well-deserved reputation of integrity over time. The King is respected for fulfilling the promises he makes to his people. But at the end of the day you have only my word. I understand that. If you want to take some time to find out more, I am sure that here at the inn and in the market you will find plenty of referrals one way or the other.”
 
   “What do you think they’ll say to two Norriel from the highlands if we do ask? We’re considered uneducated savages here, not worthy of the Rogdonians; useful only to serve as mercenaries or henchmen. They’ll tell us everything is rose-colored.” Hartz took another swig of beer.
 
   “Why are you so agitated today?” Lindaro asked.
 
   “Hartz had a ‘small’ altercation in a nearby tavern. Some hot-headed guys made fun of us for being Norriel—and it was completely unprovoked. Hartz didn’t much like the comments and insinuations about our mothers... I tried to calm him down but when they told him he was uglier than a toad and as stupid as he was huge, he let them have it. I actually enjoyed seeing Hartz bash their heads together. He ripped all five of them to shreds. Unfortunately, there were serious damages to the establishment and they banned us from the place for life. But it was worth it to see this big guy beat the hell out of them.”
 
   “I see... I’m sorry you had problems...”
 
   “We’re used to it. It’s no secret you Rogdonians are haughty; you think you are superior to us mountain men.”
 
   “I can assure you that’s not the case with all Rogdonians, Komir.”
 
   “It is true of the majority of them. As you can understand it’s very hard for us to trust you.”
 
   “Please, Komir; trust me—I beg of you, for everyone’s sake.”
 
   Komir sighed heavily and looked at Hartz, who still appeared to be quite annoyed. They again began discussing in their native language.
 
   Finally, Komir addressed Lindaro. “If you give me your word that we will not be deceived or robbed, I will accept your proposal because of our friendship. But rest assured that if somebody ends up betraying us, there will be very unpleasant consequences for whoever was a part of it, regardless of his social position or lineage. We will find him and he will pay,” warned Komir, his face stern.
 
   “Thank you, Komir! Your message is clear—and I have no doubt you would fulfill your threat. I will let it be known.” said Lindaro.
 
   “This is the deal: you can keep the grimoire and the Guardian Mage’s staff; they are yours.”
 
   “I thank you, Komir, from the bottom of my heart. May the Light protect you.”
 
   “The sword stays with Hartz. There is no discussing this—no matter how valuable it is.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No ‘buts’ about it!” barked Hartz.
 
   “All right, all right. Can we at least study it?”
 
   “Oh, all right! If nothing else just so you’ll leave me alone!” Hartz reluctantly conceded.
 
   “The crown of the Ilenian King is worth a fortune; we are all well aware of that,” said Komir. “So here is what we’ll do. You will advance us some gold so that we can continue our travels and it is yours to study or do whatever you want with it. When the Royal House pays you for it, we share the wealth.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “That is my final offer. Take it or leave it.”
 
   Lindaro considered his alternatives and answered, “I accept.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Raining Earth
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana rushed to Gerart, worry consuming her. The Golems’ attack had been brutal, and the Prince was lying unconscious on the ground. Seeing him lying there, gravely injured, she could not help but think the worst. Immediately she began working to heal him. His wounds were serious; he’d suffered heavy contusions on his chest and head. Gerart’s life was slipping away; she had to intervene quickly.
 
   Pulling as hard as she could, Aliana was able to take off the dented cuirass that was crushing his chest and impeding his respiration. Once she had him stabilized, she ran to help the rest of her wounded companions. One by one, she attended to them, trying to heal their wounds. Fortunately, these men were strong, physically fit, elite soldiers, or they would not have survived the horrendous beating they’d taken. She worked tirelessly until she was sure she would not lose any of them. Once she had finished the healing, they were all still unconscious but stable so she let them all rest and returned to the Prince’s side to make sure he had not suffered any complications.
 
   When she placed her hands on Gerart’s chest, he woke up.
 
   “What happened? Where am I?”
 
   “Stay still, Gerart. You were seriously injured but you’re all right now. You need rest.”
 
   “And the Golems?”
 
   “We destroyed them. It’s all right now. We’re out of danger.”
 
   As Gerart looked around, his initial confusion slowly faded as he recognized where he was and saw his injured companions.
 
   “How are they? Are they all alive?” he asked apprehensively. 
 
   “They are fine, don’t worry. I took care of them and they are resting now, regaining their strength.”
 
   “Thanks be to the Light! I thought we weren’t going to make it.”
 
   “Stay still; you need to rest for a while. Your body needs to heal.” 
 
   “As you order, Healer,” he said with a smile. “What would we do without you? You healed and protected us. What would I do without you?”
 
   When she heard that, and the way Gerart had said it, Aliana’s heart was again filled with a rush of conflicting emotions. A part of her longed to be lost in his arms, even more now that danger and death were around them every step of the way. She knew these could very well be her last moments of the face of the earth. Her feelings of desire toward Gerart had gradually been blossoming from the beginning of the expedition. Right now, looking at him lying there beside her, she could barely contain the passion she felt for him. But another part of her could not, would not, allow herself to be swept away by her emotions... by these burning feelings that rose from her stomach like a wildfire, climbing through her chest and gripping her throat until she could barely speak. No, she could not allow herself to be consumed by this. Her responsibility was to her Gift, to the Order. That was the path she had to follow.
 
   Gerart looked into her eyes, his intense gaze the color of the sea. Aliana’s heart was pounding so hard that, for a moment, she thought it would beat right out of her chest. She could hear it reverberating in her ears like a war drum, keeping her from thinking straight.
 
   As if he could read her mind, hear her thoughts, the Prince wrapped his arm around her and pulled her toward him. 
 
   Well aware of the Prince’s intentions, Aliana allowed herself to be pulled into him. She leaned into Gerart’s strong body. As she felt her body against his, a sweet tingling sensation started in her stomach and rushed upward, filling her with an exciting energy followed by an irresistible, warm sensation.  
 
   Gerart kissed her passionately as he held her in his powerful embrace.
 
   Aliana lost herself in the moment, an explosion of passion enveloping her. Never before had she experienced desire like this. She allowed herself to savor these marvelous sensations, to be carried away by them. As Gerart held her, she could feel every muscle of his virile physique. Aliana felt every inch of her body flushing, her desire growing, her shame displayed on her blushing cheeks. Never before had she had contact with a man. Guilt suddenly washed over her, changing the shivers of pleasure into a chilling sense of shame.
 
   She abruptly pulled away from Gerart and stared at the floor. 
 
   “I’m sorry... I shouldn’t have let myself get carried away,” apologized Gerart, immediately regretting what he’d done.
 
   “I am as much to blame as you are, Gerart. You don’t need to apologize. But we can’t let ourselves be swept away by this passion. It isn’t right. We have to stop this.” 
 
   “I understand... My advances are unwelcome. It won’t happen again. I don’t know what possessed me to act like that.”
 
   “It isn’t that, Gerart...”
 
   “Then what is it?”              
 
   “I am devoted to my Order, to my Gift. I must follow the path of Healing. It is everything to me...”
 
   “I understand. The Gift you possess is a gift from the Light; it should not be wasted.”
 
   “That’s how I feel, too, and that is why I have to stay on the path set forth by the Order and serve my fellow man according to the established rules.”
 
   “Is there no other way? I do not want to take you from the path you’ve chosen, but there must be some other way I can be close to you.”
 
   “The Prince who is the heir to the throne of Rogdon and a Healer from the Order of Tirsar? I don’t see any way that can be... Our obligations and duties would keep us apart; they would stand in the way of every step we’d want to take...”
 
   “All I know is that from the moment my eyes met yours, there was no other purpose for me than to win your heart.”
 
   Aliana blushed. She took a deep breath and sighed. “I’m sorry, Gerart... I can’t. I have to stay on the path I started... There is no place in it for the love of a man or for building a family. Healing requires absolute dedication, equal to that of creating a family.”
 
   “Neither you nor I can deny these feelings, Aliana. And we’ve both known it for quite some time,” said Gerart, looking deep into her eyes. 
 
   Aliana stood up and, needing to resist him, walked back toward her companions to continue the healings. She did not look back, aware that Gerart was watching her. For a moment, she wanted to be able to give in to her feelings and allow herself to love the Prince, but she knew the consequences that could bring about.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana resumed caring for her wounded companions.
 
   The Sergeant, who was as strong as an ox, had only suffered a few bruises and a hard blow to the head. That man was indestructible.
 
   “What’s wrong with me? I dislocated my shoulder, right?” Lomar asked Aliana, grimacing. 
 
   “That’s right, Lomar. You also have some deep contusions and some internal bleeding that, if we hadn’t caught in time, would have been fatal. Rest for a bit while we think about how to get your shoulder back in place.”
 
   “I’ll take care of that,” volunteered the Sergeant. “Don’t worry; it won’t hurt too much, little soldier,” he mocked with a foreboding, malicious smile. He took Lomar over to the stone wall and motioned for him to look at the ceiling. At precisely the moment when the rookie did as he was told the Sergeant shoved the trusting lancer’s shoulder into the stone wall.
 
   Lomar screamed out in pain.
 
   “Done! It’s back in place. An old remedy from my grandmother,” explained the Sergeant, howling with laughter, as Lomar—who was as white as a ghost—tried to recover from the painful experience.
 
   Aliana tightly bandaged Kendas’ ribs, two of which were fractured. On his head was a lump the size of a plum.
 
   “Try not to make any sudden movements. I’ve sped up the healing of your ribs as much as I could, but now they need to go through the natural healing process. There’s nothing more I can do for the time being. You’ll want to make sure you don’t break them again by moving too quickly or exerting too much energy. In a couple of days I’ll be able to work on them again. My Gift cannot work miracles, it just helps nature follow its course.”
 
   “Thanks so much, Aliana. I already feel so much better. And thank you for alleviating my headache; it was killing me.” Kendas smiled at her warmly.
 
   “Ha! If it were up to me, I would have increased the pain instead of reducing it! Quite a pair you are; one small, insignificant battle and you snap like little porcelain dolls. You’re nothing more than a couple of crybabies. In my day, there were real men. I still remember one of my fellow soldiers, Kadar the Ugly. Now that guy was a real soldier! In the battle for the port city of Corula he fought beside me for an entire afternoon without taking a rest—with a Nocean dagger stuck in his shoulder clear up to its handle! At sundown when the Noceans retreated for the night, instead of heading for the infirmary, he drank a whole bottle of red wine. And when he’d emptied it, he winked at me and said, ‘I’d better go have them get this dagger out of me. I’ll need them to patch me up so I look handsome for the morning attack.’ And even more amazing—the ugly son of a bitch survived the siege. And now here I am surrounded by a bunch of feeble excuses for soldiers who let themselves get beat by a couple of walking rocks!”
 
   Aliana smiled. She loved how the Sergeant harangued Lomar and Kendas; it was his way of expressing his appreciation for the two brave lancers even though they most likely did not take it that way. 
 
   She concentrated, seeking out her interior power. She knew her healing energy was almost exhausted and that she needed to rest so it would have a chance to be replenished. If she did not sleep soon she would be overcome with exhaustion. Wearily, she sat down and leaned against the wall, closed her eyes, and fell into the deep, restorative sleep she so desperately needed.
 
   When she awakened a few hours later, Aliana saw that her four companions were watching her in silence. Gerart had recovered and was staring at her, his fear written all over his face. 
 
   “I’m fine; I just needed to revive my inner energy,” she said as she stood up, trying to ease the Prince’s concern.
 
   “Are you sure you’re all right?” Gerart asked as he took her by the hand and looked into her eyes.
 
   As she touched Gerart’s hand and saw the kindness in his eyes, Aliana felt her cheeks growing warm. She quickly looked away and lowered her head. Trying to sound aloof, she said, “I feel fine now. Don’t worry, Gerart.”
 
   “We owe you our lives, Aliana. You saved every one of us from certain death,” he said, his tone of voice showing a combination of gratitude and admiration.
 
   “Kendas is really the one who saved us by locating the spirit that was hiding there.”
 
   “How did you manage to see it? It was totally invisible in those shadows,” said Lomar. “Or is that the sort of thing you learn in the country by playing hide and seek in the cornfields?”
 
   “I don’t know... I really have no idea. When I hit the floor, just before I lost consciousness I was able to see the spirit’s golden eyes for a split second. I think it was because of the blow to my head... but I’m not sure. And, no, we don’t learn that in the cornfields; that’s where we hide from the vanity of all you city slickers so we don’t get contaminated.”
 
   “Well, whatever the reason, you seeing that thing and Aliana’s healing talents saved us. Thank you, both of you,” said Gerart, bowing his head to them in a gesture of gratitude. “We should continue on now.” He pointed toward the exit of the cave.
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep going. None of you is in great shape; it’s too dangerous,” said Aliana.
 
   “Nonsense! They’re just bruises. And that can’t stop a Royal Lancer!” asserted the Sergeant.
 
   “We are not leaving here without Haradin,” insisted Gerart, though if he were to be honest, he was having serious difficulty breathing. “Let’s keep going. Let’s finish off that mage or spirit or whatever it is so we can find Haradin. We are so close... We can’t allow ourselves to be intimidated!”
 
   Faced with her companions’ dogged determination, Aliana had to concede. They were not about to turn back. Not now. 
 
   They cautiously entered the adjoining cave. Much to their surprise, it was a beautiful room in the shape of a rectangle. And it was immense. The walls, a reddish color with metallic streaks, sparkled in the torch light with the captivating beauty of a sunset over an infinite ocean. Banners with unusual golden symbols held up by long lances adorned the wall of the cavern. The ceiling, so high they couldn’t even see it, towered over a shiny, almost luminescent scarlet floor. With no visible rocks or stones on its surface, it was like standing on a sea of crimson glass. In the middle of the impressive room was a gigantic monolith of scarlet rock around which stood some twenty motionless figures. The monolith appeared to have captured—or enchanted—the men who stood frozen in time, silently gazing at it as if hypnotized. Behind the great monolith in the back of the cave was a tall arch of the same color. It led to a magnificent marble altar upon which rested a brown sarcophagus with intricate gold ornamentation.
 
   They stood there, quietly beholding the strange and marvelous place, trying to comprehend what they had discovered.
 
   Guardedly, they continued on toward the center, swords unsheathed. Aliana loaded her bow and peered into the shadows in search of the spirit. Once in the center of the room they stopped behind the twenty immobile figures—men who, by the looks of their different armor and clothing, were apparently not from the same group, or even the same kingdom. They must have arrived there separately, on different expeditions.
 
   “Are they alive?” asked Gerart.
 
   “We’ll find out in a minute,” said Sergeant Mortuc as he moved closer and poked the leg of the man closest to him with the point of his sword.
 
   The man did not react. He seemed lifeless... petrified.
 
   “They’re dead—or worse,” said Mortuc.
 
   Aliana approached and studied the inanimate human from up close. His clothing was intact, but when she closely observed his face she noticed something so strange it stopped her in her tracks.
 
   His face was... coal. 
 
   Horrified, Aliana took a step back. Immediately Lomar and Kendas stepped up to her sides to protect her. The two soldiers were just as surprised as she had been when the saw the stationary man’s carbonized face, frozen in an expression of absolute suffering.
 
   “For the love of all the stories of Gunther the Drunkard! What the hell happened to this poor guy?” exclaimed Mortuc, reaching out and touching the dark face contorted in pain. “It looks like coal. It’s hard... and lifeless. They turned him into solid coal!”
 
   “But that’s not possible!” exclaimed Gerart. He came in closer to one of the other inert figures and examined its face. “This is totally impossible. My eyes must be deceiving me,” he stated as he touched the rigid body of the warrior dressed in armor. “Everything is coal. This is unbelievable!”
 
   Kendas walked toward a different figure who was dressed in a gray hooded tunic. He scrutinized it closely. “They’ve been turned into statues. It had to have been that spirit and his magic. It looks like he controls the Earth element—bringing rock to life, changing life into rock... into mineral... into... coal.”
 
   “I don’t like this one bit,” complained Lomar, looking around nervously. “If that’s what happened to all of them... it could happen to us, too...”
 
   They all fell silent. Tension filled the air as all eyes darted around the room.
 
   The sound of an ominous chanting in a strange language began to rise up—a hissing, evil voice; a sinister conjuration that continued to gain in intensity. 
 
   Aliana knew the spirit was invoking its ancestral magic to finish them off... somehow. A chill ran down her spine. Her intuition was screaming that she should hide or she’d end up like those petrified figures. 
 
   They had to take cover. Now.
 
   The massive monolith started to spin, as if dancing to the sound of the strange chant. Spinning faster, it began to shine intensely and a shower of damp earth began to rain down from the dome of the cave. A bright flash of scarlet light shot out of the monolith toward Lomar, but the experienced soldier quickly crouched down and the bolt of light grazed over his head and then crashed onto the floor.
 
   Immediately recognizing what was happening, Aliana shouted a warning to her companions. “Don’t let it hit you!”
 
   “Take cover!” yelled Mortuc. 
 
   A new bolt shot toward Gerart. The Prince threw himself on the ground at the feet of one of the statues, taking shelter behind it. The rest of the group did the same, seeking refuge behind the inanimate figures, hiding as best they could as earth rained down ever harder on their heads. Another flash of red light blasted toward Aliana, shattering the statue she was hiding behind. 
 
   The chanting continued, filling the room, but Aliana could not determine where it was coming from.
 
   “What do we do?” asked Kendas.
 
   “Hell if I know!” shouted the Sergeant, who was huddled at the feet of one of the figures.
 
   “We have to stop that monolith before it catches us!” Gerart called out.
 
   “But, how?” asked Lomar.
 
   Another red light grazed the Sergeant’s arm.
 
   “For the love of the Orec Sanctuary’s two-headed dogs! That one almost got me! Kendas! Can you see the bastard?”
 
   “No, Sergeant. This time I can’t.”
 
   “Maybe another blow to the head would help... ,” joked Lomar, smiling as he moved out of the way of another bolt.
 
   “Does anyone have any idea where that chanting sound is coming from?” asked Aliana.
 
   No one answered.
 
   “There’s nothing here besides those coal statues,” noted Gerart.
 
   As soon as the words had come out of the Prince’s mouth, Aliana knew she was right.
 
   An idea was taking shape in her mind. 
 
   Crouching down, she looked at the feet of the figures closest to her. They were starting to get covered by the dirt pouring down on them. Seeing nothing noteworthy there, she moved toward the next row of petrified warriors.
 
   Gerart immediately followed her.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She waited for the next blast and then proceeded between the statues, with Gerart following closely, and the rest of the group not far behind.
 
   Still nothing.
 
   Only the first row was left. She went to it and checked the petrified men. All had been turned to coal.
 
   Not satisfied, Aliana continued examining the statues. Finally she found what she had been looking for, at the feet of the second statue from the left.
 
   Blood. 
 
   The blood stain at the feet of this figure confirmed Aliana’s suspicions. The Healer pointed at the figure and, meeting Gerart’s eyes, quickly gestured to cut its throat. Gerart nodded and unsheathed his dagger. After waiting for the next streak of light—which almost hit the Sergeant—Gerart crept up behind the bleeding figure. With one lightning-fast move, Gerart stood up and slit the warrior’s throat.
 
   The chanting ceased. 
 
   A moment later, the figure fell to the ground.
 
   The gigantic monolith’s spinning slowed until, finally, it came to a stop.  
 
   Afraid to leave their hiding places, everyone hesitated for a few moments. Finally, the Sergeant cautiously stepped out. His eyes locked on the monolith, he approached the fallen warrior.
 
   “It’s dead. It’s the spirit with the golden eyes. Doesn’t look like a coal statue anymore. Damned chameleon!”
 
   “Even when I cut its throat I could not tell if the chanting was coming from it.” Gerart looked at the gaunt, lifeless body of the mummified mage.
 
   “We need to be careful,” warned Aliana. She bent down to search the body. From under its tunic she pulled out a golden tome and immediately examined it in fascination. 
 
   It was an Ilenian grimoire! Aware of the importance of the discovery, she carefully tucked it beneath her cuirass.
 
   “This book must be examined by scholars. If I am right and it is of Ilenian origins, it is priceless.”
 
