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Chapter One

 

"Hurry up Darian, We are going to be late!" Patro was getting impatient, standing on the ship waiting for Darian to board.

Anyone watching the ship, and there were plenty of people watching, would have been proud to see the three young men boarding the ship. Those three men were the future leaders of the Deyarian race—a race commonly called The Woven Ones, though few outside the race understood what the name meant. These three young men were born to lead their race, but would not do so for another 975 years.

The three were impatient to leave; few young have any patience at all, even the ones who will live thousands of years. To one just twenty-four years of age, the prospect of living thousands of years does not seem real. It would take hundreds of years for the three to have any kind of mental or emotional maturity. But in just a few short weeks, the lines of maturity would scroll across their shoulder blades, marking them as physically mature. 

Darian, hugging his parents goodbye, just waved a dismissive hand at Patro, though he was in just as much of a hurry to sail as Patro and Kane. Darian wondered sometimes how much longer it would be before he could mind-talk with his benyans, the two bonded to him before birth, birthed on the same day. The two who would one day rule with him, along with the one they were setting on a journey to find.  He understood that ability did not manifest until they reached maturity, but that it could start early. It would be nice if it started early—he wished it would start early—but thus far, it appeared that it would not. He just hoped it started the minute they turned twenty-five, but from what they had been taught, it usually was a gradual thing. Giving his parents one last hug and assuring them he and his two benyans would be safe, Darian finally hurried up the gangplank and onto his ship. His ship, that had a nice ring to it. Oh sure, it belonged to all of them, but technically, as the Fire Walker and the central point to the Lyra, this ship was his. The next three Ships of the Line would belong to Kane, Patro, and whoever their Shadow Walker turned out to be.

He could feel the pull of the Shadow Walker so strongly that finding him or her would be easy. He was not the only one wondering if the Shadow Walker would be male or female. When his Lyra was born, people had been a bit surprised to find that all three women had each given birth to a male. Usually when three of the Lyra were born, at least one was female. But the soul-threads had led to the three women who were each pregnant with one of the next leaders of the race, and they and their families were all moved to be closer together while they got to know each other. No one had suspected they all carried males. 

Kane, standing next to Patro, was busy admiring the ship. The ship was not just any ship, but a Ship of the Line. Named the Lyra Taricasia, it held the blood of the Lyra, and soon it would hold the blood of the Shadow of the Lyra. Well, as soon as they found him or her, thought Kane. Kane had every reason to be proud of the ship. He and Patro and Darian had bled their blood into the ship to make it a Ship of the Line. Eventually they would have four such ships, but for now, until they found their Shadow, they would start with just the one. It was not complete yet, would not be complete until they were complete. For almost twenty-five years, they had been waiting to meet their Shadow. They could feel the pull of this person, but until they actually met him or her, they could only wonder. Upon their twenty-fifth birthday, they were supposed to meet with the leaders of the race, as well as the watchers, and then go in search of their Shadow Walker, but they had other plans—plans that did not include waiting around another month or so to turn twenty-five.

Technically, since they would not reach maturity until their twenty-fifth birthday, their parents could have stopped them from leaving for the Lyriant lands early. For that matter, thought Kane, the Captain did not have to leave with them until they turned twenty-five. But they owned the ship—and what Captain would want to tell the owners “No,” when in just a few weeks those same men would have complete say over where the ship sailed, if it sailed at all? Since the Captain had to shed blood into the wheel of the ship and bond with the ship, it would take some doing to get another captain, but it could be done. And since the three would turn twenty-five just about the time they reached the Lyriant lands and could then bond the Shadow Walker to the tapestry, no one saw the harm in letting the three leave early.

Unfortunately, no one had asked the leaders or the watchers why the boys should stay until they turned twenty-five. If they had, the trip would have been postponed. The boys did not know that what would prove to be vital information would only be revealed when they reached maturity, and even then, only to the three known as the Lyra.

But for a young man on the cusp of maturity, waiting another five weeks to sail away to a foreign land was five weeks too long. When you made it three young men waiting, well, five weeks was too long for young men who thought they knew all they needed to know. They knew they had a Shadow Walker, they could feel him or her, and their soul threads had been weaving the soul threads of every person born in their race into the tapestry since the day they were born. Weaving the Shadow Walker in would be similar, they assumed. Oh, they knew there was a difference—when one of their race was born, their soul threads reached out to the new person automatically. No action was needed on their part.

Darian was positive he knew just what to do, and since he had a bit of a temper, the other two usually just followed along with his decisions. Fewer fights happened that way. When Darian thought about it—and he tried not to—he wondered why their soul threads had not automatically reached out and bonded with their shadow walker. He and Kane had fought a few times about it. Kane believed Darian was jealous of sharing any of their power with yet another person. Kane, and occasionally Patro, had over the years accused him of keeping the threads from reaching their shadow walker. They knew that when a member of their race was born, no matter where they happened to be in the world, the soul thread of that person immediately wove to Darian, and from Darian to Kane, and Patro, and into the tapestry of their people. 

It did not matter what they had been taught growing up—about how the Shadow Walker had to accept the bond since he was born of the Lyriant race—Kane and Patro were sure Darian was doing something to keep the bond from attaching. All three young men secretly thought the person on the other side of the ocean could feel them and was waiting on them to arrive. They would find out how wrong they were about everything they thought they knew, but the journey was not going to be a quick one—nor was it going to be as easy as stepping off the ship to find the Shadow Walker waiting on the pier for them.

Darian looked at Kane and Patro, then the three young men looked to where the crew were casting off the ropes holding the ship in place. "It will not be long now," Darian told the other two.

Looking at the pier, the three young men saw their parents waving. Looking beyond them, they could see the white stones of Central towering above all the other buildings in the port city of Decca. It would be months before they returned. The three had only been to Decca a few times, and had not gotten to explore as much as they wanted. Growing up in the country, the three were always surprised at how many people inhabited the city of Decca. They had been brought up in a rather secluded environment, since they had unstable powers when they were younger. It would not do for a young Fire Walker to accidentally release a large fireball in a city full of people. 

But now, for the second time in their life, they were aboard their ship, about to set sail. Only, unlike the first time, where the Captain had only sailed around the bay while the ship bonded to the Captain and the Lyra, this time they were going across the ocean. The captain had told them the trip would be five weeks long and they would be in port at least two weeks doing all the trading the ship had taken on to do. Darian figured two weeks was plenty of time to bond the Shadow Walker to the race, to the tapestry, and especially to him and Kane and Patro, and still have time to explore. They would have the shadow walker to interpret when they had problems. Though, since they had known since they were old enough to be told that they would be bonded to a Lyriant, they had been taught the language and were fluent in it. They had been told that dialects could be different or people might use unfamiliar slang, so even fluency would not mean there would be no misunderstanding.

Darian scoffed when Kane or Patro worried about it. They were the Lyra of their race, the future leaders, the equivalent to would-be future kings. Any misunderstanding would be quickly resolved, according to Darian, simply because who wants to cause problems with another race's future kings? Kane and Patro both told him he was an idiot when he scoffed at their worries.

Darian figured one day he would have to convince his two bond brothers it was very non-leader like to call your fellow future leader an idiot. 

Darian watched as the land slipped further away. The mountains in the far distance were a beautiful backdrop to the city of Decca. The last thing he could see, before the ship was too far out, was the snow-covered Mount Kinta. He would miss home, but he was excited to be going on this trip. When they got back with their shadow walker, they would have to take a trip to the mountains. He hoped one day to build a mountain retreat in that mountain range.

Turning to Kane and Patro he asked, "What do you think you will miss the most while we are gone?"

Kane thought about the question a minute and said, "My dragon."

Patro hit him in the shoulder and told him, "You do not have a dragon."

Kane shrugged, "Not yet, but I can feel her calling to me."

Patro gave a huge sigh, "Yeah, but without our Shadow, we can not meet them, much less do the bonding ceremony with them, so how can you miss someone you have not even met yet?"

Kane tilted his head to the side, "I feel her calling, I can almost hear her, what if I can't feel her or hear her while we are gone?"

Darian looked thunderstruck at that comment. "You think distance will make it harder to feel them?"

This time it was Patro who shrugged, "No one told us; we are not staying to ask the watchers, or see what they or the Lyra Brycentia have to say, like I keep saying we should do."

Before he could start up the argument about staying until they all turned twenty-five and seeing what further information the others might have for them, Darian interrupted. 

"I feel mine just as strong in Decca as I ever did back on the estate. And a few months ago, when we went on one last family vacation to the mountains, I felt mine just as strongly there. I don't think it will be any different when we get across the ocean. I hope."

About that time, Darian realized what Kane had said—"You said ‘her,’ how do you know your dragon is a she?"

Kane looked at Darian as if he had lost his mind, "I said I can feel her calling, and almost hear her, of course I can tell what sex she is." Looking at Darian in disbelief, "You can't tell what your dragon is?"

Patro narrowed his eyes at Kane. "I can't feel what my dragon is either, I can just feel that it exists."

Kane blinked a few times, "You are both idiots," was all he said before he turned and headed toward their cabin areas.

Darian looked at Patro to find Patro was looking at him. "Do you believe him, Patro? Do you think he really can feel what his dragon's sex is?"

"Honestly, Kane is a great one for trying to pull one over on us, but he seemed really down about missing his dragon. Maybe he does have some sort of bond with it that we don't have with ours yet. Can he have a stronger bond?" Patro turned to stare in the direction Kane had taken.

Darian scowled. 

Chapter Two

 

Looking out across the water, Darian muttered, "I am getting tired of looking at the same view every single day."

Kane shrugged and told him, "You are going to get even more tired of it before we are done, and we still have another week to go before we make port."

"I know, but I am still tired of water, I am tired of this ship, I am tired of not being able to skip to where I want to go."

Patro looked at Darian, "Even if we could skip very well, we could still not have skipped from our home to another country we have never even seen."

Frustrated, Darian told him, "I know that, but we could skip from our home to the ship, once it was closer to port."

Kane looked at Darian in disbelief. "Did you ever listen to any of our lessons, any of them, any at all?"

Irate, Darian replied, "I was in every single lesson you were in."

Kane gave a long-suffering sigh, "Not mentally. I pity our race."

Patro started nodding his head. "I pity us."

Darian scowled at the two. "What exactly are you implying?"

Kane shook his head. "I am not implying anything, I am saying you are an idiot."

Patro could only nod in agreement. Darian, eyes narrowed, just stared at the two. 

After a moment, Kane relented and told Darian, "If you had paid attention, you would know that even if we could skip, even if we could skip well, even if we had learned to skip well enough to take a step from our home and step out onto the soil of another country, we could not skip to a moving ship. It is moving, you idiot, where do you think you would end up? We have to know where we are going to end up before we can take a skip from one spot to another."

For a brief moment, Darian looked taken aback, then slightly ashamed, and then upset. "What if someone, one day, steals our ship—what if pirates take it, how would we find it?"

Patro blinked a couple of times, then shaking his head, he walked away muttering, "I really pity us."

Kane looked at him a moment longer before asking, "You aren't serious, are you?"

Darian narrowed his eyes and said, "You can't tell me you have never thought about pirates taking one of our ships? Taking our ship? We have lost ships and crew to pirates before, you know." Darian was very bitter about the fact they had lost crew members to pirates, but so were Kane and Patro. After all, the loss of any member of their race close to their age was felt by all three of them. They could feel the soul thread die when the individual died. It would get worse the older they got. Right now they only felt people they were woven to, and considering they wove to everyone younger than they were, and their soul threads were constantly weaving upwards into the race, that meant they could feel anyone about 75 years or younger at that point. Not many that young sailed on the trading ships, though, so the losses were few and far between.

Kane looked at Darian in disbelief, not knowing what to say. At times like this, he had to agree with Patro—he pitied the race, and them. It would be almost a thousand years before they were ready to take up the reigns of leadership, so the race had a thousand years before they had to put up with Darian, but he and Patro, well, they had to put up with him every single day of their lives, for the rest of their very, very long lives.

"Ok, pay really close attention now, since you obviously–"

About that time, Darian interrupted him to snarl, "Do not talk to me like a child."

Raising his eyebrows, Kane looked at him. "Well, when you finally grow up, I will quit talking to you like you are a child."

Darian took a swing at Kane, catching him in the chin. Kane had not been expecting it, even though he should have. Kane hit the deck, rolled, and came up swinging. Trading blows, the two began to attract a crowd on the deck.

Patro, hearing the commotion, came running back to see his bond brothers slugging away at each other. The crew members who were gathering around the fight began to take bets. In the four weeks they had been at sea, fights between Kane and Darian had become a normal, almost everyday occurrence, and the fight could go either way. Patro just crossed his arms and tried to decide which one he should bet on this time. Before he could make up his mind, the Captain came strolling up.

Looking at two of the future leaders of the race, the owners of his ship, the men he may one day have to give his life to protect—fighting like schoolchildren—enraged him. Looking at Patro, he told him, "Wrap ‘em up."

The crew members watching, who had heard him, began to protest. The Captain had gotten quicker and quicker at breaking up these fights. In the beginning of the voyage, the Captain had not known what to do with the young men entrusted to his care. All three of the Lyra, at close to or over six foot tall, towered over every other man on the ship by a few inches, and all three had powers the rest of the crew and the Captain could only dream of having. The captain had not known how to break up a fight, when he knew that Darian could wield fire and Kane could wield ice. Afraid to interfere, he had originally let the men fight until one of them got the upper hand—or until they wore themselves out. 

The second week they were out, though, things had changed. Patro had gotten involved in one of the fights. He had gotten upset when Darian and Kane started fighting in the middle of a discussion, and he was not done arguing his side. When Darian and Kane had begun to fight, Patro gave a long, irritated sigh, and after a moment reached out his hand and encased each of them in a large block of ice up to their necks. Then Patro continued to argue his side while the two struggled to release themselves. When the two got louder than his argument, he ran part of the ice up over their mouths to shut them up, while thickening the ice around the rest of their bodies and continuing his argument. By the time the men had freed themselves from the blocks of ice, Patro had long since finished his side of the argument and retired to his cabin. 

Since that day, whenever the two fought and Patro was around, the Captain would have him 'wrap em up,' as he called it. If Patro was not around, the Captain would send for him. It did not matter how many times the Captain told them he would have no fighting on his ship—the two did not listen. It was not like he had any way to punish the men. Usually, the Captain would send everyone back to their posts and lay down the law—again. Then he would leave the two men encased in ice to calm down. It wasn't as if he could help them out of the ice. He did not know—and Patro had never told him—that Patro could recall his ice from the two if he wanted. He never wanted.

Sending the crew back to their duties, the Captain just looked at Kane and Darian in disgust. All he said was, "One day, you will lead this race. Is this what you want your people to remember you for, this constant fighting?"

After the Captain and crew had dispersed to resume their duties, Patro looked at Kane, "What did the idiot do this time?"

Darian, angry at being encased in ice once again, began swearing at Patro. "Why do you always take his side? Just once, maybe you could take my side, or at least give me the benefit of the doubt?"

Patro nodded, "You're right. Now, who threw the first punch?"

Kane, who had fallen silent, was busy studying the block of ice and trying to merge his body with the pattern of ice Patro created. One day, he would be able to flow Patro's ice around his body effortlessly, but that day would be far in the future. For now, it was a tedious, time-consuming chore. 

Darian, on the other hand, would never be able to flow the ice around his body. Being a fire walker, he could only melt his way through. And since he was not yet the strong fire walker he would through age and time become, melting his way out was also a tedious, time-consuming chore. 

"You know, I don't think it matters who threw the first punch," Darian declared.

"Oh, in other words you did," Patro told him.

Both men heard laughter coming from where Kane was working his way out of the ice. 

"Shut up, Kane," Darian snarled, "Just shut up. This would not have happened if you had not acted all high and mighty."

Patro looked over at Kane, "What did I miss?"

Kane snorted, "Oh not much, Darian is just upset because he just found out he will never be able to skip to the ship, so if pirates take it, he figures it will be lost forever."

Patro, looking between the two men, said, "Yeah, that was where I walked away, so what happened next?"

Kane shrugged his shoulders, which were now free. "Nothing, he just started swinging."

Darian looked up from where he was trying to melt the ice, to say with a voice filled with bitterness, "He was talking to me like I was a child."

Patro muttered, "I feel like I’m doing that all the time." In a louder voice, he tried to reason with Darian, "Well, even you have to admit that was a rather stupid comment to make."

Darian, eyes narrowed, looked at Patro, "Which comment are you talking about?"

Kane, as if he could not help it, paused what he was doing long enough to tell Darian, "Almost any comment you make, you're an idiot."

Patro was glad that at that moment, both men were still firmly encased in ice. He thought he’d better shore it back up, so he took a moment to thicken the ice around the men, which did not endear him to either of the two. 

Taking a deep breath, Patro looked at Darian, "You do realize this ship is bonded to us by blood? The wheel is bonded to the Captain by blood, right?" Not pausing to let Darian say anything—which he looked like he wanted to do–Patro eased the ice up to cover Darian's mouth, much to Darian’s displeasure. "What that means, if you had paid any attention at all to our lessons on Ships of the Line, and evidently you didn't, is this ship, bonded to us by blood and bonded to the Captain by blood, can only be steered by the Captain or the first mate. That is why the first mate had to contribute some of his blood to the building of the ship—just like the Captain, just like us. This ship will always be drawn back to one of our blood if another hand tries to control it. Idiot." Having said his piece, Patro turned and walked away, leaving the two to struggle from the ice as best they could. 

A few minutes later, Darian had managed to melt the ice enough to ask Kane, "So no one can steal this ship?"

Kane looked at him and gave another long-suffering sigh; he could see a future filled with long-suffering sighs. He told Darian, "Oh, they can steal it," smirking, "they just can't control it, nor could they ever hold it. Blood will call to blood, and our blood calls to the ship."

Darian considered what Kane had just said. When the two were almost free, Darian finally spoke again, "If our blood calls to the ship, and the ship calls to our blood, why do you suppose we have always been told we would not be able to find it if it is moving? If blood calls to blood, and this ship calls to us and us to it, don't you think that over time we would be able to find this ship anywhere in the world? I mean, as we mature and our powers grow, and our ability to skip develops, it would seem to me we could use our blood bond with the ship to find it, no matter where it is in the world."