   “Then you should keep it, Aliana. In the hands of soldiers like us it wouldn’t last two days,” smiled Gerart.
 
   “I completely agree,” she smiled back at him. “Now let’s look for Haradin. He has to be in this chamber somewhere.” She looked apprehensively at the figures around her.
 
   After looking for quite some time, they’d still found no trace of the mage.
 
   “The only thing left to explore is the marble altar and that sarcophagus,” said Lomar, pointing toward the high reddish archway that led to the tomb.
 
   “I’ll take care of that,” said Kendas, quickly moving toward the archway.
 
   “That guy is always running,” grumbled Mortuc, who was much less agile than the young lancer.
 
   After crossing under the arch, as soon as Kendas took his first step toward the sarcophagus, a metallic sound came from under his leather boot. He immediately froze in place. He looked at the floor, searching for whatever it was that had made the sound. 
 
   “Don’t move!” shouted the Sergeant. “It’s a trap!”
 
   Kendas stood completely still and held his breath. The others ran toward the archway but did not dare to cross under it.
 
   “What do we do, Sergeant?” asked Lomar, concerned for his friend.
 
   “Don’t even breathe, Kendas,” instructed the Sergeant as he examined the archway. Inside, his eyes glimpsed a partially hidden reddish crystal that was similar in color to the monolith. “Despicable tricksters! There is another crystal here. I’d bet my neck if you move a muscle it’ll turn you into a statue.”
 
   “I’d bet so, too,” corroborated Gerart.
 
   “Lomar, come with me,” ordered the Sergeant. He stood behind Kendas under the arch but did not cross through it.
 
   “Yes, Sergeant.” Lomar went to stand beside him. 
 
   Kendas stayed so still he didn’t even appear to be breathing.
 
   “On the count of three, we’re going to pull Kendas back; just one strong pull,” instructed the Sergeant.
 
   “All right, Sergeant.”
 
   Gerart and Aliana took a few steps back to give them more room.
 
   The Sergeant began the count. “One!” 
 
   Lomar flexed his legs.
 
   “Two!”
 
   “Wait a minute! Hold on, Sergeant!” exclaimed Lomar.
 
   “For the love of my grandmother’s beard! Damn it all! What?” barked the Sergeant.
 
   “On three and then we pull or on three... we pull?” asked Lomar nervously. 
 
   “For the love of all the cripples in Tremia! I swear when we get out of here I’m going to put you through training until your children have beards! On three! Three! For all the holy sinners’ sake!”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant. Sorry, Sergeant.”
 
   “One, two...”
 
   Lomar tensed.
 
   “Three!”
 
   They both pulled on Kendas so hard that he stumbled back into them and all three tumbled to the floor. A red bolt shot out from the rock on the other side of the arch and exploded in the spot where, just a moment before, Kendas had been standing.
 
   They all stared into the treacherous trap.
 
   “Close call!” Kendas sighed in relief.
 
   A faint golden light illuminated a hidden path from the archway to the regal tomb. The light shone over the marble altar, and in the dimly lit shadows behind the earth-colored sarcophagus, a coal statue appeared before the astonished adventurers. The petrified figure was holding up a medallion with an enormous, brown gemstone that glowed with a bright light of the same color.
 
   The unlucky soul had fallen into the last trap.
 
   Aliana looked at the statue with an ever-increasing sense of uneasiness. A shiver rushed over her entire body. 
 
   “Oh, no!” she sorrowfully exclaimed.
 
   “What?” asked Gerart.
 
   “It’s Haradin!”
 
   Aliana could not bring herself to say aloud what she was thinking: Rogdon is lost.
 
   We are lost. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Meeting of the Chosen 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting in front of the fire, Lasgol ate some dried meat and a bit of smoked cheese from his provisions. It was a clear night in the steppes and the stars cast a silver luminescence over the shadows surrounding the Norghanian ranger. His faithful companion, Trotter, grazed tranquilly in the grasses near the campsite. On the other side of the small campfire the Assassin was sleeping, tied to a tree, his hands and feet expertly bound. After an exhaustive search, having confiscated all the weapons belonging to both prisoners, Lasgol still was not at all comfortable. A nagging feeling of alarm was hovering in his subconscious, and he could not shake it.
 
   He had attended to the stern-faced executioner’s wounds and now—at least apparently—he was resting quietly; his breathing soft and even. Just as Lasgol had expected, the wounds were not deep and, with his limited knowledge of natural healing, he’d been able to prevent infection. His father had always told him, “Make sure you know how to cure every kind of injury you are capable of inflicting; some day that knowledge may save your life—or the life of someone you love.” He looked at the moon and sighed. How much truth there had been in his father’s wise advice. How much he missed him... 
 
   The Assassin had turned out to be quite a mystery, much more so that he had initially imagined. Lasgol had been shocked when he’d removed the handkerchief and the hood and saw the face that had been hiding behind them. This man was not from these lands... not even from this continent. He did not belong to any of the races known in Tremia.
 
   The man had slanted eyes.
 
   Lasgol had never seen anyone with eyes like that. His hair was black, very straight, and short. And since he definitely belonged to an unknown ethnicity from some faraway land, there was no possibility he was a spy or assassin from Rogdon—which was at least a bit reassuring. War could still be avoided. Too many unknowns, too many surprises. 
 
   Lasgol was on edge. He did not much care for situations with mysteries locked inside them, nor was he fond of enigmas and underhanded plots. Logic was his ally, his companion. And no matter how much he analyzed his current situation, he could not piece it all together.
 
   What is a foreign Assassin from some distant continent doing working for Rogdon? And why was he ordered to kill the brother of the King of Norghana? It doesn’t make sense. What would be the reason? To start a war? Why?
 
   And this was not just any assassin. It was one with the Gift, with abilities that can only be developed with many years of training and absolute dedication. No, nothing about this made sense. The puzzle pieces weren’t fitting together at all. 
 
   And that beautiful young Masig? Yet another piece that I can’t put into place. Was she in the wrong place at the wrong time? Maybe. Maybe not. This is a complex state of affairs; I am not comfortable with these events or the participants. Not one bit.
 
   He stoked the fire with some dry branches. Breathing deeply, Lasgol concentrated and sent a mental message to Trotter. Stay alert and circle the camp. If you see something strange, neigh. The small flash of green light around his body seemed to catch Iruki’s eye—but it was not possible that the Masig could have perceived the magical glow. Tied to the opposite side of the tree where the Assassin was sleeping, she shot an inquisitive glance through the flames of the small campfire and locked eyes with Lasgol.
 
   “That’s how you caught him, right? Using some kind of northern magic?” she accused.
 
   “Why would you say that?” the tracker dissembled.
 
   “I saw the glowing green light. Don’t try to pretend; I saw it and I know what it means.”
 
   Her answer not only surprised Lasgol, it left him speechless. His Gift—and the use of it through abilities and talents—was imperceptible to the majority of humans. Only a select few, those also endowed with the Gift, were capable of recognizing it when it was activated. And even that was not always the case. The fact that this young Masig could see his Gift was astonishing. And completely unexpected. 
 
   “It must have been a reflection from the fire, nothing more. Certainly nothing worth mentioning.” he replied, still trying to evade the issue. 
 
   “I’ve seen a glow like that before, but it was a different color—a reddish color—but similar. And I know that, right after I saw it, unimaginable things happened. Things that defy the laws of our mother, the Steppe; laws that govern life on the prairies,” the young Masig explained.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The ranger stared uncomfortably into the fire.
 
   “Don’t take me for an idiot! You know perfectly well what I’m talking about. I may be an uneducated savage from the prairies but my eyes do not deceive me. I recognize the stars above my head where the spirits dwell and the earth beneath my feet where Mother Steppe lives—just as I know that you used some hidden power or some kind of magic even though you are not a Shaman. I don’t care what you say; deny it all you want but Iruki Wind of the Steppes knows.”
 
   Lasgol regarded her with increasing curiosity. That lovely Masig with a fighter’s spirit was also capable of seeing the Assassin’s power... really intriguing. She was touched by the Gift in some way and, as significant as that was, she wasn’t aware of it.
 
   “You’re imagining things, Masig. Go back to sleep. Get some rest. Don’t worry—the evil spirits of the night won’t be visiting you. Tomorrow is going to be a long day and you need to be well rested.” 
 
   Iruki stretched her feet and shook her head. “What are you going to do with us?” she suddenly asked. “If you are taking us back to your land they’ll kill us both, or worse... much worse.”
 
   “I am sorry, but I have no choice. It is my duty.” Lasgol lowered his head and gazed into the fire.
 
   “They’ll torture us until we’ve suffered to the point we’d name our own fathers as betrayers. When they’ve finally gotten everything they need to know out of us, they’ll kill us—and you know it. You know the brutality those soulless barbarians are capable of. Not even the worst animals of the steppes are that vicious. Even them—even the hyenas and the vultures—have more dignity.”
 
   “I have to turn you over. You are fugitives from the kingdom; murderers. I have no choice. This is my duty as Ranger and Royal Tracker. They’ve entrusted this mission to me, and I will carry it out.”
 
   “You speak of duty and honor but you know as well as I do that your people do not have those. What honor is there in capturing a Masig so she can be the sexual slave of those you serve? What honor is there in raping and torturing a defenseless woman?”
 
   Unable to look at the young girl, Lasgol hung his head, overcome by shame and disgrace.
 
   “I deeply regret what happened to you. Truly I do. It is an irreparable atrocity. I know that some of my people are despicable beings; unfortunately there are those kinds of people everywhere. But my duty is sacred to me and I cannot disregard it. I am what I am...”
 
   “So you’ll let them torture and kill me? Or worse? You know full well what will happen. What kind of duty is it that you speak of? What kind of honor guides you?” She spit at the manhunter.
 
   Lasgol inhaled pensively. “I’m sorry, Masig. I do not know the degree of involvement you had in this conspiracy. Perhaps you really are just an unfortunate victim in all this. I can’t say that’s not the case. But I don’t know. So the only thing I can do is turn you over with him,” he explained as he looked at the Assassin. “There is a war that’s about to break out because of this incident. Thousands of innocent people from both kingdoms will suffer and die because of the assassination. I cannot allow that to happen. I have to try to prevent that bloodshed. If in order to do that I have to turn you over, I’m sorry, but I will do just that.”
 
   Speaking almost in a whisper, a masculine voice with a foreign accent said, “You can let her go, Norghanian. She has nothing to do with this.” 
 
   Lasgol instantly tensed when he heard the Dark Assassin’s voice for the first time. He looked at him for a moment to make sure he was still bound and posed no threat. Lasgol placed his right hand on his sword; the contact with the cold metal and leather handle calmed him somewhat—though not completely. 
 
   “Is that right, foreigner?” challenged Lasgol, fixing his blue eyes on the dangerous prisoner. 
 
   “Yes is it,” he nodded. “She is innocent. I am the Assassin. I am the one you’re looking for. Let her go.”
 
   “I’d like to believe you, foreigner, but your word is not enough. You could be working together. I cannot trust you,” reasoned Lasgol, uncertainty tensing every muscle in his body.
 
   “An Assassin like me and a wild Masig? You can’t be serious. That’s absolutely unbelievable and you know it,” argued the Assassin, gesturing with his head toward the Masig.
 
   “My eyes have seen some strange things...”
 
   “You are an intelligent man, Norghanian. You know perfectly well that the probability we’re working together is nonexistent.”
 
   “That may be, but without knowing for sure there is still a remote chance... After all, the two of you were there the night of the assassination and you’re still together today.”
 
   “I want to propose something to you, Manhunter. If you let her go free I will divulge to you what you want to know; I will reveal who I am working for. Otherwise, you will never find out, I promise you that.” The Assassin looked coldly into Lasgol’s eyes.
 
   “Oh, they’ll find out... Of that I have no doubt. They will torture you until you speak and, believe me, sooner or later, you’ll talk. Everyone always does.”
 
   “I won’t give them the chance. I’ll die before they get anything out of me; I can guarantee you that, Tracker. I was trained for this.”
 
   “Trained to take your own life? What kind of assassin are you? 
 
   “A really unusual one. From a land far, far away where I had a long, very specific training. But if you want to know more about me and the hand that ordered the assassination of your Grand Duke you’ll have to let the Masig go. Those are my terms.”
 
   “Why are you so interested in her life, Assassin? Your mission is to steal life away from people. So why do you want to save her? You said yourself you only just met her a few days ago. Why would you do that?”
 
   “Many questions in that perceptive mind of yours, Manhunter. My answer is simple: Let her go and I will tell you everything you want to know.” 
 
   Iruki glared at Lasgol with a look of pure hatred. “Don’t bother; he has no intention of letting me go. He speaks of honor and duty but deep down he is nothing more than another gutless Norghanian dog!” she snarled angrily.
 
   Lasgol contemplated the Assassin’s words for a moment. He did not want to hand over the Masig after what they had done to her. Besides, he was almost convinced she had nothing to do with the assassination plot; that possibility was simply far too remote. Still, he did not trust the Assassin. He was undoubtedly trying to confuse him, play with his mind, all the while trying to find some way to take advantage of him. He had to be wary and not let himself be fooled. The advantage was all his at the moment. He’d have to play his cards wisely; the stakes were extremely high.
 
   “I’ll consider what you’ve said, foreigner. But right now I don’t want to listen to any more of this. We are going to rest and then we are leaving at dawn. If you try anything tonight I’ll kill you without thinking twice. And she will die first,” he promised, unsheathing his sword and pointing it at the Masig.
 
   “Don’t threaten me, Norghanian; you who come from a breed of revolting rapists!”
 
   Lasgol ignored her. “If you try to use your power in any way, I’ll know it, Assassin.”
 
   “Will you really?” he asked rhetorically. 
 
   “I am a Chosen One, like you,” confirmed Lasgol.
 
   The Assassin looked at Lasgol, smiled, and nodded.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Price on His Head
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The door creaked as it opened; Guzmik, seated behind his carved oak desk, looked up from the missives he had been examining. His personal assistant came into the spacious, brightly lit room. The luxurious office was located on the second floor of the west wing of the stately mansion, a beautiful villa in the Nobility District of the bustling mercantile city of Ocorum. It was immensely ostentatious, an incontestable indication of the social position and wealth of its illustrious owner. The majority of the manors built in the elite area of the prosperous port city belonged to the nobility of Rogdon and to the rich merchants that had forged their fortunes through maritime commerce. Even though the city could not compare to Rilentor in terms of power and influence since Rilentor was the residence of the court, it did rival it in terms of wealth.
 
   The vast mansion had extensive gardens that were surrounded by a high stone wall that protected it from curious onlookers. A personal guard made up of a half dozen experienced, stern-faced soldiers dressed in black and yellow zealously guarded the gate of the main entrance. Patrolling the interior gardens around the house were two crews of additional personal guards, protecting both the property and its owner. 
 
   Guzmik was obsessed with security; he had, after all, much to hide and protect. The inhabitants of the opulent residential area showed little interest in their new neighbor, who was apparently a rather reserved merchant from the south. He did not get out much, with the exception of his visits to the markets and the port which were no doubt related to his textiles business. One detail that had surfaced was his generous donations to the Temple of the Light, which the other inhabitants appreciated and even praised. But what no one had noticed was that, even though his name and his social position were known to all, no one could describe him with any degree of exactitude—because no one had ever seen his face. Guzmik was a faceless man, a shadow in elegant clothing. It was absolutely essential that he operate in secret, with complete discretion, so as not to raise any suspicions regarding his business. 
 
   And Guzmik’s “business” was covert and highly dangerous. He served a very powerful master whose schemes he carried out without hesitation. For some time now he had been operating under the most absolute secrecy, acting as an intermediary—or executioner, depending on the situation and his master’s orders. He dealt with spies and agents, Noceans as well as Norghanians, always looking to serve his own ends—which he kept well hidden. “The best ally of a shadow is always darkness,” he thought to himself as he motioned to his servant, summoning him. 
 
   His elderly, emaciated personal attendant approached the desk and knelt before his master. 
 
   “Have you found them?” whispered Guzmik anxiously as he rose from his armchair.
 
   “Yes, Master. They are at the Flying Horse Inn, in the Trade District, west of the city,” answered the servant, struggling to his feet. 
 
   “What were you able to find out about them?” Guzmik asked, unable to hide his eagerness. “Who are they?”
 
   “I’ve been spying on them for several days, ever since they arrived in the city—just as you asked, Master. Two of them are Norriel. The young one with the emerald eyes and brown hair is quiet and moves with a feline agility. My instincts tell me he is a capable warrior. He calls himself Komir. His companion is a strapping young man who answers to the name Hartz. It is plain to see that his physical strength is considerable. They are uncultivated lads from the highland tribes in the North, beyond the borders, from the mountains that lead into the North Sea. Their behavior, their clothing, the weapons they carry and the strange language they speak give them away.”
 
   “Norriel savages, eh? They are rather far from their lands, though it is not terribly unusual to see people of their race here in the coastal region. Rogdon is the nearest civilized kingdom for them, and from what I hear they tend to come here to earn money as mercenaries,” reasoned Guzmik.
 
   The servant nodded. “Yes, sir.”
 
   Guzmik squinted, lost in thought, unconsciously rubbing the recent stab wound to the collar bone he had suffered that had not yet healed.  “That would explain their weapon skills. They are good fighters—very good for being so young.”
 
   Those rotten bastards killed my men—seasoned, experienced mercenaries. They’ve cost me a fortune. That Komir fellow... he was the one who threw the dagger that almost did me in. I had them; I was about to cast the spell that would have killed them... Next time our paths cross I will make sure they die in a sea of suffering.
 
   “The woman, on the other hand... ,” continued the old man, “comes from a kingdom in the Far East... Irinel... just as you suspected. And her guttural accent confirmed it. Her name is Kayti, from what I was able to learn. Her armor is from the Custodial Brotherhood; it’s what the Initiated Soldiers of the Order wear. However, something does not fit, Master. Her sword is not the typical sword of an Initiate. I was not able to see the blade but the gold etchings on the hilt and the gems encrusted on the pommel and cross guard are of great value. A simple soldier could not afford such a weapon; it’s much too valuable,” he explained, pointing at the exquisite sword Guzmik wore on his belt.
 
   “You have always had a gift for noticing the most minute details and gleaning useful information from them. I probably would not have even noticed that disparity. Good work! If she is not just a regular Initiated Soldier... then what is she? Is it at all possible that she is, in reality, the White Soul?” Guzmik pondered aloud as he looked out the window, a cold, hard expression on his face. 
 
   “That is a possibility, Master. She is the only survivor of the group and that sword is the sword of a nobleman. But it could be they have misled us, sir. There is also a chance that the White Soul perished in the ambush as we thought and the young woman took his sword,” the assistant speculated. 
 
   “What you are suggesting is indeed troubling...” 
 
   “We cannot know for sure, Master, but in any case it is a question that remains unanswered.” 
 
   “I did not carry out the task my lord entrusted to me!” snarled Guzmik as he paced angrily. “The mission has not been completed. As long as anyone from that party is still alive we will not know for certain if we have killed the Messenger, the White Soul. If I killed a decoy and his entire party while the true Messenger—that redheaded woman—escaped with the two Norriel savages... it would be an unforgivable error, a mistake I have to immediately correct. My great lord’s orders are clear: I must kill the Messenger of the Custodial Brotherhood, the White Soul. There is too much at stake; I cannot afford to take any chances. I must kill them!” seethed Guzmik, swallowing the bitter taste of defeat plaguing his mouth. 
 
   “At your service, my Master,” offered the servant. 
 
   “We must eliminate the Messenger without raising suspicions that point toward us... her and those two meddlesome highlanders that are with her.” 
 
   “Will you use your Dark Assassin?” 
 
   “No, unfortunately he is not available. He went out on another mission and has not yet returned. There must have been complications...” 
 
   “A mission here, Master?”
 
   “No, in the North; in the kingdom of Norghana. I gave up the Assassin’s services to the Nocean spy, Sumal, in exchange for a few favors in return. Diplomatic intrigue forces us to make risky deals.” 
 
   “I understand, Master. Is this Sumal trustworthy?” 
 