Kane got a thunderstruck look on his face as Darian finished, then a thoughtful look formed on his face. After considering what Darian had said, and checking every word twice, he narrowed his eyes. "You may just have a point there—sometimes I actually have hope for you. We will have to check that. If it works that way, well, it won't be the first time we have been lied to in order to keep us from screwing something up. Trying to skip to a ship when we haven't developed our skill yet would be a first class mistake, but telling us we can not do it would be typical of our trainers. I will run it by Patro and see what he thinks."

Darian smirked, "I am not the idiot you both think I am."

As Kane walked away, he asked over his shoulder, "You coming to eat, or what?"

 

Chapter Three

 

Kane stuck his head into the common room where Darian was relaxing. "Darian, the Captain says we will be able to see land soon. I am going up top, you coming?" 

Darian looked up at Kane. "Can you feel our Shadow?"

Kane paused, "Yeah, I can, but I can’t tell where; I thought he or she would feel us coming and be waiting."

Darian, looking around the room once more, followed Kane out of the room and up the steps to topside. Patro was standing with a dejected slump to his shoulders, looking toward where the land would be appearing soon. When Kane and Darian joined him, he said, "Where is he? I can't pinpoint where he is. He feels tangled or something." No one could have mistaken the confusion in his voice for anything else.

Kane shrugged, "I can feel him, but it’s like he’s traveling."

Both men looked to Darian. Seeing the look on his face, Kane and Patro turned more fully to face him. Eyes narrowed, Kane demanded, "What?"

Darian shifted his eyes first one way, then another, as he tried to figure out just what to say. He decided ignorance was best. "What do you mean ‘what?’"

Kane reached out and grasped Darian's shirt in his fist, and while pulling Darian toward him, he shook him slightly. "You have that, 'Oh shadows, everything has gone sideways, how do I hide this’ look on your face. I know that look; Patro knows that look." Darian glanced at Patro, who looked angry as he nodded his head in agreement with Kane.

Patro said, "We know that look—you are hiding something—something big, something important, and probably something that will land us in trouble. What have you done this time?"

"Done? Me? I have not done anything." Darian told them smugly.

Kane, still holding Darian by the shirt, shook him again, "Done, said, didn't do… what was that look on your face about?"

By this time, they were attracting looks from some of the crew, but that look was never good, and both Patro and Kane knew it. They also knew that look meant massive problems for someone—usually them. Patro looked at Kane and Darian standing toe to toe, then back at the crew. Thinking a moment, he tossed a shield of ice between them and the rest of the crew. Turning back to Darian he asked, "How much trouble are we in, will we be in, or will we have? What have you done?"

Darian shook lose from Kane and furiously told them, "Why do you both always blame me when things go wrong, isn't it possible that this time it was not my fault? Did either of you think of that?"

Kane inhaled deeply, then exhaled, shaking his head as if to clear it, clenched his fist, gritted his teeth together, and asked, "What is it that is not your fault this time?"

"Ah, well, you see," Darian started–

Patro interrupted to yell, "No, we don't see."

"Oh, well, it’s like this," Looking at Kane, he asked, "Where do you feel our Shadow Walker?"

Kane shrugged, "That’s just it, it feels like they are all over the place, everywhere, nowhere, I don't know."

Darian's shoulders sagged as he said, "Yeah, about that. Seems that the whole place is filled with possibilities."

Kane looked at Patro to find him staring right back at him. Patro shrugged. Looking back at Darian, he asked, "What exactly does that mean?"

"Well, the threads, they could go to anyone—everyone seems to have threads reaching for us. I mean, maybe not everyone, but hundreds of people in that direction," pointing toward the horizon, where the land was now a dusty smudge, faintly seen. 

Kane swallowed, but the lump he felt in his throat was still there. Breathing deeply was not helping. He wanted to hit Darian, but then again that was a daily thing. Something about Darian just made a person want to hit him. 

Kane looked down at the ship beneath his feet, then back to the horizon before finally looking back at Darian. "Are you telling me that you cannot find our Shadow Walker? That he or she could be one of hundreds of people? That you, who refused to let us wait just five more weeks for more instruction—you, who had to leave right then because we would see twenty-five years of age just about the time we got here—You are telling me we have the scroll of maturity on our shoulders, we turned twenty-five just two days ago, we can bond our souls and our people to a Shadow Walker and you are telling me you can not find them? That the whole blasted race is filled with possible Shadow Walkers? You do not know which one is ours?” His voice rose an octave as he asked each question—“Do you at least know how to find out which one is ours?"

The way Darian was avoiding his and Patro's eyes, it was clear that he did not know how to find the Shadow Walker.

Kane was so furious he wanted to hurt Darian. Their souls may have been bonded together, he may have loved both his bonded brothers, but at times like this, he just wanted to knock some sense into Darian. Before he could think about what he was doing, he had picked Darian up and thrown him overboard. Patro stared at him, then turned to look at the spot Darian had disappeared from, and dropping his shield, he screamed, "Man overboard!"

He and Kane both stared over the side, searching the water behind them as they tried to get a glimpse of Darian. Patro told him, "That was not the smartest thing you have ever done." Taking a deep breath, he continued, "I envy you, though—that must have felt wonderful."

Kane told him, "Very satisfying. But you know when they get him back on board, he is never going to let us forget this, right?"

Patro nodded, "Yeah," but before he could continue, he felt a pulling on his bond with Darian and grunted as he felt the tugging upon his soul. He noticed Kane had a grimace on his face and appeared to be struggling also. Soon, both he and Kane had their feet braced, and were bracing against each other. A moment later, Darian staggered out of the nothingness and fell to his knees at their feet. Kane had a moment to be surprised, believing that Darian had managed to skip from the water back to the boat, which, now that he thought about it, was no longer moving. Maybe, thought Kane, it was not so impressive after all.

No, still impressive, he thought. They were only just managing to skip the nothingness from one side of a room to another, so from water to ship? Yeah, pretty impressive. Before he could think on the matter further, Darian, still gasping for air from his exertion, reached out and grabbed Kane's knees, bringing him tumbling down to land on his back. Darian immediately attempted to claw his way up Kane's body, going for his throat while muttering, "One, I only need one. Kill one, keep one, one, I only need one."

Seeing Kane floundering beneath Darian was funny, but judging by his expression, Darian intended to kill Kane this time. Patro could not allow that—no way was he going to be stuck with Darian for 10000 years or so without Kane. Oh no, if he had to put up with Darian, Kane was going to be there to keep him sane. Gulping in fear, he quickly attempted to encase Darian in ice without getting Kane caught up in it. He was not entirely successful, so he got to work encasing just Darian’s arms, and then the feet, while trying to pull Kane from underneath him. 

Normally he was not afraid of Darian—after all, Darian could shoot as much fire as he wanted at him and Kane, but all it did was pass by them harmlessly. But when it came to brute strength, Darian had him beat. And in all the fights the three had had, Patro had never seen such fury on Darian's face before. Darian was correct in that he only needed one of his two benyan for him to stay sane. A Fire Walker could exist if one of his Ice Walkers died. When it came to fighting, Darian and Kane were pretty evenly matched, and either of them could take Patro, but to have to live as Darian's only Ice Walker, Patro would kill Darian and damn the entire race before he did that. 

Well, maybe that was a bit extreme. They needed to calm Darian down and figure out how to find their Shadow Walker. Then kill him. Yes, that was an excellent plan, thought Patro. Too bad they could only dream of it. To lose Darian would be, well, the race would survive, but it would not flourish. 

Finally having separated the two, Patro and Kane struggled to get the block of ice that was their Fire Walker upright. Turning, it looked like the entire crew was on deck, along with the Captain. Patro took an involuntary step backwards at the expression on the Captain's face. As the Captain ordered the crew back to their posts, he stomped over to the three young men, hollering over his shoulder for the first mate to take control and drop anchor.

 

Chapter Four

 

Kane thought he had never seen someone as angry as Darian—until he looked up from helping Patro to see the Captain storming over to them. He saw Patro take a step backwards, away from the furious captain. Gulping, Kane wished he could take a step, too, but he wished his foot were to land in his bedroom when he completed the step. One day, he thought, but unfortunately, not today. 

"Captain Iscra, sir," Kane started, only to be interrupted when the Captain looked at Patro and said, "Put up a shield, I want a word with the three of you."

Gulping, Patro did as he was told, and with his eyes on Kane, he erected a fairly thick shield around the four of them.

Taking a few deep breaths, the Captain started to speak, but stopped to take a few more deep breaths. Kane and Patro did not want to say anything, so they just stood there, then started slowly inching backward, toward the shield behind them. 

Putting up his hand, the Captain commanded them to freeze. Then he looked at Patro and said, "Let him go," pointing to Darian.

Patro just started shaking his head, and Kane volunteered, "We think maybe just freeing his head would be best, sir?"

A few more deep breaths, and the Captain asked, "How is he even breathing if you have his entire head covered? Are you trying to kill him?"