   “Of course not!” exclaimed Guzmik. “Do not ever trust him you’ll end up with a Nocean dagger in your back. He is one of the most capable, intelligent spies on this whole damn continent. I’ve been dealing with him for a long time, exchanging ‘services’, and one thing is for sure: he is good—extremely good—at his job. At first I refused to allow him to use my Dark Assassin, but it so happened that the mission served his interests as well as those of my lord so I had to consent. It is a smart move for our needs and now Sumal is indebted to me. And that is a debt I will soon demand he repay, in blood.”  
 
   “I understand, Master. So will we use our men, then?” 
 
   “No. This time we will use local resources so as to not draw attention. In the city’s slums on the wharf there is quite a variety of shady characters who will do anything for gold. Be sure you contract competent people or they will not succeed in eliminating them. These targets are incredibly good fighters... lacking experience, young, but the best fighters I’ve seen, and I’ve traveled a great deal and known many lands.” 
 
   “The information I have received is that an unscrupulous man named Lotus whose level of intelligence is nothing to sneer at is the one who controls the slums and most of the merchandise, weapons, and illegal goods that circulate there. He has a band of mercenaries, pirates, thieves, and assassins for hire at his service whom he uses to control the docks. He’s competent enough to control the city’s black market and right now he is the one at the top, monopolizing the power. For the right amount of gold he will carry out whatever is required of him, no matter the nature of the task,” explained the assistant. 
 
   “Fine. I want all three of them dead.  No delays, and their deaths cannot be tied to us in any way. I cannot let any suspicions be raised among the Rogdonian authorities. The last thing I need is for them to find out what I am doing here. There is too much at stake. Is that clear?” asked Guzmik, looking straight into his servant’s eyes.
 
   “I will do as you ask, master. I will immediately put a price on their heads with Lotus.” He bowed and then turned and left the office.
 
   This time you will die, just as my master, Isuzeni, decreed. The outline of a bitter smile appearing on his face, Guzmik looked into the slanted eyes reflecting back at him in the window glass.
 
   An Arcane Bond
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aliana, with a knot in her throat and overwrought from the unthinkable vision before her, knelt and placed her hands on Haradin’s petrified chest. Worry over the Mage’s condition tore into her stomach. 
 
   He looks beyond help... Have we lost him forever? What a horrible catastrophe! Is there any hope he could still be alive?
 
   Pushing aside the agonizing thoughts plaguing her mind, she concentrated on helping him. Drawing on her powers, she channeled the healing energy into the Mage. His entire body, from head to toe, was coal. Grief caught in her throat; she could barely swallow. Never before had she faced anything remotely like this. As Aliana focused, her energy began to penetrate his body, imbuing it with life and healing. 
 
   For hours she fought, attempting to free the anthracite cells from Haradin’s body. She dedicated all her power to infusing the fossilized atoms with life, but they remained inalterable. Battling, struggling with every ounce of her being, she resisted giving in to defeat. Finally, she spread the last drop of healing power left to her throughout the Mage’s body until it reached the deepest part of him. But the effort began to take its toll on her; exhaustion gripped her body and her mind, and would soon consume her. Still she continued the battle, even when she feared it might be hopeless. She had to fight, to defeat whatever evil this was.
 
   And she did.
 
   Suddenly, she felt a reaction. A change.
 
   The process of carbonization began to reverse itself.
 
   There was hope!
 
   She would not weaken, would not give in. Haradin’s life depended on her. A failure of her powers now would be deadly for the Mage, but a prolonged period of healing would be lethal for her. She gritted her teeth and continued injecting the vital energy, repairing the carbonized cells with her Gift. It was agonizing. Sweat poured down her forehead, washing over her closed eyes. It was all she could do to stay upright.
 
   I’m not going to make it... I don’t have enough strength left... 
 
   But she kept fighting, refusing to concede the battle though on the brink of collapsing. She was fully aware that, with each passing moment, her own life was in danger, that all her energy, her very existence, was being passed on to the patient. Feeling the Mage’s body beginning to awaken, returning to life after an infinite slumber, inspired her to continue and disregard the risk. She had to finish the reversal at any cost—even if it cost her her life. After all, she was a simple Healer; Haradin was the great Mage, the defender and protector of the kingdom. Many lives depended on his recovery. 
 
   Aliana could feel the presence of the frightening mistress of the eternal night. She was coming... her empty eyes like two wells of infinite desperation, fixed on Aliana’s soul. She was coming to collect her due, to make Aliana pay for having dared to break the sacred law of the Healers. A ghostly hand was reaching for her soul, about to snatch it up. At just that last moment she pulled away, abruptly ending the healing to keep from being abducted by the mistress of the beyond, never to return.
 
   She collapsed on the cold floor, swallowed up by the blackness.
 
    
 
    
 
   Familiar but muddled voices awakened Aliana. Slowly opening her eyes as she came out of a long sleep, she looked at her four companions sitting around a welcoming fire. There were speaking in whispers. The small fire was comforting so Aliana stayed quiet for a moment, enjoying its pleasant warmth. She did not know what had happened or how long she had been resting, but she was alive—drained and aching—but thankfully alive. 
 
   Gerart looked over at her, and when he saw she was awake his eyes widened. He jumped up and rushed to her.
 
   “How are you feeling, Aliana? Are you all right?” he asked, kneeling beside her and taking her hand, his face pained with worry.
 
   Aliana looked back at the heir to the throne of Rogdon, drinking in the Prince’s blue eyes. His blond hair, matted with blood and dirt, gave him an aura of unusual for him; the dark circles under his eyes a testament to his increasing level of fatigue. He looked like he had aged years over the last few days.
 
   “I’m fine. Just a little tired from the effort, but I’m all right,” she answered, trying to sit up as she looked at Haradin who was still lying on the ground beside her.
 
   Mortuc stood up. “He is alive. A small portion of his body has returned to a more natural color and his heart seems to be beating... weakly, distant, but it’s beating. You gave life back to the Mage! It’s an absolute miracle, for the love of all the ancient gods, that’s just what it is!” exclaimed the Sergeant Major.
 
   “We covered him and lit a fire to warm him but we have not found a way to bring him completely back. Most of his body—which still has not regained its color—is black coal but it appears to have lost its petrified state; we can move his joints now,” explained Lomar, moving in closer to get a better look at the Mage’s face.
 
   “He seems to be suspended in a deep dream state; nothing is bringing him back. We’ve tried to wake him up but it’s as if he’s in some faraway place and can’t get back from it,” commented Kendas, his concern apparent.
 
   “I’m going to see if I can do anything more for him,” said Aliana, kneeling beside the Mage.
 
   She breathed in, and focusing on her reserve of energies, evaluated the power she had been able to recover. Very little. Almost nothing. The rest had not been long enough for her to regenerate the energy she’d consumed, especially taking into consideration that she had used part of her own life force. She channeled what little healing energy she still had left into Haradin’s body. She found no signs of illness there, and the reversal process was continuing to progress, albeit very slowly—but successfully.
 
   In a matter of a few weeks, the process will have completely reversed itself. If fortune smiles on us, there will be no long-term effects of the carbonization—though that’s doubtful. He will most likely suffer some permanent damage. 
 
   Again she looked over the Mage’s body. There were still many areas that had not regenerated. They needed more time. His mind, however, was a completely different problem. It remained blocked; Aliana simply could not access it. Penetrating the human mind was always immensely difficult. Only on rare occasions she had been able to enter into contact with the mind of a patient. Unfortunately, she was finding it impossible to reach Haradin’s subconscious.
 
   “Physically, he is all right, and his condition will continue to improve over the coming days. I will have to monitor his progress; otherwise the process of regeneration will continue to ravage his body. But no matter how hard I try I cannot access his mind, or awaken him,” she explained, her voice tinged with sadness. 
 
   “At least you were able to revive him before you collapsed. And he is still alive,” said Mortuc triumphantly.  
 
   “I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do it. For a moment, fearing the worst, I thought I wouldn’t succeed,” admitted the young healer.
 
   “Do you think he’ll wake up?” asked a worried Lomar
 
   “I don’t know. The mind and its mechanisms are a complete mystery to me. If it were just a matter of an affliction in his body, I could give you an answer. But in this case all I can do is beg the Mother Healer to protect him, and then hope he wakes up,” Aliana replied, her head down.
 
   “Either way, we cannot stay here in this underground temple. We have to return to Rogdon,” said Gerart, looking toward the entrance.
 
   “True. The men will have trouble maintaining their position. We’d better hurry if we want to get out of these damned mountains alive,” grumbled Mortuc.
 
   “Let’s do a quick search of the temple to see if we can find something to make a stretcher out of for carrying Haradin,” said Gerart. 
 
   “Next to the big altar there were several lances and old flags hanging on the walls. We could use those,” suggested Kendas as he went to have a look.
 
   “Before we set off, I’d like you to clarify something for me. What exactly is this cursed place and what the hell was that Mage or spirit or whatever it was we had to fight?” asked Mortuc.
 
   “It looks like a subterranean temple built long ago,” answered Lomar, looking around him pensively.
 
   “Built for whom? Surely not the Usik,” replied Mortuc.
 
   Kendas looked at the sarcophagus and pointed inside it. “I’d say this place is a mausoleum. Built, or rather, dug as the eternal resting place of someone really important; perhaps a king...”
 
   “Yes, it does seem to be for some kind of monarch or high priest, but from which ethnicity? Which kingdom?” asked Lomar, looking at Aliana.
 
   “Don’t take my word as fact; this is just conjecture... but from what I’ve seen here and what we found in the temple I think we are in the presence of a King or Lord of the Ilenians.”
 
   “The Ilenians? So, the Lost Civilization, then...” mumbled Lomar.
 
   “I think so. But I don’t have verifiable proof and my knowledge on this subject is quite limited. That’s why I didn’t say anything about it before now. It’s just a supposition based on what I’ve seen coupled with Haradin’s obvious interest in the mysterious, long-lost civilization.”
 
   “I am not about to dispute that. Your astute deductions have gotten us here, to Haradin,” replied Gerart, winking at Aliana.
 
   “Ilenian... really incredible, isn’t it?” marveled Lomar.
 
   “I know, what a discovery!” exclaimed Kendas.
 
   “Absolutely, but now we really should get moving. There is so much at stake and this subterranean temple could have more surprises in store for us—and I have no interest in stumbling onto those by accident,” said Gerart.
 
   Everyone nodded in agreement.
 
   Aliana approached Haradin. After examining him, she checked his clothing. 
 
   “Are you looking for this?” asked Gerart, showing her the large, beautiful medallion hanging from his hand. 
 
   Aliana’s jaw dropped as she contemplated the spectacular jewel. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. The enormous round, brown-colored gemstone had more than one hundred facets and was mounted in a large silver ring. It was swinging back and forth at the end of a long silver chain. She was speechless.
 
   “Yes... This must be the object of great power that Haradin was looking for, without a doubt. And it is probably what the spirit we defeated was so fervently guarding. I can feel the power emanating from it; it’s a natural, earthly power... immensely potent. We must protect this. Something tells me that if Haradin came here and faced all this danger to get it, its value and importance must be incalculable. And if it falls into our enemies’ hands, it could be catastrophic.”
 
   “In truth, I don’t feel anything,” said Gerart. “To me, it’s just another pretty medallion. Lovely, yes, but just another jewel. It’s amazing how different those of us who don’t possess the Gift are from those of you who do. We live in blindness, not realizing the powers and energies that surround us... just as children playing next to a river with swift currents don’t realize the potential danger. Please, take it and look after it, Aliana. You have an affinity with these powers that we all, unfortunately, lack.”  
 
   “Of course I’ll look after it. You can trust that I will make sure it does not fall into the wrong hands,” Aliana said as she took the jewel. She could feel an immense, ancient power radiating from the jewel. 
 
   As she held it, the medallion transmitted an odd but unmistakable sensation. She felt a tingling and an arcane feeling of pure Earth engulfing her from head to toe as the jewel covered her in an invisible blanket of clay. Even in her mouth was the taste of an earthy, minerally ocher. She now knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that this was the Ilenian’s Temple of the Earth. The King’s medallion must have been imbued with a power based on that primary element. 
 
   She looked at the medallion one last time before she would tuck it away in the small leather satchel she had tied to her belt. But just as she was about to put it in the satchel, a glimmer from the jewel caught her attention. This glimmer was different than the ones before that had been caused by refraction on the precious stone’s polished surface. This was unique; it was a more powerful glimmer, with a sharper, more intense brown color.    
 
   Utterly fascinating... I could swear the gem itself just sent out a spark. This is indeed amazing! 
 
   She curiously examined the medallion again, but nothing happened.
 
   Oh, this imagination of mine! I suppose I am going a bit crazy from all the tension—seeing ghosts where there are none. I shouldn’t let my imagination run away with me like that. Even though this is an object of great power, only a mage with a very specific knowledge could activate it. And gaining that kind of knowledge would take years and years of arduous study and practice. That is the way of magic and its unwritten laws. And those laws are unalterable.
 
   She looked up and, before she could even turn around, was overcome by a burst of energy from within her that felt like a rock violently plunging into the calm surface of a peaceful lake. Taken aback, she instinctively looked down at her chest. 
 
   What on earth is happening? I didn’t call on my power. What could have produced that jolt?
 
   Another bright glimmer coming from the medallion caught her eye; immediately she felt another rush of her energy, as if it were reacting to the flashes from the jewel.
 
   It is calling on my power! This medallion is using my power! But that’s impossible...
 
   Yet another flash caused her to take a step back, unsure of what was happening. She closed her eyes and concentrated, consciously awakening her inner energy. In that same moment, a peculiar, powerful, ancient energy coming from the medallion combined with her energy, creating a mystical union between them. 
 
   Aliana was frightened. Her heart began to beat like a stampede of runaway horses down a mountain pass. Never before had she experienced anything like this. The medallion was capable of identifying and interacting with her inner energy. She tried to keep it out, fearful that the intrusion could be dangerous. She had to fend it off. 
 
   But she couldn’t.
 
   The link that had formed between the medallion’s power and her own was overwhelmingly strong. She was unable to break the bond, and the more she tried to repel the unwelcome force, the more she lost touch with the present moment. Her sense of where she was, even the notion of time, began to blur. Everything around her started to disappear into a mysterious fog that was slowly enclosing her and erasing the reality surrounding her. The place, the objects, everything before her eyes became translucent. Immaterial. In a matter of moments it had all vanished, replaced by an enveloping haze. 
 
   What is happening? This is so strange... A spell or some kind of power has been triggered and is encircling me. But, how? It couldn’t have been initiated by me. 
 
   But Aliana no longer felt afraid. She now understood that a powerful enchantment was taking place, and somehow knew there was nothing to fear. She relaxed and allowed the fog to completely engulf her. It was now so thick that she could see nothing beyond her own body, so thick she could almost catch the fog in her hands. 
 
   What is all this? What could this extraordinary occurrence mean?
 
   As if responding to her thoughts, the medallion again glowed intensely.
 
   A shadow began to take shape two steps in front of her.
 
   Aliana took a step forward, separating the haze with her hands. She peered into the fog, trying to identify the silhouette that was forming before her, but it did not yet have a defined shape. Intrigued, her heart pounding, she waited as, little by little, the shadowy apparition began to take a human form. The scene before her seemed so unreal; it was as if she were dreaming. But her subconscious warned her to remain alert, assured her this was not a dream but rather an altered reality. Suddenly the haze around the human silhouette dissipated, as if a liberating gust of wind had blown it all away.
 
   Before her appeared a young, strong-looking man with long, chestnut hair. He was crouched down and was holding a sword in one hand and a knife in the other. As he slowly finished materializing, the young man’s radiant emerald-green eyes looked at her in surprise. Those eyes... their fervor, their intensity, captivated Aliana. Slowly, alertly, the stranger stood up. He was about the same age as she was—about eighteen years old—and something in his serious expression, in those infinitely deep green eyes, expressed sadness and hardship. Aliana could clearly perceive that this young man had suffered greatly, and that suffering had quickly matured him. And though she knew this to be true, she could not understand how that emotion was being transferred to her. She looked at him attentively. He did not intimidate her; quite the contrary. His face, though circumspect, was kind, interesting, even handsome. But his attractiveness was different than Gerart’s classic good looks. It was more basic, more animalistic and masculine. It transmitted strength and character. His demeanor coupled with his athletic body gave him an almost wild fierceness; he was definitely a fighter, a warrior. Aliana was surprisingly enchanted by the young man, and found herself completely unable to look away from the warrior’s large, lush green eyes.
 
   That is, until a bright white flash forced her to turn her away from that mysterious face... And that was when she saw he had a medallion hanging around his neck.
 
   A medallion very similar to the one she was holding in her hand. 
 
   The two medallions began to emit flashes of light; brown sparks coming from hers and white ones from the young man’s. And as unbelievable as it seemed, she could almost swear that the medallions were communicating, exchanging energy. It was as if they were conversing... Aliana tried to communicate with the warrior, hoping for an explanation, but no sound came out of her throat. She tried again to speak but her vocal chords would not obey her will. The stranger sheathed his weapons and raised his hand to greet her.
 
   Aliana did the same. She was still not in the least bit afraid—quite the opposite. She was instead experiencing a rush of joy that took her by surprise. As her stomach did somersaults, she felt a pang in her chest. Without even realizing it, she had hung the medallion she’d been holding in her hand around her neck.
 
   And something inconceivable happened. 
 
   A beam of brown light shot from Aliana’s medallion toward a beam of white light coming from the young man’s medallion. The beacons collided in midair.
 
   Looks of shock registered on both of their faces.
 
   Aliana felt as if the beam was pulling on her inner energy, consuming it. And it was not only her energy, but her whole body. She planted her feet and leaned back to keep from being dragged by the force of the ray. An intense pain began to course through her body.
 
   The young man before her was also fighting against the force that was pushing them, trying desperately to keep his balance. The pain was intensifying; it was like a thousand red-hot needles viciously stabbing her all over. Something unexplainable and extraordinary was happening and Aliana—without understanding it—simply knew it; she could perceive it. A strong bond was being formed between the two powerful entities; it seemed as if the two medallions were communicating with each other, exchanging and evaluating information, using their young hosts’ bodies as tools to their own end. Aliana clenched her teeth and closed her eyes, nearly unable to stand the excruciating torture her body was experiencing.
 
   Suddenly, the bond was broken and the pain instantly vanished.
 
   Stunned and off balance, Aliana fell back and landed on the floor. She looked at the young warrior who was still standing.
 
   Then all of a sudden, he began to disappear.
 
   No! Don’t go, please! She tried to shout, but no sound came out. Aliana held out her hand in a vain attempt to grab him, to keep him from going.
 
   The young man held his hand out, too, but was fading away with each passing moment. 
 
   No! Stay! I need to know who you are! What does all this mean? But the warrior had already departed. As Aliana looked down at the medallion, she noticed the fog that had been surrounding her was quickly dissipating. As if awakening from a deep dream state, she was once again back in the underground temple’s chamber, surrounded by her fellow expeditioners.
 
   Gerart ran to her, took her by the arms and shook her vigorously.
 
   “Aliana, wake up! Come back to us!”
 
   “I’m here... I’m back,” she said.
 
   “For the love of my uncle Larkin the Liar’s mustache! What the hell happened?” barked Sergeant Mortuc.
 
    “A spell... a dream, I think... I’m not sure. It was the medallion; somehow it came to life and conjured up some kind of magic that pulled me and everything around me into a dream.”
 
   “You scared us to death! You suddenly just stopped responding; you were gone... like you were in a trance,” said the Prince.
 
   “I don’t know what how to explain it. But I know that this medallion is a truly powerful object; I’ve just experienced that power firsthand.”
 
   “Are you sure you still want to hold on to it?” asked the Prince. “I can take it if you want.”
 
   “No, it’s all right. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. The medallion is my responsibility now.”
 
   “Whatever you prefer,” conceded Gerart.
 
   After a bit of preparation, the group was ready to go. Carrying the Mage in an improvised stretcher, they started out toward the entrance to the cave, leaving behind the mysterious underground temple with the brilliant scarlet rock.
 
   The Ilenian Temple of the Earth.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Not having experienced any more setbacks, it did not take them long to get to the surface. They hurried to the mouth of the cave where they had left the rest of the group to defend it. As they looked ahead to the entrance where the rays of sunlight cut through the darkness of the somber cavern, a macabre, heartbreaking scene awaited.
 
   Everyone was dead.
 
   There had apparently been a fierce battle and the lifeless, bloodied bodies of every one of their companions were lying at the entrance, the blood of those brave men and women splattered across the walls and stony floor. The Usik had taken away their own dead and left behind the corpses of the defenders. 
 
   Seeing the bodies of her sisters of the Order, Aliana’s knees went weak as she let out a moan of anguish and pain. Gerart reached out for her, holding her up and trying to comfort her in the face of the horrendous spectacle. Wrapping her in his arms, he turned her face away from the tragic scene.
 
   Silently, they all stood staring at the dismal image. Doing their best to not make a sound, they set the stretcher on the ground and quietly unsheathed their weapons. There was no sign of the Usik but they knew they could not have gone far.
 
   It was then that they heard the sound of a dying man’s voice. 
 
   “We held on... until the last man... Sergeant,” sputtered Morgen, a trickle of blood in the corner of his mouth.
 
   Mortuc hurried to his side and cradled his head. As soon as he saw the fatal wounds he shook his head, refusing the help Aliana was offering. The veteran Royal Lancer was beyond hope.
 
   “I have absolutely no doubt of that, Morgen.”
 
   “They... attacked in waves... we drove them back...” mumbled the brave soldier, his voice nearly inaudible, the last bit of strength escaping him. 
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t fail me, Royal Lancer; I knew you would fulfill your duty. I am proud of you.”
 
   “There were too many of them... we couldn’t...”
 
   “You carried out my orders. You held your position, for Rogdon, for the country, with bravery and honor.”
 
   “For Rogdon... Sergeant.” 
 
   And he took his last breath.
 
   Visibly emotional, Mortuc closed the Lancer’s eyes and offered a short prayer to the Light for the valiant man’s soul.
 
   With a heavy heart, fighting back tears, Lomar approached Jasmine’s body. Her face was covered with blood; her green eyes, closed. She was lying under several other bodies. Across her chest lay Olga, a deadly lance protruding from her back. Unable to process what his eyes were seeing, refusing to accept that she was dead, Lomar crouched down beside Jasmine, his heart silently screaming out in suffering. He put his ear over her mouth, hoping for a miracle, listening intently, closing out the sounds around him... and waiting for a breath of air, of any evidence of life. He waited a long while, but heard nothing. 
 
   She was dead. 
 
   But just when Lomar was about to pull back, he felt the tiniest hint of a breath against his ear. Like a man possessed, he began pushing the bodies off her, trying to free her.
 
   When Aliana saw what was happening, she ran to Lomar and knelt beside him, leaning over Jasmine’s body.
 
   “She’s alive! I heard her breathe! It was terribly weak, but I heard it!”
 
   “Are you sure?” questioned Aliana.
 
   “I am. Try, please, I’m begging you!”
 
   Aliana placed her hands on Jasmine, and using her power began to infuse her body with healing energy. Instantly she detected that Jasmine’s heart, though extremely weak, was beating!
 
   “She’s alive—miraculously, but she’s alive!”
 
   Hearing that, Lomar was so overcome with feelings of happiness and immeasurable relief that he nearly burst into tears. Somehow he managed to hold them back, remembering that a Royal Lancer cannot show any weakness of character. For quite some time he watched as Aliana worked to save the life of this young woman who had stolen his heart. Finally, Aliana withdrew her hands and smiled.
 
   Jasmine opened her stunning green eyes and the first thing she saw was Lomar’s worried face.   
 
   “What... What happened?” she asked as she brought her hand to her head.
 
   “Don’t worry, you’re safe now,” Lomar quickly assured her.
 
   “Jasmine, you took a horrible blow to the head. We should stitch it up right away; they nearly split your head wide open,” explained Aliana.
 
   “Yes... I remember something hitting me when I was helping Olga... I think I lost consciousness. How is she? And the others?” 
 
   Lomar looked into her anxious face, then lowered his eyes and shook his head.
 
   Jasmine looked away. The horrible message had immediately sunk in. 
 
   “We need a needle and some thread for suturing,” said Aliana. Mortuc handed them to her, and she carefully attended to the wound. 
 
   When she’d finished, she asked Jasmine how she was feeling.
 
   “I’m fine, Sister Healer. Don’t worry about me.”
 
   Jasmine tried to get up, but she was overcome by dizziness. Lomar was at the ready and reached out to steady her. 
 
   “It would be best if you could help her, Lomar,” asked Aliana. “That bump on the head was pretty serious so she will most likely suffer from fainting and vomiting for a time.”
 
   “I will look after her, don’t worry,” said Lomar, unable to mask his concern.
 
   “I already feel better,” said Jasmine, though her expression betrayed the pain she was feeling as Lomar helped her to sit down—away from the bodies of her fallen companions.
 
   “Lying is not one of your virtues,” smiled Lomar.
 
   “Do I look that bad?”
 
   “Let’s see... I don’t know what looks worse—your bloodstained face and head, the gruesome hole in it, or the sickly pallor of those cheeks and neck.” 
 
   “That bad, eh? I have to admit I felt really dizzy when I stood up, and my head is killing me.”
 
   “Just rest a while. The fact you’re alive is a miracle. You need time to recuperate. Here, let me clean off your face...” Lomar picked up a canteen of water and, with the help of his old handkerchief, tried to wipe off the dried blood covering her head and face.                            
 
   “Why is it that every time I get in a tight spot you turn up?” 
 
   “And here I thought you would be glad I made it back safe and sound from the bowels of this awful cave.”
 
   “I didn’t say I wasn’t happy to see you’re alive—just like I’m glad that Aliana, Kendas, and Mortuc are all right.”
 
   “Aren’t you just a tiny bit happier to see me?”
 
   “What are you trying to do—sweet talk me?” 
 
   “Sweet talk? Me? Absolutely not! I’m just trying to get the blood off your beautiful face. Someone has to do it, and I just happened to be nearby...” 
 
   “Even in the worst situations, can you not stop chasing after me?”
 
   “I think that bump on the head is worse than we thought! I’ll have to go get Aliana; you’re delirious!”
 
   “Your intentions are crystal clear to me—but I don’t know if my clairvoyance is due to the bump or not.”
 
   “No, I think you’re probably just feverish,” said Lomar as he continued wiping off the blood stuck to Jasmine’s forehead. 
 
   “Delirious or not, you won’t get what you want.”
 
   “And what exactly is it I want, if I may ask?” he asked sarcastically.
 
   “You know perfectly well what I’m talking about!” exclaimed Jasmine. “You can’t win; I’m devoted to the Order, to my Sisters, to my duty to protect. There is no place for you in my life—not for you or any other man.”
 
   “I didn’t even ask you for anything yet...”
 
   Jasmine looked into Lomar’s eager, hopeful eyes. As he gently cleaned her forehead, he stared back into her bright green eyes, struggling to endure the piercing gaze that revealed a flicker of excitement. Softly he brushed aside the black locks of hair that covered her brow. The two of them gazed silently at one another, both sensing the tension, their eyes sparkling with a budding passion. Everything around them disappeared into the half-light; it was just the two of them now, in this unique space and time. Caught up in feelings he could not suppress, Lomar moved his lips near Jasmine’s. With her face in his hands, Jasmine did not pull away, knowing what was about to happen; somewhere inside, in the very depths of her soul, she wanted this—regardless of how much she tried over and over to deny it.
 
   Lomar kissed her.
 
   A long, passionate kiss.
 
   They allowed themselves to be carried away by the passion discovered in that intimate, burning kiss, every inch of them feeling the excitement of their stolen moment. Lomar pulled Jasmine to him, enraptured with desire.
 
   Feeling the Lancer’s body against her, Jasmine could barely breathe. As passion awakened intense emotions in her, she was startled to feel a warm glow within her. And each time she would try to resist, those feelings took over; forcing her to allow herself to be carried away by the heat of the moment.
 
   There, in that distant and dangerous land, surrounded by death and desolation, two people were filled with happiness for a few intense but brief moments.
 
   Moments that neither of them would ever forget.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, Sergeant Mortuc signaled to the group that they should wait for him as he crouched down and moved along the right wall toward the mouth of the cave where he stayed for a time, looking out toward the forest.
 
   He slowly returned to the group, taking care not to make a sound.
 
   “They are camped out just two hundred paces from the cave’s entrance. I counted three dozen. We can’t hold up against that many of them,” whispered the Sergeant.
 
   “We can’t stay here. We have very few provisions left and Haradin needs care,” reasoned Gerart.
 
   “The horses are hidden in a glen about five hours from here, deep inside a forest of beech trees. If we could get to them, we could escape,” suggested Lomar.
 
   “Let’s wait until nightfall when we can slip away in the shadows,” instructed the Sergeant. “Remember—the descent will be snow-covered, so be ready. I don’t want any accidents.”
 
   “All right. Let’s rest. Then we’ll all leave behind anything shiny that could call attention to us in the night. Leave all your metal armor. We must be sure they cannot see us,” stated Gerart. 
 
   The hours slowly crept by. Dressed in only dark clothing, the group waited for their chance to make their getaway, their hearts still feeling the weight of the pain from the death of their companions.
 
   Aliana knew the probability of success was minuscule but also knew they had to try. They could not stay there.
 
   She began to shiver as fear invaded her. 
 
   Attacked
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The night was warm and the beautiful full moon shone high in the sky, reigning majestically over the clear firmament, an infinite sea sparkling with small shining stars. Hartz and Kayti walked quietly through the sleepy, deserted city streets toward the Flying Horse Inn. They had spent the entire day with Father Abbot Dian, at his request, examining in great detail the magnificent Ilenian two-handed sword they had recovered from the tomb of the underground temple beneath the lighthouse—the sword of the supposed King of the Lost Civilization. In accordance with the terms they had established with Lindaro, the sword remained outside the agreement entered into with the Temple of the Light, the terms of which indicated they were to hand over the valuable objects they had discovered in the tomb. Hartz had vehemently refused to part with it, no matter what price had been offered.
 
   The diligent priests had begun with a study and analysis of the precious object as soon as Hartz and Kayti had arrived at the temple that morning. Close examination of the extraordinary weapon had revealed that this was no ordinary sword; its steel was composed of an unidentified material that had somehow stood the test of time without any sort of deterioration. Even the double blade was still so sharp it could cut a feather in midair—which had greatly surprised the priests since, no matter how hard they’d tried to protect weapons from the punishments inflicted by the passage of time, they had always suffered some degree of deterioration. The Temple’s scholars were greatly intrigued by both the cross-guard with mystic runes surrounding it as well as the sword’s enormous hilt in the shape of a cross that had intricate golden engravings in the strange language of the Ilenians. With infinite patience they carefully and meticulously recorded and drew each and every one of the characteristics of the exquisite sword, making—down to the tiniest of details—multiple sketches of the different parts. They measured each component and weighed the sword, making note of each measurement on the drawing they were creating to scale. Working tirelessly all morning and afternoon to carry out their inspection and testing of the sword, they rested only long enough to enjoy a humble meal. Only when day had turned into night did they suspend their examinations, deciding to continue their studies the following day. It was then that Hartz and Kayti had said goodbye to the hard-working scholars and had left the Temple to head back to the inn and enjoy a late meal. And even though they would return after hours, Bandor, the innkeeper, who was a kind-hearted man, would no doubt serve them a delicious meal along with the latest rumors and gossip about the imminent war making the rounds in the city.
 
   They curved toward the East and took a deserted street that led to the inn. As if wanting to make sure it was still there after a day spent in the hands of others, Hartz kept one hand on the great Ilenian sword hanging across his back. Contact with the leather sheath in which the weapon rested was reassuring to him. 
 
   Even though the day was wasted in the company of priests, watching while they completed their interminable studies, Kayti’s presence had lightened Hartz’s spirit in a way he did not completely understand. For some unknown reason, the mere presence of the young girl with fire-red hair had him smiling like a nitwit. And not only that, but every time the girl stood near him or even looked at him, Hartz experienced what he could only describe as a sweet confusion followed by an odd sensation in the pit of his stomach. Whenever he was near the freckled warrior, he felt clumsy and his movements became even more awkward than normal—stumbling over furniture and sending decorations and the like rolling across the floor. She, on the other hand, moved with such grace and elegance—even dressed in heavy armor—that it only amplified his clumsiness, or at least that’s how it seemed to him. And what made matters worse was that he had never been comfortable in social situations, especially around strangers, as was the case with the priests at the Temple. Kayti on the other hand, seemed to have an innate skill for conversing and discussing complex concepts and other topics with the priests. He had carefully observed her, marveling at how she would start conversations with the priests about all kinds of complicated subjects. In that environment it was easy to see that she had enjoyed a refined education and was blessed with a well-formed, well-fed intellect. Hartz was beginning to suspect the redhead was hiding something beneath the façade of Initiate of the Custodial Brotherhood. These revelations both dazzled and displeased him since, if they were accurate, it meant the girl had not told them the whole truth. On top of that, it made his lack of education stick out like a sore thumb. Norriel were a people born for battle and not for studying the arts, and that only accentuated his own deficiencies and limitations.  
 
   As they walked back to the inn, he shook those unpleasant thoughts out of his mind and decided to gather a bit more information about the redheaded warrior. 
 
   “You haven’t told me much about yourself, Kayti. Where are you from?” he asked, trying to sound casual. 
 
   “I was born and raised in the outskirts of the capital of the kingdom of Irinel, in a small town.”
 
   “The kingdom of Irinel? I don’t know anything about Irinel. You said it was far away, to the east, right?”
 
   “Yes, my nation is really far from here. It’s way east of here, and a little to the north, past the vast steppes of the Masig, beyond the extensive forests of the Usik, past the Forgotten Mountains and The Thousand Lakes—”
 
   “Wow! That does sound far!” whistled Hartz.
 
   Kayti smiled. “Tremia is a massive continent. There are a lot of nations I suppose you Norriel haven’t heard of. Don’t get me wrong; I don’t mean to offend you or your people. I just mean there are many kingdoms in the east and north of the continent that the people in the west don’t know about.”
 
   “You didn’t offend me. After all, I’m just a barbarian from the highlands who knows his limitations,” laughed Hartz.
 
   “I think there is much more to you than what you let people see,” smiled the redhead.
 
   They walked for a while as Hartz thought about the answers he’d gotten.
 
   Still suspicious—since her answer didn’t fit with his suppositions—Hartz continued questioning. “Do your parents still live there? Are they farmers?”
 
   “Yes, my parents enjoy a quiet life on a small farm near the capital.” 
 
   “That’s nice... And how did you end up in the Custodial Brotherhood? I had never heard of that before. Of course, now that I mention it, I hadn’t ever heard anything about the people of your kingdom, either,” he said, smiling.
 
   “I’m beginning to realize you Norriel live a bit isolated from the rest of the world,” she said with a mischievous smile. “Where are all these questions coming from, anyway? I believe I’ve told you everything you need to know about me.”
 
   Hartz cleared his throat. “Well, honestly, I may not be the brightest guy there is, but I feel like you’re hiding something from me. Is there a reason why you haven’t told me the whole truth?”
 
   Kayti blushed and then her expression turned ice cold. 
 
   “What do you mean? I’m politely answering your questions even though I don’t have to tell you anything.”
 
   “No, you don’t have to answer me if you don’t want to. But I can tell you’re not being completely sincere with me; you’re hiding something which leads me to believe I can’t trust you,” he warned, shaking his finger at her.
 
   Kayti looked sharply at the accusing finger.
 
   “I’m sorry that’s how you see it. I can assure you that you can trust me, but if you don’t want to, that’s your prerogative,” she replied, her tone purposefully indifferent.
 
   “Come on, Kayti. I think it’s time you told me the truth. What are you doing here? What are you after?”
 
   She continued walking without answering.
 
   Hartz followed her in silence. The tension between them mounted with each step they took.
 
   Just then, Hartz heard a faint sound coming from behind him. He turned his head to see what was breaking the peacefulness that had reigned over the quiet street they’d been walking along. He noticed movement. A shadow was slinking through the darkness, rapidly approaching behind them on the right. Hartz’s fighting instinct sent an alarm screaming through his brain that put all his senses on immediate alert. Adrenaline coursed through him; every muscle in his body tensed in anticipation of danger. 
 
   “Look out!” shouted Hartz as he quickly turned to face the potential attack.
 
   An arrow skimmed his head. 
 
   As he turned, he saw they were being attacked by several veiled figures wielding swords and daggers. Ignoring the arrow that had narrowly missed him, he focused on the danger closest to them. Based on the way their pursuers moved and handled their weapons, Hartz knew instantly these were not just simple ruffians, and he was rarely wrong about that sort of thing. Luckily he had sensed the threat in time—that hint of a sound coming from behind them might well have saved their lives. Luck was temperamental like that; sometimes it was on your side, sometimes it abandoned you and its whims could have devastating effects on the lives of mere mortals. In one swift motion he unsheathed the great Ilenian sword hanging across his back and, smoothly continuing the motion, brought the sword down on the first of the attackers who was almost close enough to mortally stab him.
 
   We are separated by only a short distance, dear ruffian, but I am still beyond your reach. He split open the attacker’s skull with the mighty sword. 
 
   Fortunately for me, but not so much for you, my sword gives me a reach far superior to yours, you unlucky man. He smiled as he looked at the massive breadth of the now bloody sword.
 
   Alarmed by Hartz’s warning and the ensuing commotion, Kayti turned just in time to see the next attacker coming at them. As she turned, an arrow bounced off the armor covering her shoulder. He was aiming for my heart; thankfully it didn’t go through my armor. This damn garb weighs as much as a horse but it’s times like this when it’s worth its weight in gold. She noticed two more attackers silently approaching behind her and unsheathed her weapon just in time to block the first strike at her neck. With a twist of her slender wrist she counterattacked, aiming a thrust at the face of the closest enemy. He blocked it with his dagger and prepared to attack again. Not giving him time to make a move, Kayti launched a rapid combination of attacks, but the aggressor defended himself with the skill of a soldier well-accustomed to battle.
 
   He’s no weakling... probably a mercenary. 
 
   The second attacker came at the redhead. She quickly blocked the assailant’s strikes, which were aimed primarily at her head since her adversaries knew it would be difficult to pierce the armored plates she was wearing. They protected her but the weight of the armor would eventually wear her out. She blocked several more blows by both enemies who now were teaming up on her, then took a step back. 
 
   Just as she looked to the left out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hartz running toward them with his sword raised. Executing a lethal arc through the air, he decapitated the aggressor to her left. The head of the doomed man fell at his feet but his body, completely rigid, remained upright as time seemed to stand still for an instant. Kayti stood there, taking in the bizarre scene. She blinked and the lifeless body crumpled as time resumed its course. Kayti turned her eyes to Hartz and saw that he had two arrows stuck in his left shoulder and a third in his right forearm. It turned Kayti’s stomach to see he was wounded.
 
   A brutal thrust came toward her throat but Kayti managed to dodge it with a swift block a split second before Hartz impaled the attacker on the massive Ilenian sword with a powerful thrust. The assailant’s eyes grew wide when he saw he’d been stabbed clean through. Howling in agony, his face went blank; he was dead before Hartz had even pulled out the sword. 
 
   Another arrow coming from up the street ricocheted off Kayti’s armor. Two figures with bows were positioned there.   
 
   “Take cover!” she shouted to Hartz, pointing toward a wall jutting out from one of the houses that would protect them from the barrage of arrows. They ran to take refuge there. 
 
   Hartz’s was breathing heavily. He felt strange but attributed that to the wounds from the arrows. He hoped they weren’t terribly serious since the chain mail he was wearing beneath his old jacket had somewhat stopped the arrows’ impact and kept them from penetrating too deeply. Only one of them had actually caused a deep wound.
 
   “Take them out of me, please.”
 
   “Are you sure? I wouldn’t recommend pulling them out; you should have a surgeon do it.”
 
   “All right. Just break them, then.” 
 
   Kayti broke off the three arrows with three swift snaps of the wrist, then looked at Hartz with an expression of sincere concern. 
 