Kane shook his head and said, "No sir, he has air holes. As much as we would love to kill him, we can't." Shrugging, he continued, "We would die without him, and he needs us just as much—well, one of us. At the moment, he seems intent on making sure he only has one of us, so how ’bout we just um, leave him wrapped up? He can hear us, you know. A bit muffled, but he can hear us."

Captain Iscra stared first at Patro, then Kane, and finally his gaze landed back on Darian. "Unwrap his head. I want him to hear every single word I have to say. And I have plenty to say."

"Unwrap, sir?" Patro started, only to have Iscra interrupt him.

"Do not think, young Ice Walker, that I do not know you can draw your ice back into yourself just as easily as you released it. I just watched you trying to mold that ice around Darian without Kane being encased also, and you had to draw it back from Kane as you used that same ice to wrap Darian up. This is not a time for games."

"Captain, sir, maybe-"

"No Patro, you will do as I say, and you will do it right now." The Captain could barely get the words out, he was so furious. 

Once Patro had freed Darian's head, the three could see just how furious Darian was. His eyes, normally an emerald green, were glowing with a hint of what appeared to be flames. Before anyone could say anything, Darian started swearing that as soon as he was free, he would kill Kane.

Before he could say much more, the Captain did the unthinkable and reached out and slapped Darian. Not hit him with his fist, but slapped him across the mouth. The shock on Darian's face was priceless to his two benyans. Before any of the Lyra could recover from the shock of seeing Darian get slapped by the Captain, he began to speak.

"I am the captain of this ship, I am, or will be, a subject to the four of you when you bond your Shadow Walker to your Lyra. I am proud to have been chosen to be not just a captain of a Ship of the Line, but the captain of your flagship. There is no greater honor than to be a captain of one of these types of ships. I have lived 2000 years, and I have seen more than the three of you can even imagine, but I have never seen any of our race so childish, so irresponsible, so out of control as the three of you. Two days ago, I had the pleasure of watching the scroll of maturity come to life on your shoulder blades. Physically, you are mature, but that maturity does not mean you are mentally or emotionally mature. In comparison to the Lyriant race, you would be about the age of twelve or so, physically capable of breeding, but way too young to understand. I know that you have some maturing to do, but I am this close–" at that Iscra put his thumb and finger almost touching, "–to throwing all three of you overboard. I cannot believe I chose to babysit you to find your Shadow Walker. This is what we are going to do—or I will turn this ship around and take you straight back home. I know, from hearing you talk, that you all have an emptiness—an ache—to find your Shadow Walker and complete the bond, then return to bond with your dragons." Turning, he looked at Kane, "You go on and on about your dragon and how you cannot wait to return to her. I will return all three of you to Decca if you do not grow up and do it now. You will step off the ship when we get to the port, you will get your Shadow Walker, and you will immediately return to the ship. You will not leave the ship again until we are again in Decca." 

Darian started to speak, but the Captain spoke right over him, "And do not even think of trying to replace me or threatening to replace me. I know, and you know, it takes a long time to weave the bond between a captain and the ship." Smirking, he continued, "And I also know the reason I was chosen is because I am the very best captain our race has for my age, and age is certainly a factor in choosing a captain—so don't even think about trying to replace me. Furthermore, I know my blood in some manner called to this ship, or this ship to my blood, or maybe I was called to one of you."

Iscra looked at Darian, who had calmed down by the time he finished talking, then Darian looked at Kane and Patro with a bit of desperation in his eyes. Kane's shoulders slumped, and when Iscra looked again, Patro was becoming one with his shield—he looked like he was actually molding his body into the shield. Iscra narrowed his eyes and looked back at Kane, and then Darian, then back to where he had just watched Patro vanish into the shield.

Looking back at Kane, he quietly asked, "Is there something you boys want to tell me?"

Kane, wide-eyed, started shaking his head and inching back toward the shield again. Before Iscra could stop him, he saw Kane form a shield, touching Patro's shield, and silently molding it around his body. Staring at the shield that now contained Patro and Kane, Iscra was taken aback. Looking back at Darian, he said, “I had no idea they could do that."

Walking up to the block of ice surrounding Darian, he quietly told him, "I do not know what is going on, but you will tell me everything and you will tell me now, or I will turn this ship around and I will not bring you back until you grow up some more. And do not even think of trying to get anyone else to bring you. No one sails a Lyra on a ship when a Ship of the Line exists. And there is not a captain alive who would take you anywhere if the captain of your ship will not. Blood binds us to this ship, and to each other in ways scarcely understood. Start talking and I may be persuaded to continue to port."

Darian looked utterly defeated by the time Iscra was done speaking this time. Glancing over one last time to the double shield where his two benyans had vanished, leaving him to face the wrath of their captain alone, he gave up trying to hide what was going on, and began to tell Iscra just how badly he had misjudged being able to find their Shadow Walker. When he was finished, Iscra was rubbing his head with his hand.

"Let me get this straight—you do not know anything about your Shadow Walker, not where to find them, not their sex, not even how to find them?"

Darian nodded sheepishly.

Taking a deep breath, Iscra asked, "So how did you plan to find them if you don't know anything about them?"

"Well, we could feel them really strongly when we were at home. I mean really strong, like a giant soul thread pulling us, but it turns out that the closer we got, the more scattered the threads became. I finally figured out that it must be possible for any number of people to bond to us as a Shadow Walker. And, well, I did not know that."

Iscra was shaking his head, "No one told you how to find this person?"

Darian looked very sheepish when he told Iscra, "We left before we had our meeting with the watchers and the Lyra Brycentia. I think they were going to give us final instructions."

Iscra could well understand why Kane constantly seems to feel the need to hit Darian. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. "But you felt you knew what you were doing, and you left before they told you what you needed to know." Taking another deep breath, he continued, "I would be willing to bet the reason they don't tell you before you are twenty-five is to keep you from coming over and trying to bond to the wrong person." Dropping his head, he took a few more deep breaths. "Do you have plans now? How to find the person? Where to go?"

Darian shook his head. "No, not really. We were so sure we could walk right up to them and everything would just, I don't know, click, I guess."

Closing his eyes, Captain Iscra stood silent for awhile, a very long while. Finally opening his eyes, he resignedly told Darian, "Get your benyans out of the ice—I had no idea they could do that, anyway—get them out, and all of you return to your common room. I do not want to see you until the three of you have a valid working plan that I approve of. If I do not approve of the plan you come up with when this trading is done, you will return home, in disgrace, apparently, but you will return home for the instructions you thought you were too smart to wait for, do you understand me?"

Darian nodded and then watched as Captain Iscra approached the shield keeping them private from the rest of the ship, looking at it then back at Darian the Captain finally asked, "how exactly to I get through the shield if both your benyans are, um, hiding." As soon as he had finished talking a hole just large enough for him to go through opened in the shield. Shaking his head in amazement and looking back once more at where Patro had cocooned himself in the shield the Captain left the area.

 

Chapter Five

 

Patro opened his shield enough to peek out, and seeing Kane doing the same thing, he stepped out of his shield. Both young men looked at Darian, and then in the direction the Captain had disappeared. After a few moments of silence, Darian, finally resigned, asked Patro to let him out.

After staring at each other for a few more moments, Kane finally said, "Well you heard him, to the common room until we can figure out a plan." 

The three turned to go below, but Patro's shield was in the way. Raising his eyebrows at Patro, Kane said, "The shield?"

After Patro dropped the shield, the three dejectedly trooped down below to their common room. Dropping into chairs, the three just stared at each other some more. Finally, Patro asked, "Do you think he was telling the truth?"

Kane said, "About what?"

Shrugging, Patro said, "The only ship that will take a Lyra is the Ship of the Line if they have one, which we do." Motioning to the ship around them. 

Darian and Kane both shrugged. Darian looked thoughtful for a while, and then said, "Remember last summer when we went to Kario and we wanted to go out on a cruise? The captain of the cruise ship took one look at us and refused. That was right after we bonded our Ship of the Line to us and Captain Iscra and the crew. My dad went and talked with the captain, and the captain said he could not take us out. I remember my dad asking, ‘Cannot, or will not,’ and the captain said, ‘For them, it is the same thing,’ and pointed back at us. Now Captain Iscra says no one will take us, so I guess he is right. I was upset; I remember it very clearly. I wanted to go back out on the sea."

Kane nodded, "I remember that, I wondered why we could not go on that cruise. Every other summer we go on vacation to Kario, and always went out on a cruise."

Huffing in impatience, Darian said, "What does it really matter? We need to come up with a plan. Do either of you have any idea what we can do?"

Now Kane was the one to look thoughtful. "Well, while I was stuck in the shield–" 

Darian interrupted, "You mean hiding?" 

Kane waved his words away. "Stuck, hiding, technicalities—anyway, after I had made a strategic retreat to safety, I did some thinking. I think that, since the good Captain suggested we need to do some growing up, maybe he would be open to, I don't know, getting us a guide and letting us explore this country. If we for some reason do not find our Shadow Walker and have to return in shame to get further instructions, at least we will have gotten some education out of the situation. We have plenty of funds; we have what, four embassies in this country? If we start out at this port, we could work our way east and check in at an embassy once a month. Do you think he will go for it?"