   When she’d broken the arrow on his forearm, a thin stream of blood had begun to trickle down the Norriel’s wrist and onto his hand. When it reached the hilt of the ancient weapon, the sword emitted a brief, golden flash that began at the hilt and ran down the blade all the way to its lethal point. The golden gleam pulsed three times, creating three golden flashes, and then disappeared completely. Hartz knew then that the strange sensation he’d been feeling had been coming from this remarkable Ilenian relic. 
 
   Astonished, he looked to Kayti for some kind of explanation but she looked as perplexed as he was and offered no answer. Before either of them could comment on the incredibly strange phenomenon they had just witnessed, six men appeared on their left, blocking their escape route at the lower end of the street. Kayti looked anxiously at Hartz who was realizing that this ambush was not a robbery or chance attack; they had come to kill them. 
 
   Damn these pigs! They are out for our blood. If it’s the last thing I do, I won’t let them lay a hand on Kayti. I swear it on my forefather’s graves! 
 
   Without giving up the safety the wall provided and becoming a target for the archers posted at the upper end of the street, the rugged Norriel, blood boiling, threatened the approaching men with his mighty voice. “Listen to me, sewer rats. You’d better just turn right around and get out of here while you still can. There aren’t anywhere near enough of you to take me down, and you don’t have what it takes anyhow. So turn back now or I swear I’ll be picking your bloody guts up off the ground and feeding them to the dogs on the docks!”
 
   The attackers stopped in their tracks. Hartz hoped he had made a chink in their courage and confidence. 
 
   But apparently he hadn’t. 
 
   After only a moment’s hesitation, the six men launched their attack with swords and clubs. Hartz gently pushed Kayti behind him, hoping his broad shoulders would keep her protected. Staying under cover, he waited for the attack, containing his rage. He was almost relaxed, and refrained from focusing too much on what was happening... just as he always handled these situations. He would live or he would die. It was not in his hands to decide. He would defend his companion to the death, and if, in the process, he crushed a few skulls and smashed a few heads together, so much the better. 
 
   Still, something in his mood was different. True, he was calm like he always was before entering into battle but this time he did not feel the least bit of fear. Instead, a feeling of complete confidence was beginning to flow through him; he felt as if he were indestructible, as if he were a demigod. Nothing could stop him, no one could defeat him. But he knew those feelings were not normal. 
 
   All of a sudden he heard a low, husky voice whispering in his ear.
 
   Glory awaits you, warrior. Let our enemies’ blood bathe my steel blade and I promise you will live to fight another day. Feed my cold body with the warm blood of the enemy and I assure you that victory will be yours.
 
   Hartz realized that, although the voice was coming from inside him, it was the voice of the sword speaking to him. It was as if it were coming from his subconscious. This Ilenian sword had infiltrated his being with an ancient, ancestral magic. It seemed to possess a life of its own and had created a strange bond with him. And that bond between enchanted steel and man was growing stronger and becoming more real. Hartz knew that his feeling of complete confidence and mental fortitude was coming from the sword and that it was employing magic from the Lost Civilization. Realizing that the connection was continuing to strengthen would normally have frightened Hartz, but as long as he was clutching that enchanted lethal weapon, he felt nothing of the sort. 
 
   The bond was completed.
 
   They were now one.
 
   Sword and Man.
 
   Steel and Blood.
 
   The first two attackers reached Hartz; he met them with a tremendous blow parallel to the ground and halfway up their backs. It cut through the men’s plated armor like it was butter, then continued straight across their stomachs, slicing them open from one side to the other. When the blood made contact with the blade, the sword transmitted a living energy to Hartz that coursed through his body and filled him with a vitality he’d never before experienced. With expressions of absolute incredulity the two attackers gaped open-mouthed as their entrails spilled out onto the ground. With another quick pass in the opposite direction, Hartz instantly finished off both men.
 
   Kayti looked at Hartz. Considering how quickly he had executed the two movements, it seemed as if the considerable weight of the great sword had totally vanished. Hartz was handling that weapon as if were nothing more than a small tree branch. It should have been physically impossible for someone—no matter how strong he was, and Hartz was the strongest man she’d ever met—to brandish that massive sword as quickly and easily as he just had. 
 
   A third attacker came in from the right but before he had even managed to fully extend his arm to strike, Hartz took a step forward and launched into a lightning-fast thrust, stabbing straight through the ill-fated assailant’s heart in the blink of an eye.
 
   Again Hartz felt a pure, fortifying energy coursing through his body. It left him feeling rejuvenated, with not the least bit of fatigue. Without a moment’s hesitation, he moved to a defensive stance, holding the massive sword with both hands and pointing it slightly forward. 
 
   The three remaining attackers hesitated, their fear palpable. Unfortunately for them, they decided to attack the burly Norriel. Quickly and aggressively they charged him, but Hartz eliminated all three with two powerful lashes of the Ilenian sword, effortlessly cutting through armor, bone, and flesh. Kayti’s jaw dropped when she again saw how swiftly and powerfully he had dealt the fatal blows. 
 
   The trio of enemies fell to the ground next to the rest of their dead companions. Just as the Norriel had promised, their innards lay strewn across the ground in a pool of thick blood. 
 
   Hartz glanced up the street. The archers who’d been perched there had fled.
 
   “They’re gone. I think we did it, Kayti.”
 
   Kayti looked back at him in disbelief. “That sword... it’s enchanted... with a magic like what we saw in the underground temple. Magic from the Lost Civilization.”
 
   “Uh... yes, I... I think so, too. You’re going to think I’m crazy but this sword... it... it talked to me,” he stammered.
 
   “Well, I don’t know what it said to you but you definitely handled it like it was light as a feather. That was not normal—not... at... . all... normal.”
 
   “You’re right. It didn’t feel the least bit heavy. It was like my arms simply could not get tired. But even more than that, I was filled with a feeling of vitality, of a complete calmness and confidence, where fear and fatigue didn’t exist as long as I was holding the sword. It was impossible to defeat me.”
 
   “That must be a spell that some powerful Enchanter from the Lost Civilization put on it. And you must have somehow activated it.”
 
   Hartz nodded. “I think it was the blood from the wound on my forearm. When it dripped onto the sword’s hilt it activated the enchantments.”
 
   “In the Custodial Brotherhood we have heard of enchanted weapons that bestow power on those who wield them. But this is the first time I’ve ever seen one,” said Kayti as she looked at the great sword with renewed interest.
 
   “I thought that was all just legend and myth...” 
 
   “I think this proves that objects imbued with spells and powers really do exist. We are in the midst of a relic of great importance,” stated the redhead.
 
   “Yes, I’d say it has me completely convinced,” smiled Hartz.
 
   “Let’s get out of here in case they come back.” 
 
   “Where do we go? To the inn?” asked Hartz, looking on both sides of the street.
 
   “Kayti nodded. “Yes. We should find Komir. He might also be in danger.”
 
   “You think so? Why would he be?”
 
   “I don’t know, but that was a well-planned ambush. If they came for us maybe they’re going after Komir, too.”
 
   “You’re right. We’d better hurry.”
 
   The two ran up the street.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



My Duty... To Protect
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
   Two hours before dawn Mortuc gave the signal to advance. The group had no choice but to risk going down the mountain to reach the valley where the horses were hidden. The first to go out into the darkness of the night was Kendas; having been raised in the country and in the woods, he was a good tracker and would take care of eliminating the Usik watchmen on the escape route. Lomar and Gerart, both city dwellers who therefore lacked that ability, would carry Haradin on the makeshift stretcher. A few moments after Kendas set out, the rest of the group slipped out of the cave and into the pitch black night. 
 
   Aliana could not see much under the threatening sky. She tentatively followed Sergeant Mortuc who was stealthily descending the slope. At that altitude, the cold penetrated straight into their bones and, for a moment, Aliana almost wanted to return to the refuge of the cave. Behind her she could hear Gerart and Lomar’s soft steps in the snow. Bringing up the rear of the group of fugitives was Jasmine, bow at the ready.
 
   An owl flew over their heads, startling them all and stopping them in their tracks. From there they could see three campfires where the Usik were resting. The Sergeant raised his right hand and silently gave the order to move ahead. With the greatest of caution, they continued down the mountain. When they came to a fork, Mortuc indicated that they should go to the right. Shortly thereafter, Aliana tripped over something lying on the ground. It was a dead Usik lookout.  
 
   Continuing their descent, they came across the body of another Usik watchman who was leaned against a tree, his throat slit, blood still spilling out onto his chest. Kendas had been very busy... He was, thankfully, a formidable fighter. The group stopped again when they came to a narrow pass between two mountain slopes; here Mortuc seemed uncharacteristically indecisive. He paused for a few moments, as if sizing up the situation.
 
   As the Sergeant pondered their options, Aliana was beginning to feel increasingly nervous. But a smile from Gerart, who was resting just behind her in the twilight, was all it took to calm her down. Jasmine, crouched behind Gerart and Lomar, looked as apprehensive as Aliana was feeling. 
 
   Something moving in the narrow pass grabbed their attention. Mortuc quickly went to one side of the opening and motioned to the rest that they should go to the other.
 
   A figure emerged, running full speed.
 
   Aliana was hoping it was Kendas, returning to the group. But eyes as black as night in the middle of a face painted red stared at them in surprise. Aliana’s heart skipped a beat.
 
   This was not Kendas.
 
   It was a Usik. 
 
   Instinctively, Aliana’s hand went for the knife in her belt. The Usik raised his arm, ready to strike with a battle axe decorated with large feathers.
 
   Aliana hesitated.
 
   From out of nowhere came a powerful hand that grabbed the savage, covering his mouth, and masterfully stabbed a dagger into his armpit. In the same, swift motion, the dagger slit the Usik’s throat, never giving him time to make a sound. He collapsed to the ground, revealing a strapping Mortuc, dagger in hand.
 
   Aliana heaved a sigh of relief.
 
   Hearing a muffled sound coming from inside the dark pass, they immediately got back into position, waiting silently with muscles tensed and knives ready. Another figure emerged from the blackness. Aliana, poised to use her knife, suddenly recognized Kendas’ pale, friendly face. He smiled at her, as relaxed as if he were just coming back from a stroll.
 
   Jasmine, who’d been ready to release an arrow, lifted her bow and let out a sigh. Kendas would never know how close he’d come to dying that night.
 
   The Lancer addressed Mortuc. “I’m sorry, Sergeant. I didn’t get to him in time.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, boy. You did a great job ridding us of those lookouts. You have quite an innate ability for this type of work. Is the way all clear for us now?”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant. I just took out the last Usik who was posted at the end of the pass.”
 
   “Excellent. Let’s hurry, then; daybreak is almost upon us.”
 
   The group continued its descent at a faster pace now. Aliana could see that Kendas’ side was injured, but he wasn’t stopping. The fact that he had been able to eliminate the lookouts in the physical state he was in was astounding to her; quite an impressive feat. 
 
   They made it to the valley at sunrise. Crossing the wide path, they went into the forest to look for the hiding place where they had left the horses. Finally they arrived at the place where Lomar and Kendas had hidden them. 
 
   Aliana breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the animals still tied up and healthy, grazing calmly and completely unaware of the danger surrounding them.
 
   Now, there was hope. They might actually be able to escape!
 
   Mortuc headed straight for his beloved Lightning and began petting him. “There’s my friend and faithful companion! How are you doing, boy? I missed you! And you missed me, too! Let me see if I can find some grain in the saddlebags. Then we’ll show those Usik what it means to fly through their territory!” 
 
   They mounted their horses and carefully tethered the unconscious Haradin to a strong white steed. Aliana brought her mount alongside the Mage to make sure he was all right. She checked to be sure Haradin’s staff of power and the Ilenian guardian’s objects were in the saddlebags. 
 
   Mortuc approached Kendas. “Kendas, you take care of leading the horse that’s carrying the Mage. Make sure we don’t lose him,” ordered the Sergeant.
 
   “I’ll guard it with my life, Sergeant; don’t you worry. I will get him to Rogdon if it’s the last thing I do.”
 
   “That’s the spirit! Move out, head west!”
 
   The group maneuvered through the thicket and trees and made their way back to the path. Thousands of acres of forest surrounded them—a massive, dense forest. They would need three days to reach the border. Not seeing any hostile enemy forces they set off on the long road ahead of them. 
 
   With Lomar in the lead they rode along with extreme caution. Whenever possible, they left the trail and rode among the dense forest’s gigantic trees, trying to conceal their presence from the savages. 
 
   Resting just a few short hours at dusk, they continued their escape for two days straight. Tired, cold and damp, but alive. The mood of the group was slowly improving as they moved ever closer to safety. But a few hours before daybreak the third day, when they were least expecting it, the Usik came out of nowhere. Like demons sent by the evil spirits of those infernal woods, they attacked the group just as they were preparing to resume their trek to salvation. They must have been following them for quite some time, waiting for the most opportune moment to strike—and those savages definitely knew how to wait, gather together, and pounce at just the right time. Lomar had been on guard duty and had given the alarm only an instant before two Black Usik were on him. 
 
   Mortuc and Gerart ran to help him and were instantly surrounded by enemies that seemed to be coming out of the very roots of the trees. Their faces, painted black, blended in with the night and the greenish skin of their bodies fused with the underbrush. Only the gleam of hatred in their eyes was discernible. Aliana armed her bow and shot at one of the Usik who was almost upon her, hitting the savage square in the face. Jasmine followed suit a split second later and another enemy fell. Lomar, who had recovered from the initial attack, found himself face to face with three more savages who were bound and determined to do away with him. Mortuc and Gerart had formed an impassable barrier; Usik warriors were dying left and right against the skills of these two elite Rogdonian soldiers. Masterful combinations of cuts and blocks followed by swift, lethal thrusts splattered the gloomy forest with blood.
 
   Like eagles hunting their prey, two Usik descended from the trees and hurled themselves at Aliana. The Healer aimed at the first one and took him down with an arrow to the eye that crossed straight through his skull. She quickly reloaded and shot the second attacker in the chest; he dropped at her feet. A third sprang up behind her. Aliana spun around, unsure if she would be able to take him down in time. She nocked an arrow and tensed the bowstring just as the face of the furious Usik appeared in front of her. But before she could release the arrow, the Usik struck the bow with his battle axe and she missed the shot. The Usik smiled as he raised the axe, his painted face smug with satisfaction, sure of the kill—but the flash of a sword cut off his arm. Aliana shot a look of gratitude at Kendas as he finished off the attacker with one last strike. The Lancer nodded at Aliana and ran off to rejoin the battle. 
 
   Aliana gathered her wits, loaded her bow, and went back to her position next to Jasmine. The two archers delivered death from a distance to their enraged attackers as the four Rogdonian men formed a semicircle and fought off the waves of assaults. 
 
   The battle intensified.
 
   Mortuc stabbed through a Usik with his sword, then took his battle axe to use as a second weapon. Gerart did the same, picking up another Usik battle axe from the ground. The sound of terrifying shrieks they knew to be Usik war cries surged forth from the bowels of the forest. The Usik who were upon them responded with more shrieks, filling the air with grating screeches and inspiring them to attack with even greater momentum. The reinforcements were closing in, and Aliana knew the situation was quickly becoming critical. She turned to see Gerart delivering a powerful kick to an enemy that knocked him to the ground. Then taking a step to the side, he made a diagonal cut with his sword and slashed open the chest of another assailant.
 
   In that same moment, like a bird of ill omen, a single arrow shot over the group, accompanied by deafening shouts. Aliana shuddered. If they are using bows we’re lost; we have no armor. We have to move; we have to get out of here right now. She turned to face yet another attack. Twenty paces from her in the midst of the trees appeared two Usik, their faces painted red, their greenish arms carrying short bows. In an attempt to protect her companions, Aliana pointed, breathed in, and took the shot. The first of the Red Usik fell to the ground, an arrow protruding from his chest. She grabbed another arrow from her quiver but, just as she began to nock it, the other Red Usik dropped dead with one of Jasmine’s arrows through his heart.
 
   Gerart stumbled back a step. He had taken an arrow to his left shoulder. Another four arrows were flying toward the Rogdonian men, one of which hit the Sergeant in the right thigh. He yanked it out as he used the axe to deliver a fearsome blow to a Black Usik.
 
   “We have to flee! We cannot hold out against these archers!” shouted the Sergeant as he eyed the approaching Red Usik. 
 
   “Lomar, tie Haradin to the horse and get out of here!” ordered Gerart.
 
   The soldier nodded and took off running toward the horses.
 
   Aliana looked at Jasmine. “Go with him and protect the Mage. They’ll need your bow.” 
 
   Jasmine looked back at her indecisively. 
 
   “Go! Don’t worry about me. Haradin must survive!”
 
   The Protectress Sister’s head bowed to Aliana, then resignedly she obeyed the Healer. “Be careful, Aliana,” she whispered.
 
   “Don’t worry, Sister, we’ll be all right!” assured Aliana, though she doubted now more than ever that they’d get out of that hellhole alive.
 
   Jasmine ran after Lomar who had already mounted and was pulling along behind him the horse that was carrying Haradin.
 
   Kendas closed up the open space left by his companion, hoping to stop the avalanche of enemies thundering down on them.
 
   Mortuc crouched down and swung the axe, sweeping an enemy’s legs off the ground. As he fell backward, the Sergeant stabbed him in the chest with his sword. He glanced to his right at Gerart who was facing two attackers.
 
   “We need to flee right now. Get out of here, quickly; I’ll hold them off.” 
 
   “No, Sergeant. I’m staying with you. We have to buy time for Haradin to escape.” 
 
   “Damn it, this is no time to argue! Get Aliana and run or we’ll all end up dead!” He parried to stop another enemy’s frenzied attack. 
 
   Gerart turned to Aliana just as she discovered she had no remaining arrows in her quiver. Knowing that Lomar and Jasmine were by now already back on the trail, the Prince retreated toward the horses. “All right, Sergeant, I’m taking Aliana and getting out of here!” 
 
   The Prince untied their two horses and went to Aliana. They mounted their horses, ready to flee. Aliana looked back toward Mortuc who was gesticulating and shouting at Kendas to go with them. The valiant Lancer refused to obey his Sergeant. 
 
   Two arrows skimmed past the Healer’s head. Instinctively, she spurred her horse and, though torn about leaving, she fled, clinging to her mount, riding in as flat a position as she could to avoid being struck by an arrow, with Gerart beside her. 
 
   Sensing the foul presence of death at their backs, they raced down the trail toward the west. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lomar looked behind him. Haradin was still firmly secured despite being tethered to the back of a horse. The wind, coupled with the speed with which they were advancing, was blowing Lomar’s dark hair into his eyes. He pushed it aside to see Jasmine riding behind the helpless Mage. As he gazed at the brave, beautiful Amazon, Lomar’s heart was filled with pride. In the midst of the hell they were enduring, surrounded by death and destruction, now fleeing for their lives, he could not stop thinking about her and the stolen moment they had shared in the shadows of the cave.
 
   He smiled at her, trying to lift her spirit, wanting to make her see that they’d get out of there alive. 
 
   “We’re going to make it!” he called out.
 
   She returned his smile and, for an instant, her green eyes glimmered with a hint of optimism.
 
   Lomar turned to face forward again, reliving the moment they’d shared in that cavern—not just the intoxicating kiss and the exciting physical contact, but the moment that followed... the moment when the Lancer’s and the Protectress’ souls were joined together in the midst of tragedy. The two had held on to that embrace, far from the world around them, comforting one another... their feelings blossoming... her head resting on his chest... A moment no one would ever be able to take away from them, a moment that had united them. For Lomar, everything had changed as a result of that moment. He could not get Jasmine out of his mind, could not stop thinking about being with her, or about the joy and excitement he felt just looking at her. He had not been expecting such intense feelings. The whole experience had taken him completely by surprise, and there was nothing he could do about it. Lomar was not convinced, however, that she felt the same way about him—though he hoped with every fiber of his being that she did. Nevertheless, he was acutely aware that, being a dedicated Protectress Sister, her loyalty to the Order would come between them. But Lomar would fight for her, would fight wind and tides, would find some way to make that unforgettable moment go on for the rest of their lives. Together.
 