Patro and Darian both looked thoughtful for a moment. Kane usually had pretty sound ideas, so the two did not see any immediate flaws with the plan. After discussing it a little longer, Kane proposed they pitch the idea to the Captain. When Darian offered to be the one to approach the Captain, both Patro and Kane shouted him down. After a heated discussion, the young men decided the best person to approach the Captain would be Kane.

As he was leaving their common room, Darian shouted out to him, "Remember—it will be an educational experience for us."

Kane just waved back to him, "Yeah, yeah, I remember."

 

Chapter Six

 

When Kane reached topside again, he could clearly see the land in the distance. The city they were heading for looked huge, stretching even further out than their home port of Decca. If he remembered correctly, they would be tying up at the Port of Cartan, and Cartan was one of the places they had an embassy. His idea may just work. They had people in the embassy who would be able to, maybe, provide an escort and keep them out of trouble. These people were trained to navigate the sticky political situations that could arise between the two countries, so they should have no problem keeping up with the Lyra. In fact, Kane thought, they would probably be happy to get in good with the future leaders of the race. This was going to be an excellent idea.

***

"That is an idiotic idea! Completely idiotic—is this one of Darian's ideas? This screams that little hot head all over it." Captain Iscra was pacing the floor, attempting to reason with Kane.

"Well, no sir—it actually, umm—I came up with the idea. I thought we could see the country we will one day have to negotiate with… learn some of their culture, and get a bit of experience with the world."

"By yourselves? You want me to turn you loose in another country by yourselves? Which part of ‘you have the mental and emotional maturity of one of their twelve-year-olds’ did you miss?"

"Oh no, not by ourselves; Darian would have us killed in a matter of days. No, I thought that maybe, that is if you would, could you find us an escort at the embassy? One of our own people to lead us? And maybe keep it a secret that we screwed up? We talked about it and thought maybe, uh, well, we could sort of act as thought this trip was always meant to be a cultural learning experience." Kane was losing hope that the Captain would find his idea a good one. 

"A cultural learning experience? A poorly planned one, where you have no guide? Well, you are twenty-five, no one really expects mature decisions from someone so young. Although, I will tell you that twenty-five-year-olds in this country are usually married, settled with a child or two, and have been working for many years. You will need a keeper to keep you out of trouble." Sighing heavily, Iscra finally finished, "I will go to the embassy myself tomorrow after I arrange a trade meeting. I will ask who we have available, if we have anyone. Then I will try to arrange an escort, a keeper for the three of you. But you have to promise to keep your tempers under control—you and Darian. I would be ashamed for word of how the three of you have acted to reach back home. The crew on this ship—well, they are your crew, bonded to this ship by their blood. They cannot hurt you and yours without consequences, but strangers…" Sighing heavily again, "This may turn out to be a very bad idea. If it wasn't for Darian's black hair with the fire red tips, you could almost pass for a regular Deyarian. But that hair screams Fire Walker to anyone who sees him."

"Captain, if that is the only problem, then maybe we could buy him a wig to cover it up?" Kane asked doubtfully.

"A wig, son, no wig will hide what he is. The minute he gets emotional about anything, those green eyes will start to glow. Green, not blue like the rest of our race, but green. A brilliant emerald green that Lyriants have probably never seen before. They are used to our pale blue eyes, but most of them will have never seen a green-eyed person before in their life."

"What color are their eyes?"

"Hmm? Oh, they have brown eyes, ranging from light to so dark they look black. Head back down below, and tell the other two I will see about arranging something tomorrow. We will also have to arrange to come back and pick you up. That is, if I can find someone brave enough to babysit the three of you."

 

Chapter Seven

 

"Stop pacing Darian, just stop. Captain Iscra said he would see if he could arrange something after he arranges his trade meeting. We don't know how far it is to the embassy from the port area—it could be late before he gets back, and you are annoying me." Kane finally told Darian.

Darian stopped pacing and threw himself down in a chair and started tapping his fingers on the chair arm. "I know, but what if he can't find anyone? We will have to go home in disgrace."

Kane jumped up and started pacing, "I really think he wants us to succeed in this, so I am sure he will do the best he can to find someone."

"After dealing with both of you for five weeks, I think he just wants a break from us; if he does find someone he will be relieved to get rid of the two of you. He does not know how important this is to us. How can he? No, mark my words, he does not want to spend five weeks with us on the return trip, then five more weeks bringing us back, and then five more weeks with us. I don't blame him. The two of you will probably turn the man into a drunk if he has to cart us back and forth for the next few months. Not to mention that he would have to do two trading trips back to back, and he is not prepared to do that just yet."

Kane looked at Patro. "Why wouldn't he be prepared? He is a trade captain—all he did was trade the ship he was on for our ship."

Patro glanced over at Kane, then back to the notes he was trying to write, " One day, I talked to him about why he gave up his ship for this one, and what he planned to do with this one. He still owns his old ship, you know. He just hired a new captain for it, and it still runs his old trade route. He has not set up a regular trading schedule for this one yet. He couldn't with our twenty-fifth birthday approaching, and he knew we would need to come to this country around that time. After this trip, though, he expects to be able to set up something more regular. After all, if this ship does not move, it makes us no money."

Kane, curious, now had to ask, "So why did he give up his ship for this one?"

Patro shrugged, "He said there was not a captain alive who would not trade their first born to be the captain of a Ship of the Line. I am not sure if he was serious or not, though. He also said we would not understand until we were older."

"But he does intend to set up a trade route, right? I mean, ultimately that is why this ship was built, wasn't it?" Darian eased into the conversation.

Patro shrugged again, "Actually, according to the Captain, it was built as one of the four trade ships our Lyra will eventually own, but the timing of it was to travel to Lyriant. Did you ever wonder why the cruises we use to take every other summer never went far, and never outside the shield? I did. I mentioned it to the Captain during the same conversation. He just brushed it off and said they probably had a set route."

Kane looked at him, "But you don't think so after he said no captain would carry us, do you?"

"Honestly, no, I think there is more to this ship than they have told us." Patro looked up at the ceiling, "Did you just hear someone call us?" 

Listening, the young men all heard it; someone was calling them. They jumped up and headed topside, vibrating with excitement.

 

Chapter Eight

 

Standing next to Captain Iscra was a familiar-looking man, with the same bluish-white hair and pale blue eyes of every Deyarian except the fire walkers, but this one wore his hair very short. Most Deyarians wore their hair at least shoulder length. Tilting his head to the side, Kane realized he knew this man—he had not seen him in years, but he was almost certain that it was his Uncle Bryol standing next to the Captain. He remembered the scar on his face, just under his left eye. 

Before the Captain could introduce them to the man, Uncle Bryol was striding over, exclaiming how Kane had grown so much since last time. 

The Captain raised his eyebrows. "I did not know you knew them already, you did not mention that."

"Did not think it would matter one way or another. Gotten too used to keeping information to myself living over here. Secrets are a form of currency in this job. Kane there is my sister’s boy." Looking at all the boys, he told them, "Pack your bags—the Captain and I have already made all the arrangements for your tour of this country, and his return to pick you up. We will head back to my house for a few days while I make arrangements to vacation, and you can tell me on the way what you screwed up this time."

Kane looked surprised, while Darian and Patro looked at bit shocked. "What makes you think we screwed something up?" Kane finally asked while glaring at the Iscra.

"Don't look at your fine captain, boy, your mother writes me weekly letters. I may not get them but every couple of months, but she still writes ‘em. Got a whole handful of letters brought over on your ship, matter of fact. You can tell me, or I can read about it, I imagine. Thought you might want to give me your side before I read your mother's letters. Now go get your bags, it is a far piece to my house."

After the three young men had gone below, the Captain looked at Bryol, "I don't think their parents know what they did, the boys did not know ’til we were almost here."

Bryol gave a little smirk. "I knew there was something you were hiding, doesn't matter, my sister doesn't write but about once a month either; ’course she pours out every misdeed the boys have gotten into in that one letter. The easiest way to get someone to talk is to let them think you do not need the information from them, because you have other sources ready to talk—or who have already talked. Everyone wants you to have their side over another's.”

"Ah, I see, and I let it out they had done something. Well, I trust they will tell you the truth, and since you are related to Kane, I guess I do not have to warn you again how much of a handful they are." Captain Iscra sighed deeply.

Seeing that Bryol laughed, "A handful, you are really going to use such a weak word to describe those three shadow-possessed demons? I would call them a lot of things, but handful is not one of them. It is, however, much nicer than what I usually think of when I read my sister's letters. The tales I hear would make you cringe. I actually was waiting a few more years to go home to visit, to give them a little time to mature, you know. I always expect a letter telling me Darian has killed Kane. Have for years. Fire walkers only need one Ice Walker, you know. Figure one day Darian will realize that and kill Kane. Wish we could separate them ’til they mature a bit more. Oh well, maybe I can keep the two from killing each other on this trip. Hate to have to tell my sister I let her only son die at the hands of the man who is bond-brother to him."

 

Chapter Nine

 

Bryol looked at the three boys, luggage in hand, and said, "Well come on, get your gear stowed in the carriage and let’s go." Leading the way down the gangplank, he motioned to the carriage.