   “Keep going! We have to put a lot of land between us and them!” Jasmine urged.
 
   “All right! Let me know if you see any problems with Haradin.” 
 
   “Don’t worry—I’m keeping my eye on him.” 
 
   Bound and determined to escape that hellish forest with their lives, Lomar continued heading west on the narrow trail, focused on making it to the wide open plains, to salvation. 
 
   They’d been fleeing on the wings of hope for what seemed like an eternity to Lomar when he caught a glimpse of a glimmering blue trail to his right, zigzagging through the trees. 
 
   “The river!” Lomar pointed as he looked back at Jasmine.
 
   “Look out!” she urgently shouted back at him. 
 
   But Lomar did not have time to react.
 
   Out from between the trees charged two Usik wielding spears. As Lomar passed by them, they brutally gored his horse. 
 
   The Lancer flew off the mount, his ears filled with the agonizing neigh of his steed as it stumbled and fell, mortally wounded. 
 
   Lomar’s body slammed into the ground and he tumbled and rolled violently. He’d landed face-first on the trail and the fall had left him stunned and aching with a bleeding head. Dizzy, he remained flat on the ground, watching as the horse that had Haradin tied to its back pass him by. Lomar lifted his hand in an attempt to stop it, but it was no use.
 
   “Get up, Lomar! Get up!” Jasmine was shouting at him, forcefully pulling on the reins of her mount and stopping next to the wounded Lancer.
 
   Inspired by the voice of the woman he loved, Lomar tried to get back on his feet. Ignoring the dizziness, the nausea, he struggled back to a standing position then unsheathed his sword and looked in front of him. The two Usik were heading straight for him, brandishing their battle axes. Lomar could not focus his vision; everything was blurry. All he could make out were the two faces, painted red. Though still completely dazed, he prepared to defend himself.
 
   Jasmine shot an arrow, hitting the first Usik.
 
   When the second Usik reached Lomar he let out a blood-curdling war cry. Frightened, Jasmine’s horse reared and she fell to the ground. Lomar, his vision still blurry, thrust his sword at the bellowing Usik, stabbing him in the arm and causing him to drop the battle axe. Lomar tried to stab him again to finish him off but missed. The savage took a long knife from his belt and lunged at Lomar. The Lancer fought with the precision of a drunkard in a tavern.
 
   An arrow hit the Usik in the chest. He took two steps back and then collapsed.
 
   Lomar turned and made out the hazy outline of Jasmine, on her feet again with her bow in her hand. She ran to him. 
 
   “Are you all right?” Jasmine asked, her voice full of concern.
 
   “A little dizzy... it’s nothing...”
 
   “Your head is really bleeding,” she said as she placed her hand over the wound.
 
   “I’m fine, honestly. Don’t worry. I just need a minute for the dizziness to pass.” He clumsily caressed her cheek.
 
   Another war cry rose up behind them. They spun around to see three Red Usik running out of the underbrush toward them.
 
   Jasmine backed up as she placed an arrow on the bow and took aim.
 
   Lomar blocked an axe aimed at his face but then stumbled. The Usik swung again but Jasmine shot him in the face; the arrow penetrated his left cheekbone. Lomar regained his balance in time to block the second attacker with his sword at the last second.
 
   The third Usik hurled himself at Jasmine, spear in hand.
 
   Lomar still could not focus his vision. He must have taken a harder knock to the head than he had initially thought. He tried to strike his opponent with a backhand but missed by a rather wide margin and the Usik dealt him a strong blow to the face with his forearm. Lomar was instantly paralyzed by an explosion of sharp pain, dazing him even more. The Usik then raised his axe just as Lomar, now completely lightheaded, lost his footing and dropped to his knees. The surprised Usik hesitated only a moment. And in that moment, Lomar, dizzy and unstable, raised his sword with the little strength he had remaining and executed a blind, desperate forward thrust.
 
   The Usik howled in pain; he had been stabbed in the groin.
 
   Lomar pulled out the sword, prepared to attack again, but the Usik staggered a few steps and fell to the ground, moaning and bleeding profusely. Lomar immediately looked around for his companion.
 
   Jasmine released the arrow at the exact moment when the spear the Red Usik had thrown grazed her ear. Heaving a sigh of relief, she watched as the Usik fell, the arrow protruding from his neck, drowning in his own blood.
 
   That was her last arrow.
 
   Leaving her bow on the ground, she unsheathed her short sword and headed toward Lomar to protect him.
 
   Lomar could barely keep from losing consciousness and collapsing to the ground. Right in front of him, one last enemy stepped out from behind a tree, holding a spear adorned with feathers. Lomar lifted his sword and tried to get up off his knees but lost his balance. There was no way he was going to be able to stand. Kneeling, dazed and dizzy, he now did not even have the strength to raise his sword again.
 
   The savage looked at him, a triumphant smile on his blood-red face. Holding the spear to throw it like a javelin, he lifted it above his shoulder, an even greater smile plastered on his face as he watched the Lancer’s desperate, useless attempt to defend himself. The spear soared off the Usik’s shoulder. 
 
   Still kneeling, Lomar saw death rushing toward him. 
 
   He looked up and waited for the end to come.
 
   But a silhouette stepped into the spear’s trajectory.
 
   When he heard the moan of pain, Lomar knew what had happened. He looked in front of him, filled with fear and, overwhelmed with despair, saw what in the depths of his soul he had never wanted to see: Jasmine’s body, lying on the ground, the spear in her chest.
 
   “Noooooooooooo!” he wailed, his anguish unbearable, his worst fears a reality. The valiant Protectress had put her own body in the path of the spear to save his life. Seized by grief and overwhelmed by a fury that bordered on hysteria, Lomar scrambled to his feet and flung himself at the Usik. The enraged Lancer frantically brought hundreds of violent blows down on him, coming at him from every angle until the savage fell. Finally, his frenzy consumed, Lomar collapsed on the ground, exhausted and sobbing. The Usik’s body lay completely dismembered in a pool of blood. 
 
   He dragged himself over to his beloved and, sitting beside her, he delicately placed the dying woman’s head in his lap. He looked at her wound, grasping at hope, but the spear had torn all the way through her. There was no saving her. Lomar’s pain was so great he thought his heart had broken into a thousand pieces, right there in his chest. He tried to fight the tears but could not keep them from coming.
 
   “Why?” he asked her, sobbing. “Why did you do it?”
 
   “I had... I had to save you,” Jasmine breathlessly replied.
 
   “But I can’t lose you, not now!” 
 
   “I don’t want to lose you, either... Lomar.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have done it; you should have let me die and saved yourself,” he told her as he caressed her face and her soft black hair.
 
   “I would never have forgiven myself. I had to save you. I couldn’t let you die like that, so helplessly...”
 
   “Hold on, Jasmine. Hold on... Aliana can’t be far behind. She’ll be able to save you.”
 
   Jasmine coughed violently, a mix blood and saliva spraying from her mouth. “It is my duty... to protect. I had to protect you.”
 
   “Hold on... You have to hold on. Don’t leave me!” Lomar begged in desperation.
 
   “You know I can’t survive... Aliana can do nothing for me... The wound is fatal. We both know that.”
 
   “No! No! I refuse to accept that!” shouted Lomar, cursing the heavens. 
 
   “Don’t suffer so, Lomar. I’m leaving this earth contented. Helaun is waiting for me... she will take me to her bosom along with the rest of my fallen sisters. I have remained faithful to my principles, to my Order. I know Helaun will be appreciative of that.”
 
   “Don’t leave me, Jasmine! I love you!”
 
   “Life is not fair, Lomar, but we must live it according to our principles,” Jasmine coughed again, convulsively. Death was circling the young woman like a vile vulture flying over its dying prey.
 
   Lomar tenderly kissed her on the forehead, his tears spilling over her face.
 
   “You must save Haradin. His horse couldn’t have strayed far; it must be just a short way up the trail. You must flee with him, and save the two of you. Promise me, Lomar.”
 
   “I can’t leave you, Jasmine...”
 
   “But you must... save Haradin. It’s crucial for Rogdon. So many lives depend on him. You must do it; you must leave me and protect the Mage. It is your duty, and you are a man of honor.”
 
   Lomar dried his tears and swallowed hard.
 
   “I’ll take him safely back to Rilentor, just as you asked...”
 
   “Duty before all else, Lancer... and you have to survive... Tell me you’ll get out of this forest alive. Promise me.”
 
   “You have my word as a Royal Lancer. I’ll take the Mage home, alive... I love you, Jasmine; I want you to know that. I only wanted us to get out of this hell alive, and to start a life together... the two of us.”
 
   “You would have left the Royal Lancers for me?” 
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   Jasmine suffered a convulsion, but clutched desperately to her last moments on earth, trying to delay her parting.
 
   “I love you too, Lomar...” she finally confessed, “and I want to thank you for allowing me to discover this marvelous feeling. I would have liked nothing better than to have walked with you to a faraway land.”
 
   “You would have left the Order? For me?” Lomar asked incredulously, longing for one last confirmation.
 
   “For you, I would have left it all behind, my love.”
 
   And with those words, Jasmine had taken her last breath.
 
   Lomar closed the beautiful brunette’s emerald eyes, then cried inconsolably, eternally heartbroken, holding his one true love. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   So Close... Yet So Far
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dawn came without incident. The cool morning breeze brushed over Lasgol’s cheek, immediately awakening him. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the aroma of the prairie at daybreak. Detecting no unusual odors, he inhaled again, this time in the direction of the wind, trying to discern any essence that was out of place. Nothing. Feeling a bit more relaxed, he sprung to his feet and looked at his prisoners. Iruki was still tied up and sleeping. The Assassin nodded at him as Lasgol studied him. He appeared to be securely bound but Lasgol, not trusting him in the least, armed his bow.
 
   The Assassin looked at him and smiled. A sincere smile, a smile of understanding. He leaned against the tree, then looked straight ahead, showing Lasgol that he had no intention of causing any problems. Lasgol relaxed a bit, though his instincts warned that he should remain alert... very alert. 
 
   They rode northeast for several hours, heading back toward the kingdom of Norghana. Iruki rode in front; the Assassin followed behind her. Lasgol brought up the rear, and though their hands were tied firmly behind their backs he never allowed himself to lose sight of either of the prisoners. He felt content, and relatively at ease. The mission with which he had been entrusted would soon be completed. He knew that he would no doubt have to deal with a few more complications before making it to the river and embarking for his kingdom, but he hoped there would be nothing he could not handle. He certainly did not want to end up with his throat slashed like his two peers before him. He would have to take extreme precautions and be ever vigilant for the use of the Gift... so he kept his eyes peeled. He wasn’t about to be taken by surprise. And he still had to decide what to do with Iruki. That was not going to be an easy decision to make. It would depend largely on both his own instincts and what the Assassin might reveal. 
 
   They came to a small brook and stopped to let the horses drink and to refill their flasks. All three dismounted and Lasgol motioned for the prisoners to sit on the ground while the horses drank. A wall of dust on the horizon to the south caught his attention. He shaded his eyes with his hand, trying to make out what could be causing such a large dust cloud. Hmm... Cavalrymen... more than four hundred. Half a day from here. From the amount of dust they were kicking up he concluded they were not Masig mounts. Concentrating, he made use of his Gift. Following a brief green flush over his body, his sight, hearing, and sense of smell sharpened, turning him into a beast-like predator. And using his enhanced senses, he was able to obtain crucial information. Now he could see that the large, powerful horses with iron horseshoes were carrying horsemen wearing scale armor and winged helmets. Norghanians! They must be the patrols dispatched in search of the Assassin, and they had banded together for the hunt. 
 
   Lasgol could have jumped for joy.
 
   Fantastic! The elusive Liara, the Frozen Kingdom’s Goddess of Luck, has decided to grace me today!
 
   This unexpected event would make his work much easier. All he had to do was get to them and deliver the prisoners. His mission would be successfully concluded, his duty satisfied, and he would be able to return to his tasks in the snowy forests of the North. The King would get the information he needed from the Assassin and the war with Rogdon would be avoided. He had no doubt this foreigner was not in the service of the blue and silver. 
 
   He could not believe his luck. No more problems. In a few hours, his mission would be completed—quietly, without incident, without loss of life.
 
   The wind changed direction, and a sudden gust disheveled his blond hair. The rancid scent of sweat and horses assaulted his nose, and he instinctively turned toward the wind, feeling the certainty of danger in his gut. On a small hill, not far away, some fifty Masig horsemen armed with bows and spears were watching him. 
 
   No! By Lerten, god of Misfortune! That can’t be! 
 
   Trotter whinnied twice, warning him; his refined sense of smell had also perceived the danger. 
 
   “You noticed it too, didn’t you, my friend? Don’t worry; I see them,” he whispered as he caressed the horse’s neck. His happiness had instantly vanished, replaced by a feeling of uncertainty that gripped his stomach like a vice. The enemy was not far away, and there were too many of them for him to deal with. 
 
   I was so close to being free of this heavy load... Why do I have such terrible luck? Why? 
 
   “Now what, Tracker?” the Assassin asked calmly. He was sitting on the ground, looking off in the direction of the Masig horsemen.
 
   “They are lake warriors, on patrol,” said Iruki. “They are from my tribe. Right now they are wondering why you have one of their own tied up on the ground. This is not a good situation for you to be in, Norghanian. You’d best be mounting your horse and getting out of here before they attack. Flee, or you will die.”
 
   Lasgol looked at them. He knew Iruki was right. They would soon attack. He should leave immediately or he would not get out of there alive. He could try to escape toward the Norghanian detachment with the two prisoners... but would the Masig hunt him down if he tried it? He looked at the cloud of dust on the horizon and shook his head. They were too far away to try a suicide run, chased by lightning-fast Masig warriors. He knew he would not get that far if he took the prisoners with him. His only option was to escape now and hope the warriors would be held up long enough rescuing the prisoners to put some distance between them. Once again, he looked in both directions, first toward the Norghanians and then toward the Masig, trying to find some alternative.
 
   So close... and yet so far.
 
   Damn his luck!
 
   “Don’t keep thinking about it. Get out of here,” advised the Assassin. “If you don’t flee right now, you are going to die. If you try to take us with you, we’ll only slow you down and the Masig warriors will catch you. They will not allow you to take one of their own, and you know it.”
 
   Lasgol nodded reluctantly. 
 
   “This does not end here. I will come back for you. This is my duty, and I always fulfill my obligations,” warned Lasgol as he agilely jumped onto Trotter.
 
   “I will be waiting for you, Tracker,” the Assassin coldly replied. 
 
   “If you come back for us I’ll rip out your guts! You will not get out of my ancestors’ steppes alive, I promise you that, you Norghanian trash—you and those hyenas of the snow you’ll return with,” pledged Iruki.
 
   The Masig warriors took off at a gallop, heading straight for the group shouting and howling war cries.
 
   “See you soon,” promised Lasgol. He gave them a nod then spurred Trotter and turned south, heading toward the dust cloud slowly approaching on the prairie’s horizon.
 
   A short while after the tracker’s departure, the Masig warriors were galloping down the slope that lead to the small brook. They stopped a few steps from the two captives. Silently, the warriors observed them for a moment. Then one of the warriors, his face marked by a long, hard life on the steppes, advanced his dappled horse and spoke to Iruki. 
 
   “The spirits of the prairies have blessed us today. Here before us is a Blue Cloud, who we believed to have been lost forever. Your tribe has cried for your soul, young Masig.”
 
   “The Blue Clouds can stop crying about having lost me; the spirits of the steppes have protected me and I am still alive.”
 
   “It fills my heart with joy to see that my brother’s daughter is still among the living. Are you all right, Iruki Wind of the Steppes? We had given you up for dead,” he said, his broad smile and gleaming eyes reflecting his happiness over having found her. 
 
   “I am well, Unco Owl of the Lake. I am a daughter of the steppes and I can take the harshness with which the mean spirits of the plains sometimes punish this life of ours,” replied Iruki, a smile slowly appearing on her face. “Can you untie us?” 
 
   “Of course, of course, my dear one. Please forgive this old warrior; I still have not gotten over the shock of having found you.”
 
   With a flick of his spear he commanded two of his warriors to free them. They jumped down from their mounts and cut Iruki’s bonds then stopped next to the Assassin and waited for confirmation from their leader.
 
   “My heart is overflowing with joy to see my father’s brother and his warriors.” 
 
   “What happened to you, Wind of the Steppes? We’ve spent more than a week tirelessly searching for you. We thought you had perished.”
 
   “I was captured by those Norghanian swine and taken to their black fortress on the other side of the great river.”
 
   “I see... those gutless pigs and their raids, taking our young women. You do not need to speak of their reasons. Every part of the prairies knows the vileness of those cowardly beasts.” 
 
   Iruki nodded and clenched her fists.
 
   Unco continued, his voice filled with sadness. “The soul of your father, Kaune Warrior Eagle, will rise up as high as the afternoon sun when he sees you. His pain over losing you has been consuming him, and it’s not good for the Chief of the tribe to suffer in silence over the disappearance of his only daughter. Not knowing what became of you was crushing his spirit. A leader needs a strong, radiant spirit to guide his people.” 
 
   “My father, Warrior Eagle, is a great leader and a man of immense fortitude. Pain cannot stifle his spirit; he would always guide his people wisely whether I am alive or have crossed the foggy river on the back of the dappled mounts.”
 
   “No one doubts that, child,” said the old warrior with a smile. “I see that the Norghanians were not able to break one bit of that spirit of yours.”
 
   “No one can change who I am. I am a Masig, daughter of the steppes,” she replied, relaxing a little. She looked behind her and noticed the two warriors had not yet freed the Assassin.
 
   “You can let him go. He is a friend; he rescued me from the fortress. He saved my life.”
 
   “He is a foreigner unlike any we’ve ever seen before,” noted Unco, an air of concern in his voice. He scrutinized the Assassin untrustingly, carefully looking him up and down. Then he gave a nod to the two warriors who cut him free and stood behind him, alert.
 
   Unco Owl of the Lake dismounted, went to Iruki and hugged her affectionately. 
 
   “How wonderful to find you safe and healthy! Now let’s go home to our village on the sacred lake—your father will be thrilled to see you are alive.” 
 
   “Let me think about that for a moment... I first need to consider the options—and their repercussions.”
 
   “I don’t understand, child.”
 
   She turned and looked at the Assassin, who was calmly watching her as he stretched out his cramped muscles. She knew for certain the Norghanian tracker would return for them. If she went to her village she would put her whole tribe in danger. The tracker might lead a large Norghanian force to the village and kill all her people. Norghanian incursions had occurred in the past and were feared by the people of the steppes. Their lifestyle of isolation and seclusion made the tribe particularly vulnerable. More than three hundred Masig tribes were scattered across the vast steppes, the smallest with no more than two hundred people and the largest, up to two thousand. They lived off hunting and raising cattle and were, for the most part, nomads. 
 
   Iruki took a few steps forward and looked in the direction of her home at the foot of the Mountains of Life next to the great sacred lake. Her tribe, the Blue Clouds, was one of the largest; over fifteen hundred young people, elders, and children, only five hundred of whom were warriors. There were enough of them to stand up against the threat posed by the cloud of horsemen to the south, but what if the hyenas of the snows returned with a bigger army? During her childhood Iruki had already seen an army of more than four thousand Norghanians advancing on their lake. Many Masig lives had been lost before they’d been able to drive back the soldiers of the snows. She still held the bitter memory of the blood of all those brave Masig staining the prairie red, the steppe drinking up the blood of its favorite sons. Several tribes had been almost completely annihilated defending that sacred territory.
 
   She did not want an atrocity like that to happen ever again.
 
   Iruki looked at the Assassin, feeling torn. Then she breathed in the warm, aromatic air of the steppes and, somewhat calmer, she swallowed and began to ponder her options. I could let him go and return to my people. The tracker will come for him, not for me. It’s him he really wants. She immediately felt ashamed for thinking that way. How can I leave him on his own in the steppes to be hunted down by the Norghanians? There is no way he can escape. That damn tracker is too good. He’ll find him, and that will be the end of him.
 