Darian looked at the other two, and shrugging, he loaded his luggage in the carriage and found a seat. After everyone had their things stowed, Bryol stuck his head out the door and told the driver, "Home, please."

Looking at Darian, then Kane, he told them, "You do not want to start a fight around me—you do not." Eyes narrowed, he smirked, "But if you do start one, I will finish it for you. Do you understand me?"

All three young men nodded. They had heard stories of Bryol.

"Now, it will be a while before we get to the house, so why don't you take turns and tell me exactly what kind of trouble you have started this time."

All three young men just sat staring at Bryol, eyes wide. "Well, don't everyone start at once."

The three then all tried to talk over each other, but Bryol quickly hushed them. "Ok, let’s do it this way—Patro, you start and tell me your side, then Darian, and then Kane."

Patro started with a stutter, "Well, uh, well, you see, it is all Darian's fault." 

Before he could continue, Darian interrupted to exclaim, "My fault? Everyone agreed to it!"

Bryol glared at Darian and sarcastically asked, "So both of you are now named Patro?"

Darian muttered, "Well… but it is not my fault."

"Well, when it is your turn you can tell me all about how it is not your fault at all, deal? Now Patro, you were saying?"

"Well see, sir, it is like this, we were close to turning twenty-five, and at twenty-five, we can bond our shadow walker to us, and well, we came over to get him or her, and now we can’t figure out how to find them."

"So, you should have had a meeting with Lyra Brycentia on your twenty-fifth birthing day. Instead, you decided to leave without all your instructions, and now you are stuck, and too ashamed to go home and admit you messed up. Is that about how it went?"

The three looked surprised at his mention of the meeting. No one was supposed to know about that meeting. The looks of surprise quickly turned to resignation. The three young men had just reached the same conclusion,  Captain Iscra must have told Bryol. The three were very mistaken in this belief, as they were about to find out. 

"So, Darian, do you have anything to add to that, other than how it is not your fault, because ‘everyone agreed to it’? This tells me it was your idea."

Darian gulped. "Uh, no sir, I have nothing to add. That is kind of how it was."

Bryol looked at him. "Oh, ‘kind of how it was’? Not a very firm grasp on reality there, kid."

Darian bristled at being called ‘kid,’ but he was not about to say anything, Bryol was at least 3000 years old, and had been an Elite Guard to the Lyra Brycentia before taking the position as ambassador to the Lyriant race. It was said that in over 2000 years of standing by the side of Lyra Brycentia as one of their personal guards, no one had ever bested him in a fight. Rumor even had it that Bryol could best his Lyra in a fight, but Darian was pretty sure that was just rumor. Just in case there was any truth to how good the man was, though, Darian was going to be very careful around him. It was generally agreed that Bryol was a very dangerous man to cross.

Bryol had not missed the looks of surprise on the faces of the three when he mentioned the meeting. This was going to be fun. "So, did you tell Captain Iscra about the meeting, or did you keep your mouths shut like you should have?"

The looks of surprise on those faces, Bryol thought, I wish I could send them back to Lyra Brycentia. Their looks of surprise soon turned to what Bryol would have to label as astonishment, then morphed into fear. Oh yes, babysitting these three is definitely going to be fun. He was so glad Lyra Brycentia had popped over when the boys did not make their meeting. He wondered briefly if that possibility had occurred to the boys yet, or if they now thought he had some hidden magical gift. Bryol had heard some of the stories about himself, too. Some of them were far-fetched, but some were pretty accurate. Mentally smiling, he thought, I’ll just let them wonder how I knew they’d had a meeting set up, and did not bother to stick around for it. Having made that decision, Bryol decided to take a different tact with the three; instead of telling them he was under orders from his personal Lyra, he would just let them think he was leading them around because he was available, and maybe because he was Kane's uncle. These next few months should provide him with years of stories and entertainment. By the end, he was sure even more stories about him would be told, by these three themselves.

"Ah, I see by the looks on your faces you did tell your captain about the meeting." Giving a look of reproof he, continued, "You do realize Lyra business should be kept between Lyras, and not blabbed about to anyone with an ear?"

Before he could say any more, Patro interrupted to ask, "How do you know about the meeting? You are not Lyra."

Rather than answering, Bryol just raised his eyebrows and gave a half-smile, half-smirk. "It is my job to know things."

Sagging back in his seat, Patro had a bit of a defeated look on his face. Oh yes, thought Bryol, if I can manage not to beat them silly, I will definitely have fun. For the rest of the trip, though, silence reigned within the carriage.

 

Chapter Ten

 

The young men looked back at the carriage they had just exited, then turned to look at the house in front of them. The house was not what Darian had thought it would be. He looked at Patro, and then at Kane, to see what their reactions to the house were, and he found they too were gazing at the house. It looked like it could withstand a siege. Turning to look back at the bridge they had crossed over, they saw that it even had a moat. It was larger than the house he and his benyans and all of their families lived in. And since, by necessity, they all lived in one house, their house was pretty big. But this house, well, it looked more like a castle than a house. Turning, he found Bryol watching him and his benyans. When Bryol saw Darian looking at him, he quirked one eyebrow up, and with a smirk, he said, "I entertain a lot." 

Darian stared at him, then said, "But a moat?"

Bryol gave a shout of laughter, "Moat? That is not a moat. I like to fish. I can walk out any door in my house and go fishing."

Kane and Patro were both staring at Bryol by the time he finished. Kane narrowed his eyes and said, "We may be young, and we may not have much experience, but I am pretty sure fishing holes do not usually circle castles. And, even if they did, they would not have spikes around the outside edge. What kind of fish do you have that you need spikes to keep them in?"

Bryol winked at Kane and just said, "I don't like to share my fishing spot with anyone." Turning back toward the castle he called home, Bryol motioned for the young men to follow him as he led the way inside.

Once inside the front door, Bryol reached for a rope hanging near the door and gave it a few tugs. After a few moments, a cheery-faced older lady came into the room. When she saw the three young men standing with Bryol, she clapped her hands together, and her smile got even bigger, if that was possible. "Guests from your home, sir? Oh, how wonderful! These are the young ones you told me to expect last week?" At Bryol's nod, she exclaimed, "I have all the rooms ready for them. Did you want me to show them to their rooms now?"

"No, Maggie, that won't be necessary. Have Larcen take their bags up to their common room, and please bring us a bite to eat, into the library. We will be there for the remainder of the evening. I will show the boys to their rooms when we are done. After you bring our meal to us, please take the rest of the evening off."

After Maggie left, Bryol told the boys, “Leave your bags here, and follow me.” He led them down the hall and up a set of stairs, and then down another hall. The young men noticed a common theme in all the halls—weapons of every description hung from the walls. They looked well-cared-for, and extremely dangerous. Entering the library, the young men were pleasantly surprised to find it held no weapons—but it did hold plenty of books. Books lined every wall, and in the middle of the room was a table already set up to feed four people, minus the food. Chairs were grouped around the room, along with a couple of couches. All in all, it looked like a comfortable room to spend some pleasant hours, if you enjoyed reading. Darian did not enjoy reading, and although Kane enjoyed reading some, he was not the fan of reading that Patro was. Patro looked as though he had just been given the greatest treasure on Kardan. None of the three had ever seen such a collection of books outside the Grand Library back home in Decca.

Before Bryol could direct the young men where he wanted them, Darian and Kane had seated themselves at the table, while Patro was curiously and feverishly searching the bookshelves. Knowing that if Patro was not recalled quickly from the books, it would be too late and no one would be able to pull him away, Darian quickly jumped back up from the table. With Kane right behind him, Darian approached Patro at a run just as he was reaching for a book. Batting his hand away from the book, Darian grabbed him and shoved him toward Kane. Kane swung Patro around toward the table, and despite his protest, Darian and Kane pushed him toward the table and forced him to sit.

Bryol had watched them in silence, and could only applaud their method. He remembered his sister complaining about Patro's unhealthy interest in books. Bryol was smiling when he told Patro, "I understand, believe me, I understand your desire to bury yourself in a book, but," Bryol became more serious, "we have a situation that must be addressed before you touch a book."

Patro barely heard Bryol speak, so intent was he on looking around the library. A certain book caught his eye, and he was up and out of his chair before anyone realized it. Unfortunately for him, Darian and Kane were well aware of his quickness, so he did not make it two steps before they had all but flung him back into his chair. Only then did Bryol’s words penetrate his thoughts. He turned to look at Bryol, and then turned back to look longingly at the book that had caught his eye. Finally, with a dejected look upon his face, Patro said, "Situation, sir?"

Bryol shook his head and muttered, "Perhaps the library was not the best room to start this discussion." Looking at the three boys—he could not yet see them as young men—he told them, "Yes, situation. You may not be aware of this, but until you find your shadow walker, you will remain here, in this country, with me. If it takes a year, you will be here a year, if it takes two, you will be here two. I suggest you listen to me and study hard, and maybe it will not take a year to teach you what you should have known before coming here."

Darian was the first to speak when he yelled, "A year? We can't stay here a year. We have things to do back home. We have to–"

Bryol interrupted him, "The only thing you have to do is bond to your shadow walker. That means finding him or her. When we are done eating, we will talk about what you need to know, what I know about your powers, and I will find out just what you are capable of in regards to those powers. My sister can only tell me so much in her letters, and they do not include your thoughts. I need information from you, demonstrations from you, and most of all, I need your attention." He glared at Patro when he said the last bit, "Your full attention. There will be plenty of time for books when we are done."