   As if having read her mind, the Assassin spoke to her softly. “Let me go my way; they’re after me. You are not the one they’re looking for.”
 
   Iruki instantly raised her index finger to her lips to silence him. She turned away and looked at her uncle who looked back at her, his wrinkled, ruddy face awash with worry.
 
   “I can’t return to the Blue Clouds, Unco Owl of the Lake. Those Norghanian jackals are hunting me. I killed their Grand Duke, the master of the Black Fortress.
 
   Greatly surprised by her declaration, Unco straightened up and took a step back. “You... you killed the brother of the Norghanians’ King?” 
 
   “Yes. Unfortunately, he did not suffer as much as he deserved to but at least the horrible beast is dead. That is why they are looking for me, and I do not want to lead them to our village, to give them an excuse to raze it. They have a skilled tracker with them—the man who was holding us captive. If I go back to the village, I will put everyone in danger.”
 
   “You are blood of my blood, and you fill me with pride. If you killed a Norghanian hyena, an enemy of our people, you have honored the memory of so many who have fallen at the hands of those butchers. The greater the enemy struck down, the greater the honor for the tribe. The Blue Clouds will always protect you. If they come for you, we will fight. We will defeat them with the help of the spirits of the steppes.”
 
   “That is precisely what I am afraid of, brother of my father. I do not want to be the cause of the destruction of our tribe. If they see I am well protected, I know they will come with a massive army of ice to destroy us. I am sure of it. Their King will send a great army to fight against the Blue Clouds and we will all die. I do not want that for our people.” 
 
   “If that is how it is, then let them come. We will call on our brothers from other tribes—the Gray Wolves, the Wild Riders, the Red Hands, and all the rest—and together we will fight like the Masig we are. We will defeat the invaders from the North, just as we have done in the past.”
 
   “I know. The Masig are a valiant people, proud and noble. I know they will fight with their brothers against the invaders from the North. But at what cost? Our blood will stain red the soul of our mother, the steppe. I do not want to risk a war; the price would be too high for us. No, there will be no war. I will hide with the foreigner in the Eternal Mountains. Up there, no army can get to us.”
 
   “An army, no, Iruki Wind of the Steppes, but that tracker you spoke of certainly could... if he is as good as you say he is,” reasoned the aged warrior. “Your father, Kaune Warrior Eagle, will not be in agreement with this decision, I can assure you. Nor am I. I understand your motives, but I do not share your point of view. Masig of the steppes we are born and in the plains we die. We will fight and we will protect you from those gutless jackals. Come with us into the bosom of the tribe; let the Blue Clouds and Mother steppe protect you.”
 
   “I am sorry, brother of my father. I have made my decision. From the depths of my soul I thank you for your good intentions, truly I do. We will leave for the mountains and if the tracker of the snows finds us, we will have to take care of him alone. I will not put my people at risk. That is my decision.”
 
   The Assassin took a step forward and, with a dark countenance, made a solemn promise. “If the Norghanian tracker pursues us, I will be waiting for him. And this time he will not survive.”
 
   Iruki went to her mount and caressed its muzzle. Taking hold of the reins, she nimbly mounted. 
 
   “We are heading for the Fountain of Life, in the highest part of the Eternal Mountains. There, we will hide.”
 
   Unco looked meditatively in the direction of the tall mountains in the distance, the wrinkles on his reddish face seeming even more pronounced.
 
   “I must resign myself to your decision, Iruki Wind of the Steppes. I accept it, although I do not like it. But let this tired warrior give you one piece of advice: be careful not to offend our ancestors once you are on sacred ground. The Fountain of Life is a hallowed place for the Masig, and the spirits will be watching you. Remember what our Shaman warned us countless times: we must not upset the sacred spirits that reside up there. Be very careful or it will be they who devour your mortal souls and not the Norghanians,” warned Unco Owl of the Lake.
 
   “Thank you for the advice, wise brother of my father, blood of my blood. We will not offend them; I am a Masig and I would never dare to. I know very well what Oni Black Cloud, Shaman of the Blue Clouds, has always warned us, and I do not want my soul to be devoured by the spirits. We will be very careful. I beg that you explain the situation to my father, and the reason why I am going off to hide and not returning to the village. Convince him, please, to avoid confronting the Norghanians, even if the soldiers of the ice come from the North, looking for blood. Stay away from them. The steppes are immense; they will not be able to find us if the tribe takes refuge in the vastness of the prairies. Do not let him launch an open attack on them. Please, make him understand,” Iruki begged her uncle.
 
   “I will pass along your wishes to him, child, but you know as well as I that your father is a man with his own ideas and an iron will...”
 
   “That is why I need to advise him to use sound judgment. Promise me you will not let him go after the Norghanians even if they are at the gates of the great lake.”
 
   “I will try, but I cannot promise you anything. My brother is the Great Chief of the tribe, leader of the Blue Clouds, and I owe him my loyalty. His decisions are law and I will respect them, whatever they may be.”
 
   “Thank you; that is all that I ask of you. We will hide on the mountain until they give up the search.”
 
   “When these ugly circumstances pass, come back and we will celebrate your return to the tribe with much merrymaking and dancing around bonfires by the light of the moon. Together we will howl at the moon and will ask the spirits from the beyond for blessing on our people.”
 
   “May it be so.” She smiled affectionately at her uncle.
 
   The group of Masig warriors headed northwest, toward the community of the sacred lake. The two fugitives watched the cloud dust slowly advancing on the southern horizon, then turned their mounts and headed north. Before them in the distance, the towering mountains rose up on the horizon, casting an immense shadow on the great indigo lake resting peacefully at their base.
 
   Iruki knew she had done the right thing. She could not desert the Assassin and did not want to precipitate bloodshed among the Masig people and the despicable Norghanians. Knowing that blond Norghanian bloodhound would hunt her filled her with anguish. As she looked at the great mountains in the distance, she knew they would have to climb to the highest peak—without disturbing the sacred spirits dwelling there.
 
   A chill ran down her spine.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Heroism
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sensing that the horses were reaching their breaking point, they stopped next to a fork on the narrow trail lined with trees and shrubs. As she rested, Aliana peered down the trail behind them, squinting. No sign of Kendas or the Sergeant. The rising fatigue from their long flight bit into her body like a rabid dog. But she was not about to give in to it.
 
   “Lomar and Jasmine?” she breathlessly asked Gerart, who was inspecting the wound on his shoulder. 
 
   “I don’t know. I suppose they must have headed west. They are probably farther down the path, but I haven’t seen any tracks. Then again, I’m not a good tracker...”  
 
   “I am sure the Sergeant and Kendas will make it out of this,” she said convincingly.
 
   “I should have stayed and fought,” said the Prince, visibly distressed. “If only the Light would grant me the wisdom I need to make the right decisions!” he exclaimed, brimming with frustration. 
 
   “You made the right decision, Gerart. You are the heir to the throne of Rogdon. You cannot die in this forest; your kingdom needs you. War is about to break out... You must return home, for the good of the kingdom, for the thousands of subjects who need you,” she reassured him.
 
   “It was more like the Sergeant made the decision for me. I wanted to stay with him. My decision was erroneous, once again,” he said, looking at the arrow stuck in his shoulder. He broke it off with a grimace.
 
   “Let me have a look at that.”
 
   “Don’t worry; it’s nothing. It’s barely even bleeding. Once we have a little more distance between us and them I’ll pull out the tip. Right now we just need to stay alert; there are Usik savages all over.”
 
   The minutes that followed were long and tense, but nothing happened. Aliana was beginning to fear for her two friends’ lives; they’d been absent too long. Usik war cries still sounding in the distance were making her increasingly more nervous.
 
   “I can hear their screams... they’re getting closer.” Aliana’s voice was shaking.
 
   “We should continue on now that the horses have had a chance to catch their breath.”
 
   Two shapes on horseback appeared in the distance, on the narrow trail.
 
   “Here they come! I see them!” Aliana shouted in excitement.
 
   A short distance behind the riders was a pack of men on foot, chasing after them.
 
   “Damn it! They’re already here! Those damned savages fly through this forest!” lamented Gerart.
 
   They anxiously awaited the arrival of their two companions, feeling hopeful as they saw the two Lancers were gaining ground. Still, it seemed their swift steeds were not moving fast enough to make their riders feel at ease. Mortuc was in front, his ashen face foretelling trouble. He had two arrows stuck in his back near his lungs. Streams of blood trickled from the corners of his mouth. His arm was clutched tightly against his right side, covering a vicious wound from a battle axe—a long, deep gash, down to the bone. It had ripped the flesh wide open and was bleeding profusely. A truly gruesome wound.
 
   When Aliana saw the Sergeant’s critical condition, she immediately dismounted and ran to help him, her heart in her throat.
 
   “How are you doing, Sergeant Major?” the Prince asked, staring at the wound. 
 
   “Bah! It’s nothing! A couple of scratches. Those bastards took a fancy to me, that’s all,” replied Mortuc, playing things down as he always did.
 
   Kendas rode up to them. His mount had been struck in the belly by an arrow. He dismounted and caressed the poor horse.
 
   “I apologize for the delay, Your Highness. The horse could not go any faster, and the Sergeant refused to leave me there to fend for myself. I tried to convince him to go, but he did not want to—in spite of his wounds,” Kendas explained.
 
   The wounded steed whinnied in pain as its hind legs doubled and it dropped to the ground. It had taken its last breath.
 
   Aliana began to use her healing power on the Sergeant’s hemorrhaging. He was sitting on the ground, still trying to catch his breath. His face had completely lost its color, leaving him looking as pale as a ghost.
 
   “Don’t bother with me, child; I’m fine. It’s really just a few scratches.”
 
   But Aliana was well aware of the seriousness of the lesions. The arrows had perforated his right lung, and the cut to his side was extremely deep. He had lost an excessive amount of blood. Aliana worked nonstop, urgently; she knew the enemy was getting closer, gaining ground with each breath she took. She extracted the arrows and, with a steady hand, sutured the wounds like an experienced field surgeon. Making use of all her healing power, she was still only able to stabilize Mortuc.
 
   His wounds were too severe. She could not heal him. 
 
   At least, not in those inhospitable surroundings. If they were at the Temple of Tirsar, with the help of her Sisters, with more time, perhaps... though she doubted that. The wounds were beyond the reach of their healing Gift. They could not work miracles; their power was limited. With a cruel aching in her soul, she had to begin to accept the idea that the Sergeant did not have long to live. She felt as if her heart were breaking into a thousand pieces. She could not save him. 
 
   Mortuc was going to die. 
 
   Looking at the ground, she choked back her tears.
 
   Another war cry sounded, and this time it was not far off. The closer the Usik got, the greater their fear and anxiety. 
 
   “You are a true angel, young lady; a gift from the gods,” the Sergeant said gratefully. “I feel as good as new. Better than new. You’ve worked another one of your miracles,” he lied, unsheathing his sword as he struggled to his feet with Kendas’ help.
 
   “What are you doing, Sergeant? Mount your horse! We have to flee to the west right away... we need to get out of this forest,” urged Gerart.
 
   “I thank you from the bottom of my heart, Your Highness, but I don’t think so. This old soldier is going to fight his last battle here today. Kendas needs my mount if he is going to get out of the forest alive. Two men on a single, tired-out horse would condemn both riders to death. You know that...” He stood facing Kendas and, looking into his eyes, put a hand on his shoulder. “Take good care of Lightning; he saved my life on more than one occasion. If anything bad happens to him, I’ll come back from hell itself to hunt you down!”
 
   “I swear on my life, Sergeant!” exclaimed Kendas, unable to keep his voice from trembling.
 
   “Mortuc, get on your horse. That’s an order!” insisted the Prince.
 
   “You know the last thing I’d want to do is disobey an order, Your Highness, but this is the end of the road for me. I’ll fight my last battle and will buy you all a little time so you can escape. I wouldn’t make it far with these wounds anyway, even with the care provided by our sweet Aliana. These wounds are fatal. I know they are. You can’t deceive an old bloodhound like me. I’ve seen many just like these over the course of my career, and I know when there is no hope...” The Sergeant was now struggling for each breath; his lungs were filling with blood.
 
   Gerart looked at Aliana’s face, searching for a glimmer of hope for the Sergeant. But there he found only tears welling up in the Healer’s heartbroken eyes, an outward sign of her pain and helplessness over not being able to save this great man. She stifled a sob, but then began to cry inconsolably. 
 
   When Gerart saw Aliana’s reaction, he finally understood the magnitude of the situation. His mind sprang into action, desperately searching for a solution. 
 
   Torn apart inside, he accepted the inevitable.
 
   With his hand on his chest, his tearful eyes giving away his emotions, Gerart tried to remain strong as he addressed the Sergeant. “It has been a true honor to serve with you, Sergeant Major Mortuc.”
 
   “The honor has been all mine,” replied the veteran soldier, nodding his head in respect. “And now, please, leave here; you must live today to serve Rogdon tomorrow.”
 
   He grasped his side, overcome by the pain from the lethal wound there, as his knee gave out. Mortuc barely managed to keep his balance by leaning on his sword.
 
   “You have my word of honor, Mortuc!” Gerart promised.
 
   Saluting the Sergeant for the last time, the three mounted their horses. Kendas unsheathed his sword and raised it high, in honor of the man who had trained him and molded him into a Royal Lancer. Gerart looked back at him and bowed his head in a gesture of gratitude to Mortuc for his wise advice. Then the Sergeant looked at Aliana. Unable to suppress the torrent of tears running down her cheeks, incapable of finding the words to express the profound affection and gratitude she felt for this great man whom she was about to bid a final farewell, she simply smiled at him. 
 
   And as they swiftly rode off, a powerful voice thundered behind them. 
 
   “Come and get me, you damned bastards! I’ll show you what the Royal Lancers of Rogdon are made of!” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The three riders took the fork to the left and headed down a narrow pass bordered by elms. Aliana, still weeping bitterly, looked at Kendas and saw that his eyes, too, were glistening with tears. They rode on, trying unsuccessfully to rein in their sorrow.
 
   After riding silently for quite a distance, they came to a river. More than ten paces wide, it crossed the trail at the end of the pass. The three stopped and contemplated the strong current roaring through the clear waters. 
 
   “Should we try to skirt it farther to the south?” asked Kendas.
 
   “That would mean a detour that could take several hours. We don’t know this area; we may not even find a way to ford the river for miles. We have to get out of this hellish place as quickly as possible,” stated the Prince.
 
   “The river’s current seems much faster than when we crossed it a few days ago,” Aliana observed.
 
   “We have no choice. We have to cross here. If we backtrack they’ll catch us,” concluded the Prince.
 
   A heart-stopping war cry resonated in the forest, underscoring the fact that they should immediately cross the river.
 
   “I’ll go first,” said Gerart, immediately guiding his mount into the strong current. It pushed into the animal, but the rugged mount fought fiercely against it. In the center of the river, the swift water rose up over the animal’s knees and hocks, causing it to lose its footing for a moment. Gerart held tight to his mount as the animal worked to regain its balance and keep moving forward. After several minutes battling against the powerful rush of water, he had crossed the river and had made it to the bank on the other side.
 
   Gerart dismounted and did his best to calm the nervous horse. Then he crouched down to look at something on the muddy riverbank. 
 
   “I can clearly make out the tracks of two horses here—with Rogdonian horseshoes. Lomar made it across the river with another horse. They must not be far away,” he concluded, looking up the trail. 
 
   “Lomar is the best horseman I know; I have no doubt he made it across,” declared Kendas.
 
   “Only two horses? There should have been three...” Aliana said, her voice strained with worry.
 
   “That’s all I see, but don’t worry. You know I’m not a great tracker.”
 
   “If I may, as soon as I cross I’ll confirm the tracks,” offered Kendas.
 
   “Yes, that would be best. So let’s get you two across quickly before they catch up,” said the Prince.
 
   Kendas motioned for Aliana to follow the Prince. She nodded and carefully entered the current. Her mount was fighting against the roaring river but seemed to be managing. At the deepest point the horse snorted nervously. Aliana tried to calm it, speaking softly in its ear and caressing its neck. The beautiful animal settled down and continued toward the bank, using every bit of the strength remaining in its exhausted body.
 
   They were going to make it.
 
   A sudden, savage screech came from behind Aliana.
 
   Four Red Usik appeared from behind a knoll. Aliana spurred her mount; they were just a breath away from the other side of the river. A red arrow whizzed past her head; instinctively, she crouched down. A second deadly arrow struck the noble steed in the neck. Startled and hurt, the animal reared; as it raised its front hooves out of the water, it lost its balance in the strong current and Aliana fell into the churning water. 
 
   The current was carrying her away.
 
   “Aliana! No!” screamed Gerart.
 
   “I’ll get her! Go, Your Highness—you must make it to Rogdon!” shouted Kendas as he spurred Lightning and took off into the forest to rescue the Healer, following the current of the river below.
 
   Entirely distraught, Gerart watched the scene unfold. He had to make the decision to either go after Aliana or continue west, toward Haradin.
 
   Two arrows shot past his head, missing him by an inch. He’d ducked just in time. 
 
   What do I do? For Light’s sake!
 
   Pulled along by the current, Aliana was taking in water as she desperately fought to breathe in gulps of precious air. She tried to swim toward the riverbank but she was not a strong swimmer and the current was too swift. Choking on water, Aliana began to panic; she was drowning in the river’s rapids. She was going to die! She fought to raise her head out of the water and managed to take one breath before being pulled down again by the tremendous force of the rushing water. Disoriented and swept downstream by the current, completely unable to swim in any direction, she used the last of her strength just to stay afloat.
 
   She had to stay alive, to breathe!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later Gerart had caught up to Lomar on the trail that bordered the forest. Brokenhearted, he told the Lancer of Sergeant Mortuc’s heroic sacrifice and Aliana’s plight. With a heavy heart, Lomar then told him about how the brave Jasmine had died.
 
   The pain Gerart experienced as he told Lomar what had happened left him barely able to speak. His throat was parched and he felt a stabbing pain each time he spoke. He swallowed, but it did not lessen the pain. It took a supreme effort to blink back the tears welling up in his eyes. 
 
   “Let me go back, Your Highness. I’ll find them,” Lomar vowed.
 
   Gerart looked him in the eye. There was nothing he wanted more at that moment than to turn around and go back and rescue Aliana himself. Every fiber of his being was screaming at him in agony to go back for her. He could not desert her there like that, on her own in the middle of that dreadful forest infested with savages. In his mind he knew he had to go on, but not in his heart. He looked at Haradin, tied to the horse, unconscious and helpless. That man was the key to saving Rogdon. Without him the kingdom would perish; he was sure of that. Thousands of lives were in jeopardy. 
 
   I must stop acting like a love-struck boy and behave like the future king that I am. The responsibility of my lineage is immense, and today I will pay dearly for the price of that crown. My duty to the kingdom comes before any personal desires.
 
   He knew that, and had to respect it. He had to make the right decision for Rogdon.
 
   “No, Lomar. As much as I want to go back for Aliana and Kendas, that path is not possible. We must take Haradin to the Temple of Tirsar so that he can recover as quickly as possible and help our forces to fight the Nocean invasion. Otherwise we will be defeated and thousands of innocent people will and die. It is all hanging by a thread. Haradin is the priority; we must protect him. It rips my heart out to abandon them here, but there is no other choice. A pack of Red Usik is following my trail less than a half a mile behind. They will soon catch up with us.”
 
   “As you order, Your Highness,” agreed Lomar, his expression serious.
 
   Gerart glanced one last time to the west. He waited a moment, looking for a miracle, longing to see Aliana galloping toward him. But all he saw was a group of Red Usik in the distance, coming toward them. He took a deep breath and gave the order to leave that damnable forest—the place where his heart had been broken.
 
   The responsibility and weight of the crown, of his lineage, had changed him forever.
 
   He would never be the same.
 
   Heavyhearted, he rode off toward the Masig plains.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



A Deadly Deception
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Komir sharpened his weapons as he sat on the modest bed in his room at the Flying Horse Inn. One thought stayed firmly anchored in his mind—a thought that, try as he might, he could not erase: the mysterious energy living inside him, the nightmare with which he had been cursed... that arcane beast that awakened in critical times of need and that had had such profound effects on his life. With a skillful stroke, he swept the small whetstone along the blade of his sword in a curved motion. A weapon must always be sharp and well cared for. 
 