Patro gave a last wistful look at the books before saying, with such dejection in his voice that Bryol almost felt sorry for him, "Yes, sir."

Bryol noticed that Kane had not said a word, and in fact appeared to have become oblivious to what was going on around him, and he wondered what Kane was thinking. Darian and Patro also looked at Kane, then back at Bryol and back to Kane again. Bryol glanced at Darian, whose eyes widened as he stared at Kane. Bryol had a moment to wonder whether the boys had learned how to mind-talk already, or if there was some other reason for the look Darian was giving Kane. Bryol looked back at Kane, and noticed the boy had lost some color and seemed to look more than a little afraid. He was also, Bryol noticed, now staring back at him in what almost looked like terror. Uh oh, Bryol thought, now what?

Before he could ask Kane, he saw from the corner of his eye that Darian and Patro were still staring at Kane and were now gently, slowly easing away from him, as if they thought he would attack. Raising his eyebrows at the action, he then narrowed his eyes. He knew there were stories about him, but the boys had seemed to be comfortable with him until now. Finally, just as he had decided he might have a problem, Kane spoke.

"Maggie, the housekeeper, I guess–" a slight question in that statement had Bryol nodding, "She said you told her to expect us last week." Again, Bryol nodded, but before he could speak, Kane continued, "But last week we were still on the ship with no idea we had a problem, or maybe just a slight feeling something was wrong. We did not even know last week, so how is it that you knew we would be coming to visit? I think there is something you are not telling us. I also think we deserve to know."

Bryol laughed—a deep belly laugh. He tried to speak, but laughter kept him from speaking. After a moment, he was able to catch his breath, and he had also had a moment to think. He could not help it; he had to promote his reputation to the boys. With a smirk on his face, he looked at each of the boys in turn and finally said, "Surely you have heard things about me? You are not so secluded in your home at the foot of the mountains that stories have not reached you. Did you think the stories about me were just children's tales? I know things; I gave up protecting my Lyra because I can better help them as an ambassador to Lyriant. Did you think you could leave our country and come to my adopted country without my knowledge? Did you truly believe I would not know a problem had arisen before you arrived? Do you truly think I am so weak that problems can catch me unaware?"

By the time he was done talking, the boys were staring at him wide-eyed, and now even Kane seemed to be trying to put a little distance between them. Good, thought Bryol, scared boys are boys who will listen better. This is going to work out well—I may even be willing to let my Lyra access my memories of this when I see them again. I am definitely going to let the dragons have a glimpse of these memories. Shadows knows, he had been bored before he found out the boys had left without knowing all they needed to know. He was glad he had the absolute trust of his Lyra to be able to do what he was about to do.

Silence reigned for a few moments, but Bryol was loathe to break it. He did not want to give any reassurance to the boys. Finally, he heard his housekeeper coming down the hallway, and went to open the door. Before he reached it, he turned back to the room and, glaring at the boys, he said, "You will pull your chairs back up to the table and act happy to be here. Maggie is sensitive to moods, so you will be happy," glaring at each of the boys he repeated, "Happy, NOW!" 

The boys scrambled to get their chairs back to the table and force smiles upon their faces. With a nod of approval, Bryol opened to door for Maggie, who was pushing a cart full of wonderful smells. Darian briefly wondered how she got the cart up the stairs before his stomach began to grumble. Jumping up from the table, he rushed over to offer his aid to Maggie. Maggie smiled at him and brushed away his offer as she began to assemble the food on the table. Soon, the food was all laid out on the table, and Maggie was leaving the room. Calling out their thanks to her, the boys looked in amazement at the food on the table. Although they did not recognize everything on the table, the food they did know happened to be some of their favorite dishes from back home. Sighing in contentment, the boys began to fix their plates after casting a wary glance at Bryol, still standing by the door.

Smiling, Bryol returned to the table, where he also fixed a plate. Everyone ate in silence for the entire meal, and four very contented people finally pushed away from the table. Wariness returned to the eyes of the boys as they waited for Bryol to speak.

Bryol looked at each of the boys in turn, and finally motioned for them to retire to one side of the room, where several plush chairs sat around a small table.

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

After settling in the chairs, Bryol told the boys "My Lyra trust me—I have their absolute trust—and I have for almost 3000 years. You will trust me enough to tell me the truth, no matter how much you believe you should keep the information to yourself. I can not help you if you hide anything from me. Now, the first thing I need to know is, can you mind-speak with each other?"

Darian looked at Kane and Patro, then back at Bryol. Shrugging, he said, "No, we have not learned how to do that yet. Kane can faintly hear his dragon, though." 

Hearing Darian volunteer that information brought a glare to Kane's face, and an immediate rebuke from Bryol, who saw the glare. "I said I need information, Kane, no need to glare at Darian for doing what I ask. Any and all information could help me help you." Kane slumped down in his chair a little at the rebuke.

"The fact that Kane can slightly hear his dragon may help all of you learn to mind-talk." Hearing this, Kane sat back up in his seat with a surprised look on his face. His was not the only look of surprise. 

"How?" Kane asked.

"Well, when you hear him–"

Kane interrupted to say, "Her, my dragon is female."

 "Well then, when you hear her faintly in your mind, you need to blank all thought from your mind and try to reach out to her with your mind. If you can hear her more clearly, you then need to think of Darian and Kane speaking to her also. Try to hear her, and imagine her talking to all three of you. This will help open the pathways to your thoughts." Turning to Darian and Patro, he said, "The same goes for the two of you, think of your dragons and think of talking to them in your mind. You need to think like you are actually speaking to them."

The three young men looked faintly surprised and immediately closed their eyes.

"Not now," Bryol laughed. "I still have some questions for you, to see just what your abilities are. You can practice trying to mind-speak later."

The three opened their eyes and looked at Bryol in anticipation. Now, instead of wariness and fear, they looked excited to be speaking with Bryol.

Turning to Darian, he asked, "Can you see inside a person's soul?"

Darian looked confused and said, "Of course. I can see the thread of everyone I am woven to. Some are faint, but I can see them if I concentrate."

Shaking his head, Bryol told him, "That is not at all what I mean, but we can start there. I need you to…" he paused as if to gather his thoughts, "I cannot do it, so I only understand the basics, but if you stare at a person and look beyond what you see, into the person that they are, you should be able to see them, like a light within them. Honestly, I do not know what you will really see, but if you look inside of your benyans, you should be able to see a bluish white light. That is the best I can explain it to you. I learned much from my Lyra over the years, but some things, I could only guess that I understood. Your benyans should have a pure light, unless they are going rogue. And since they are the closest to you, and actually here right now, you should be able to see them before you see anyone else. Once you can 'see' inside of them, you should be able to 'see' inside of anyone. People who are pure will have a pure light. But even people who are good will not always have a pureness to them. Jealousy causes a slight greenish tint, while anger causes a slight reddish tint. Over the years, you will be able to see colors and relate them to what the person is like. Ah, I should clarify—just because a person is jealous of something or someone does not mean they will have a green tinge—it may be because of one object they desire. The green tinge will, if I understand correctly, only be seen in a person who is a jealous person normally. An unhealthy jealousy will leave a tinge upon their soul. A person who is always angry will have a red tinge to their soul."

Before he was finished speaking, Darian had turned to Kane and was staring intently at him, closing his eyes, opening his eyes and just staring. Kane was starting to shift in his seat uncomfortably. Bryol started laughing and finally told Darian, "You can stop closing your eyes; I do know they must be open for you to be able to do it."

After a couple of moments, Darian finally, reluctantly, turned back to Bryol and asked, "What color will I see if they are rogue or going rogue?"

Bryol made a face of distaste and told him, "Black, they will have a blackness to their soul, their soul thread will be turning black. Actually, it depends on how far gone they are. The further they are gone the blacker their soul will be, and they will reach a point when that blackness spreads to the threads that bound them to our tapestry. Once the soul threads start to reach into the tapestry, you can not save them. They must be burned from our weave." 

Kane was staring at Darian now, intently. When Bryol noticed, he laughed and told him, "Only fire-walkers can use this second sight, so you can stop trying."

Kane looked disappointed at this information, so Bryol continued, "Why do you think fire-walkers are so important to the race? They bear not only the responsibility of always watching the threads they hold, but also of burning the threads from the weave. An emptiness will always be felt by everyone who was attached to the person. That emptiness is felt the most by the ones more closely woven to the person's thread. Their parents, children, but most deeply by the three of you. My Lyra described it as a gaping hole that takes years to heal. Every time you have to remove a person from the weave that holds our people as one, it will hurt, it will ache, and you will feel it more intensely than anyone in our people. Learn to work with your watchers. Learn to use your skills with the skills of your watchers to find the people before the blackness takes them too deeply."

Patro had been listening and watching, but up until now had not said anything. At this bit of advice, he told Bryol, "We have not yet met our watchers. We do not know what the Watchers do, either."

Bryol looked at him, "As young as you are, there is no reason for you to have met your watchers. Your watchers do not yet hold the responsibility of the tapestry. Until you are 1000 years of age, everyone born is still woven to my Lyra, along with being woven to yours. For the next almost-1000 years, my Lyra still bears the burden of keeping our people safe. There is much for you to learn over the centuries, and much for your watchers to learn. But when the time comes, make sure you have a close relationship with your watchers. They can see the rogues form when they have the help of the Lyra." Darian started to say something, but before he could, Bryol told him, "Do not ask me how it works; some things are not meant for everyone to know. Some information will only be shared between Lyras and between Watchers. I can not teach you everything you will need to know to take your position as leaders of our race, but you have nine centuries to learn. The only thing I am planning on teaching you is how to recognize your shadow-walker when you meet—and maybe a few things I have picked up over the years that do not relate. Know this: you will need a close relationship with your watchers. Consider that a free lesson."

Darian and Kane looked enormously interested in what Bryol had just said about finding their shadow-walker, but Bryol noticed Patro seemed to have tuned the conversation out. Bryol did not think it really mattered if Patro, or even Kane, paid much attention to what he was saying—the only one who could actually find the shadow walker was Darian. But telling that to all three would not be a good idea, and it could cause resentment. Having reached that conclusion, he thought he should direct Patro's attention back to the conversation at hand. Maybe it would also be a smart thing to try give the impression that Kane and Patro needed to help Darian locate the shadow walker. After all, from what he understood, all three boys should be able to feel this person, and using those feelings, they should in time be able to narrow down the search. He was sure the boys would be very disappointed to realize they were not even going to start the search until Darian had mastered the soul vision, as his Lyra liked to call it. No time like the present to alert them to the fact they were stuck here for the unforeseeable future. Standing up, Bryol told the boys, "It is getting rather late. I will show you to your rooms now, and have Larcen collect you in the morning for the morning meal. After that, well we will be busy getting each of you ready for your part in locating the shadow walker. Before we can leave, Darian, you need to be able to accurately use the soul vision, and we do not leave until your dragons can each tell you that you may leave. And before you even think of trying to pull a fast one, yes, I do have a way of knowing when your dragons give final permission. We have many other things to cover before that will happen, though, so get some sleep. You’ll need the rest, trust me. You will work hard the next few weeks to accomplish everything that needs to happen before we leave." 

Bryol laughed to himself after dropping the boys off at their common room and inviting them to chose which rooms they wanted to spend the next few weeks in. The boys had been shocked to hear the word weeks come out of his mouth. He could not wait to share this information with his Lyra.

 Returning to his room, he took a deep breath and stepped into the void that would bring his next step out in the home of his fire-walker, separated by an ocean and half a continent. Sometimes age had great benefits, and practice, even more benefits. I should have checked to see how far the boys could step through the nothing and come out to another place. Oh well, he thought, no matter, I have months with them. Time to have a meeting with my Lyra. No time like the present to tell them what I have learned, and confirm the next steps I need to take—and laugh a bit—yes, these next few months are going to provide plenty of entertainment.

 

Chapter Twelve

 

The next morning after everyone had eaten, Bryol led them to a room with little in it beyond a few weapons on the walls. The room only had one door, despite being a fairly large room. The room also, being an interior room, had no windows. The floor was stone, with no rugs or carpeting upon it, unlike many of the rooms they had seen so far in passing. The walls were also bare, with no decorations other than the few weapons. Looking up, Darian noticed even the ceiling appeared to be stone. Turning to look at Kane and Patro, he noticed they, too, were staring around the room. Bryol, on the other hand, had continued into the room and was currently standing in the middle of the room. Motioning the boys closer, he told them, "I want to see how much you can do with the powers you have. Almost anyone can cast a personal shield—the more mature the person is, the greater the shield they can summon. The elite are trained to summon weapons, though few others learn how. The important thing is how strong you can make your shield, and how deadly you can make your weapon. I know all three of you have had some weapons and shield training, so let me see your shields and weapons."

The three boys smiled; now this was something they knew how to do. All three boys summoned their shields and weapons. In arrogance, they looked up proudly from what they had done to see what appeared to be a demon of ice, with the sharpest looking ice sword they had ever seen. Looking from what they had created—shields that did not even touch their bodies, but rather started a couple of feet from them and went up about waist-high—to the man standing in front of them, who looked to be wearing ice armor closely worn to his body as if it was a part of him, the boys’ moods went from arrogance to defeat in seconds. Their swords looked weak compared to his, as well. Patro and Kane turned to look at Darian, in his shield of fire and brandishing his sword of fire, and both thought that he at least stood a chance against the man in front of them. After all, Darian held a sword of fire, and everyone knows fire beats ice. Sadly for them, the boys had never actually seen an Elite in action. They were about to learn that although Bryol may or may not be able to hold his own with his fire walker, he would have no problem at all with the three of them. After the demonstration they were about to see, they would wonder for centuries if the stories were true that Bryol could beat his Lyra in a fight. And it would be many centuries before they would have the pleasure of watching Bryol spar with his Lyra.

The boys shuffled their feet and stared at the floor. They really did not want to look at Bryol at the moment. Unfortunately, watching Bryol was about to become a necessity.

Since none of the three of them were looking at Bryol, they did not notice his attack until too late. Before they could react, Kane and Patro were staring at the shattered remains of their swords and shields while Bryol held his sword to Darian's throat with the demand he yield and drop his shield. For a moment, arrogance overrode good sense, and instead of yielding, Darian pushed more fire to his shield and sword. Unfortunately for him, he had never learned how to fight, and he certainly did not realize that a slight waver, almost impossible to see, connected him to his fire. But Bryol was trained, he was an Elite, and he knew what that slight waver was—he knew that it resembled a thread, a thread that only had to be cut with his sword and the shield would collapse. The sword would remain since it was connected, was actually part of Darian's hand, but the shield was gone in a matter of moments.

 All three boys stood looking at the place where just a second ago, Darian's shield had been, and after another moment, all three began inching away from the ice-covered demon in front of them. Realistically, they knew Bryol would never hurt them, but they had also been brought up to believe no one could get through the shield of a fire walker. When everyone in the race could summon ice, and most were very weak at it, to see ice trump fire was frightening. It was impossible—wasn’t it? Suddenly, they felt it was time to make a hasty retreat. Almost as though all three boys could mind-talk, they turned as one and raced for the door. They had just gotten a healthy dose of reality and fear, and they only had one thought—strategic retreat, or at least a hasty retreat. The room was large; they were a good distance from the door, and they had a 3000-year-old Elite in the room with them. Before they had gotten halfway to the door, Bryol had taken a step which took him out of the room and into the void, finishing his step to reappear in front of the door, facing into the room—putting him right in front of the retreating boys, who stopped so suddenly in an attempt to flee the other way that they fell together in a tangle of limbs. 

Bryol doubled over in laughter and let his shield and sword absorb back into himself. Shadows, he could not wait till the next time he went home to tell his Lyra about this. Sadly, he thought it would have to wait a few days. Stepping that far twice in one night really took a toll on a person. And after doing it last night, he was tired. The boys, who had been struggling to regain their feet, seemed to calm down once he had absorbed his shield and sword. Getting to their feet, they warily kept their eyes on Bryol, who had not managed to stop laughing. Finally, Bryol regained his breath from the laughter that he was still trying to contain. Shaking his head, he told the three boys, "You have a lot of training to do. Some things I can help you with, and some things I can not. I can show you what an ice shield should look like, but I can not help you form one. Darian, I can tell you what a fire shield should look like, but of course, it should go without saying I can not show you. I can show you what an ice sword should look like, but I can not show you a fire sword. I can, though, tell you just what one should look like. By the time you go home, I expect you all to be able to make a shield that fits you. Those shields you made are good for nothing but hiding in. This afternoon, all three of you will return to this room to practice, and you will practice until called for the evening meal. For now, we have some more things I need to check concerning your abilities."

Looking at Darian, he told him, "I want you to step from here," pointing to a spot on the floor, "to the other side of this room." Looking at Kane and Patro he told them, "And I want you to follow him."

Darian looked at Kane, then Patro and shrugging, he took a step—and stepped out halfway across the room. Kane and Patro quickly followed, but neither boy made it quite to the middle of the room. Bryol took a deep breath. Maybe this is not going to be so fun after all, he briefly thought. 

"Ok, Darian—now I want you to close your eyes, and keep them closed." After Darian closed his eyes, Bryol stepped over to where Kane and Patro stood, and taking each of them by the arm, he pulled them to the right side of the room. When they reached the side of the room, he quietly told them, "Do not move, and do not make a sound."

Taking a step, he came out just in front of Darian, who had turned around to face the door when he landed moments earlier. Taking his arm, he turned him a quarter turn to the right, to face the left side of the room so that the doorway was now on his left, and his benyans were directly behind him. "Now Darian, without opening your eyes, I want you to take a step forward and come out by Kane and Patro."

 "How exactly am I suppose to come out by them when I can not see them?" Darian asked with a touch of sarcasm. 

"You can feel them, can't you? If you can feel them, you should be able to step right to where they are."

After not moving for a few moments, Darian remembered when Kane had thrown him from the ship. In his terror and desperation, he had reached out for the feeling of Kane and