   Even though he hated being different, Komir had to acknowledge that if it hadn’t been for that energy he would be dead by now. On several occasions that power had saved his life. Still, he despised this “Gift”—whatever it was—that had marked him in the eyes of the members of his tribe. Even his good friend Hartz, loyal to the bone with a heart the size of a mountain, could not bring himself to mention the subject in his presence. Komir knew it was because Hartz was frightened by the power. And if someone as good as Hartz feared his magic and avoided talking about it, why would the rest of the tribe’s members not renounce it as well?  
 
   He would always be a Marked man in the eyes of his people. Nothing would ever change that perception, no matter how hard he tried. And by now all the other Norriel tribes would know the whole story and would disown him too.
 
   He had always wanted to be a normal Bikia. A Norriel like everybody else. 
 
   But that dream would never be realized.
 
   He inhaled deeply and let out a long sigh. At least I am alive. I can hate this situation as much as I want but, in the end, I am alive and I need to stay alive. Pitying myself solves nothing. This is the life I have been given and I will live it without fear. And I will reach my goal: to find my parents’ killers. Nothing will stop me; I will succeed in obtaining justice.
 
   Komir brought his hand to his chest, expecting to find the Dark Medallion—his mother’s medallion—but in its place hung the medallion belonging to the King from the Ilenian underground temple. Lindaro now had the Dark Medallion.
 
   And then he remembered what just have happened.
 
   An event of singular and immense importance. 
 
   Komir did not yet understand that what have occurred would radically change his destiny. Two paths, running parallel to one another but as yet unconnected, had crossed, united into a single passage. An unbreakable, mystical bond had been forged. Two independent, apparently unrelated destinies of two very different beings from different places and with different purposes in life, had been forever joined in that crucial moment. Spanning time and space.
 
   It had begun with an unusual fog.
 
   Komir had watched in disbelief as the fog came out of nowhere, rising up to surround him, swallowing up everything around him as it became ever more dense. Feeling as if he were falling into a deep sleep, he immediately had unsheathed both of his weapons and then attempted to hide, unsure of what was happening.
 
   The Ilenian medallion around his neck had began to emit white flashes. It felt... strange... as if it were feeding off his internal energy, his... essence. Komir had no idea what was happening or why, and it frightened him. His muscles were tense; his nerves on edge, his mind alert. 
 
   And then, before his astonished gaze, a young woman had begun to take shape. 
 
   She, too, was wearing a large medallion around her neck. The object, as if it had come from the deepest reaches of the earth, was emitting intense brownish flashes. Komir studied the young beauty. She was stunning, with an aura of serenity and goodness. Komir’s initial fear was slowly being replaced by a feeling of peace.
 
   The young woman had completely captivated him.
 
   What he had experienced next have left him utterly confused. Not only was he not able to understand what had happened but he could also never have imagined the incredible significance of the moment. The only conclusion he could come to was that it had something to do with the arcane beast that had a hold on his soul. And the only thing he knew for sure was that the medallion he was wearing had immense power; that somehow, in the midst of this tangle of dream and reality, it had used his energy to communicate with the young woman with the golden hair. He understood nothing more. 
 
   The two Ilenian medallions had been communicating from a great distance and had formed a bond between them, and between their wearers. 
 
   Between Komir and Aliana.
 
   Between their destinies. 
 
   But Komir did not yet understand this, nor could he believe what had happened. Turning it over and over in his mind, he questioned what he had experienced; wondered who that beautiful girl with the enormous eyes the color of the sea could have been. No matter how hard he tried, he could not fathom any of it... He could have sworn the girl had been there, in his room, right in front of him... but that was impossible. What had happened with the medallion? The young woman had been wearing one very much like it. There was a link between the two medallions. 
 
   He hesitated a moment, thinking that—perhaps—it had all been just a dream. But, no; he was sure that young woman had been real. She was no figment of his imagination. 
 
   Then something else dawned in his mind. An idea. No, a certainty.
 
   He had to find that young woman and learn what had happened.
 
   He had to discover the meaning of it all.
 
   He knew it.
 
   Several knocks on the door brought Komir out of his reverie. He opened the door to a disheveled looking boy, no more than fourteen years old, who presented him with a message. The handwriting was clear and neat; elegant, even, written by someone well-accustomed to writing with a quill.  He read it closely, taking his time to make sure he understood the symbols before his eyes. 
 
   The note was short and direct, and Komir was indeed able to understand it.
 
   Komir, we urgently need your presence in the Temple of the Light. Please excuse the haste as well as the lateness of the hour but this is a matter of most extreme gravity. Hurry, please.
 
    
 
   Father Dian
 
   Abbott, Temple of the Light
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As he read the brief note, Komir felt as if the icy claws of fear had latched onto him, freezing his heart cold. He immediately thought of his friends... Hartz and Kayti were at the Temple... they had left at the break of dawn and still had not returned. Something bad must have happened, otherwise Dian would not have sent someone for him at such a late hour. He was instantly struck by a feeling of strong apprehension. Trying to remain calm, he reminded himself that he did not really know what had happened or the gravity of the situation. He clenched his fist, unintentionally crumpling the message. The news did not appear to be good, but thinking about every catastrophic possibility would solve nothing. 
 
   He gave the boy a small tip and sent him on his way, then went to get his weapons and chain mail.
 
   It’s probably nothing serious. Komir knew he had to make every effort to calm the waves of uneasiness beginning to churn in his stomach.
 
   A few moments later he left the room, prepared to face whatever the problem was, armed to the teeth, just as Master Warrior Gudin had taught him in his village so long ago. A man who prepares himself for danger and combat has a better chance of victory. As he walked quickly toward the door of the tavern where several clients were enjoying a drink, he saw the stout and affable Bandor, the innkeeper, who greeted him.
 
   “Is everything all right? Are you expecting trouble?” he asked Komir, pointing at the weapons he was carrying.
 
   “I hope not. But it’s better to be prepared, my friend.”
 
   “Well, good luck, then. I hope it all goes well,” said Bandor, just a hint of worry on his face.
 
   “Oh—just one thing—if Hartz or Kayti show up, would you please tell them I’ve received an urgent request and had to go to the Temple of the Light; tell them to meet me there.”
 
   “I certainly will do that, Komir,” said Bandor as Komir disappeared out the door. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was well past closing time. Night was descending over the streets one by one. Bandor hurried to finish cleaning the inn. All the chairs were on the tables and he was hastily sweeping the dirty floor, knowing the faster he swept the quicker he’d finish and could enjoy a much deserved rest. Norma, his hardworking but ill-tempered wife, had already finished scrubbing and organizing the inn’s common room and had retired to their room after barking a few orders which Bandor, as usual, promptly ignored.
 
   Why on earth he had ever married that woman he still did not understand. She was bossy, mean, and not very attractive. Not exactly the kind of woman one has in mind when looking for someone with whom to spend the rest of their days. Of course, it was not as if he was exactly a prize. He knew he was not very handsome, but he was big and as strong as an ox. He was also hard-working, at least compared to the clientele that regularly visited their establishment. But he had hundreds of defects, and Bandor was well aware of all of them.
 
   Honestly, he had married Norma for one simple, important reason: that woman’s heart was as big as a mountain. The rest of her attributes paled in comparison. Even now, after more than twenty years of marriage, Bandor felt like he was the luckiest man on the face of the earth since that wonderful woman had chosen him to be her husband.
 
   The Goddess of Luck takes care of things.
 
   Several loud knocks on the door brought him back to reality. 
 
   Who could it be at that hour? He immediately thought of the young Norriel, Komir, who had so quickly left the inn looking awfully worried.
 
   “Who’s there?” he asked from behind the bolted oak door.
 
   “It’s Hartz and Kayti. Let us in, Bandor,” came the urgent request from a voice the innkeeper immediately recognized as Hartz.
 
   He opened the door. 
 
   Hartz and Kayti rushed in, breathing heavily, sweat glistening on their foreheads. They looked like they’d been running away from wild dogs.
 
   “What in the world happened?” Bandor asked, shocked to see Hartz’s bleeding wounds.
 
   “Where... Where is Komir?” asked Hartz, ignoring Bandor’s question, still panting as he tried to catch his breath. He sounded upset.
 
   “Komir? He left quite a while ago.”
 
   “Damn it! Did he say where he was going?” The Norriel looked completely distraught.
 
   “Yes, he actually gave me a message for you. He said that if you came back I should tell you he had to go to the Temple of the Light for something extremely urgent and that you should meet him there.”
 
   “The Temple of the Light at this hour of the night?” asked Kayti skeptically.
 
   “Yes. He left here loaded down with weapons—which was a bit strange, now that I think about it. But he definitely said he was going to the Temple of the Light,” said Bandor.
 
   “I think it’s a trap,” said Kayti.
 
   “I do, too,” said Hartz, his heart in his throat. 
 
   “Some young lad brought him a note, if I’m remembering correctly, and after Komir read it he grabbed his weapons and left for the Temple,” explained the innkeeper, looking from Hartz to Kayti and back. “What? Why the long faces? Is something going on?”
 
   “I’m afraid so, Bandor,” said Kayti.
 
   “He has no idea he’s headed into a mortal ambush,” said Hartz.
 
   Bandor’s face went pale and his eyes widened in fear. 
 
   Overcome by unbearable grief over his inability to help his friend, Hartz turned around, opened the door and, at the top of his enormous lungs, he screamed, “Komir, it’s a trap!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Isuzeni summoned his most trusted servant. When he came into the room, Isuzeni immediately ordered him to lay out the valuable maps of Tremia. Yes, the maps... they always help me come up with ideas; they get my brain working and thinking creatively... which is absolutely essential when turning thoughts into plans. Maps were a useful tool for his mind, like a hammer that, when it strikes an anvil, shapes the steel. The maps allowed him to visualize his plans, think up new strategies, and plot out the next moves in the complex game developing on the global scene.
 
   He needed to think... to plan. It was time to specify the new orders to be transmitted to his agents in that far-off continent of big-nosed, round-eyed men. His strategy had been working well up to now—just as he had envisioned. The execution of his orders by his undercover agents had been nearly flawless. He had invested almost two years meticulously weaving the entire plan that would eventually bring about the resolution the Dark Queen was seeking. 
 
   He had carefully placed the pieces, selecting each agent with the highest degree of scrutiny. Every single action had been studied with painstaking, delicate precision. Through it all, no one had had the slightest suspicion. Every move he’d made had been masked, perfectly concealed from the eyes of his rivals, completely invisible to the principal characters in the drama that was unfolding. All the long, solitary hours spent scheming, weaving the intricate web, were beginning to pay off, and that filled him with pride. The satisfaction gained from achieving such positive results was intoxicating.  
 
   But now he had suffered two unexpected setbacks and the Dark Queen, Empress of Toyomi, was displeased—and that was extremely dangerous. He could lose his head if he did not immediately rectify the situation. His mistress did not tolerate even the slightest failure—not even from him, her right-hand man. He had promised results he had not been able to deliver. Nonetheless, that extraordinarily important situation was being dealt with at that very moment. His loyal agent in Ocorum had set events in motion that would bring about the deaths of the Marked and the elusive White Soul. He finally had located them after they had disappeared as though the earth itself had swallowed them up. And this time they would not survive, not them or those who were with them. They would all die, without exception. Then, finally, he would be able to tell the Dark Queen that The Premonition would not be fulfilled; that death would not touch her. And that is what he had been fighting for since the first moment when the capricious Skull of Destiny had shown him the fatal destiny awaiting her. The Empress would not die and her ambitious plans for Tremia could move forward.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
 
   Isuzeni almost felt a pang of pity for the unfortunate Marked. After all, it was not his fault he had been born with a destiny that had inexorably placed him opposite the most powerful woman in the world. If he gave up that destiny, the Marked could save himself. But, no; the Dark Queen would not take that chance. Even if the Marked crawled on his hands and knees, begging, renouncing that predetermined destiny, she would kill him. Yuzumi would most definitely not take any chances. She would slit his throat without thinking twice. In the end, only one of the two could survive. Either him, or her. There was not room for both of them on the face of the earth. 
 
   You must die, Marked, and so you shall. Soon. Very soon. Of that I have no doubt.
 
   Rubbing his hands together in eager anticipation, Isuzeni cackled triumphantly. 
 
   But now, he had to keep working. The Marked was only part of his problem. He spread the large map of Tremia out on his desk and, based on the latest information he had received, mentally placed his agents and the persons of interest on it. Unfortunately, due to the great distance that separated the two continents, the news he was getting was arriving with a two-month delay. Working with incomplete information, or information delayed by distance, never knowing for certain the last or most recent moves of his adversaries, was dangerous. Very risky indeed. One false move, one move at the wrong time, and failure would come down on his head like a vulture.        
 
   As of that moment, all the reports from his agents had been favorable. The three largest kingdoms were on the verge of all-out war, a war that would divide the continent and send it spiraling into chaos amidst absolute destruction. Death and horror would dominate the rich, fertile land of those three great military powers, decimating their armies, their resources, their current power.
 
   He studied the South, from where the covetous Noceans would invade Rogdon. Then the North, from where the Norghanians would relentlessly descend. Finally the West, where Rogdon was already preparing its defenses.
 
   The continent would go down in flames. Utterly annihilated. Only the smaller kingdoms of the East and the Confederation of Free Cities on the easternmost coast would be spared from the devastation. 
 
   The scheme was working as he had intended and soon his plan would succeed—just as his mistress expected of him. He just needed one last push to bring about the inevitable massacre the Dark Queen so fervently desired. 
 
   I am very close to attaining my goal; just a few more methodical steps and the masterful plan will be complete. My patience is wearing thin, but I must remain calm, be extremely cautious, and wait for the right moment—the irreversible moment when I will light the fire that will ignite a state of total chaos.
 
   He leaned on his desk and carefully placed a pin on the map to indicate where the Norghanian army was assembling: northeast of Rogdon, in the middle of Masig territory on the vast steppes, near Half-Moon Pass. Little by little, like a long, scaly, red and white serpent, the Norghanian army descended from the snow-capped mountains in the icy north to the border with Rogdon. The Rogdonian men would undoubtedly send reinforcements to Half-Moon Fortress. Having borne the brunt of a stream of past invasions by the men of the snows, the fortress guarded the northeast passage into Rogdonian territory. 
 
   Excellent. It will not take them long to decide to attack. The Norghanians are not exactly known for their patience. King Thoran of Norghana is a pig-headed brute, blinded by fury over the loss of his brother Orten. He will soon order an attack on Rogdon. And if he doesn’t, he will have to be pushed along by the invisible hand of destiny—my destiny. 
 
   He smiled, nodding his head in satisfaction. 
 
   He took another pin and placed it on the Rogdonian frontier in the stronghold city of Alaband—the residence of Mulko, the Nocean Empire’s Regent of the North, where another large army was amassing.
 
   Ah, those ever-astute Noceans...  given the right opportunity, they would never let the chance to deliver a powerful blow to their neighbors to the north pass them by. If Rogdon isn’t careful, they’ll end up annexed to that all-powerful desert empire. But that doesn’t matter to us, now does it? No, of course not. We cannot allow the Noceans to gain more power on the continent. We will have to do something about that once they invade the proud kingdom of Rogdon.
 
   He scratched his chin, deep in thought, then opened a drawer of his desk and took out more pins. He placed one in the northeast on the great Half-Moon Fortress and the other in the south of the kingdom of Rogdon in the beautiful fortified city of Silanda, located in the middle of an arid valley where the lands belonging to the blue and silver kingdom came to an end and the territories conquered by the Nocean Empire began. The rich and powerful city kept a close eye on the intentions of its cunning neighbors from the land of the eternal sun. These two pins represented the Rogdonian armies that were assembling in both fortresses.
 
   The question is whether or not these two vital fortresses will be able to withstand simultaneous attacks by the Norghanians in the northeast and the Noceans in the south. Will Rogdon be able to defend both bastions from invasion? I think not. Those arrogant men in blue and silver will have to give up, retreat back within the walls, and defend against the inevitable. 
 
   Conflict was brewing; a triangle of centuries-old hatred was on the verge of exploding like a massive volcano, with Rogdon in the center, facing imminent devastation. But it was crucial for war to break out and for both the Noceans and the Norghanians to invade Rogdon. The West had to fall; that was essential for the Empress’ plans. So it had to happen, whatever the cost.
 
   “That is how it must be, and so it will be!” Isuzeni loudly exclaimed, pounding his fist into the center of Rodgon territory on the map.
 
   He sat down in his comfortable armchair, concentrating on the map. Thinking, plotting, scheming his masterful plan. Many long hours passed before he’d finalized the design of his next moves.
 
   This is an extremely difficult game. I cannot see my adversaries’ moves as they make them, so I must cover every possible play. I must anticipate their actions, guess their most logical, most probable reactions. Three simultaneous games against three expert rivals, with me blindfolded... A complex task with enormous risks. The future of the powerful kingdoms of that immense continent is hanging from a delicate thread. I will defeat them. The game will be mine. I will triumph over them and their blood will bathe all of Tremia.
 
   He contemplated the map one final time and, after a few moments, began to write the messages that would be delivered to his agents. He sealed them and called his servant. Handing him the three messages, he gave him the instructions he was to follow. After he hads left, Isuzeni continued to gaze silently at the map, looking for any detail he may have missed, any oversight, going over in his mind each of the decisions he had made.
 
   The game is mine. Soon I will have won. Tremia will fall!
 
   His last thought before giving in to his exhaustion was of the Marked. By now, he would be dead.
 
   Isuzeni smiled, his mouth already tasting sweet victory. 
 
    
 
   #### End of Book 1####
 
    
 
    
 
   Note from the author: 
 
   I really hope you enjoyed the book. If so I would really appreciate it if you could review it. It helps me tremendously.
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   Thank you very much.
 
   Pedro. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Acknowledgements
 
    
 
   I have the good fortune to have great friends and a fantastic family, and it’s thanks to them that this book is now a reality. I cannot put into words the incredible support they’ve given me during this voyage of epic proportions.  
 
   I would like to thank my good friend Guiller C for all of his support, unwavering encouragement, and unbeatable advice. This saga, not just this book, never would have existed if not for you.
 
   Sara M., who has supported me, helped me, taught me, and most of all, put up with me with infinite patience for thousands of hours—thank you for having been here by my side, and thank you for all your selfless work and efforts. 
 
   Roser M., for the lectures, the commentaries, the critiques; for everything you taught me and all your help on a thousand and one things. And for being such a great guy. 
 
   The Bro, who—as always—supported me and helped me as only he can.
 
   My parents, who are the best in the world and have been an incredible help and support to me on this and all my projects.
 
    Guiller B, for all your great advice, ideas, help and, above all, support.
 
   Olaya Martinez for being an exceptional editor, a tireless worker, a tremendous professional and, above all, for her encouragement and excitement—not to mention everything she has taught me along the way.
 
   Sarima, for being an amazing artist with exquisite taste who draws like an angel. Visit her web page: http://envuelorasante.com/.  
 
    
 
   And finally, many thanks to you, the reader, for supporting a new writer. I hope you have enjoyed the book. And if so, I would very much appreciate a review and a hearty recommendation to your friends and acquaintances.
 
   Thank you so very much.
 
   Pedro. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Author
 
    
 
   I would love to hear from you. You can find me at: 
 
    
 
   pedrourvi@hotmail.com
 
    
 
   Or:
 
    
 
   Facebook Author: http://www.facebook.com/pedro.urvi.9
 
   Facebook Series: https://www.facebook.com/theilenianenigma/
 
   Twitter: https://twitter.com/PedroUrvi
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The adventure continues in:
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\Pedro\Desktop\Libro_Final\Ilustraciones\English\conflict_amazon.jpg] 
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg
"TI ARKED

The Jlertian Ernqmo

Book One






images/00005.jpeg
TREMIA

Norghana 4
ek A

38

pstiRevn S

5

:
S
z

-

/
\'@* ¥ 3






images/00006.jpeg
CONFLICT

The Terdan Enigma

Book Two

Pec'lro Urvim





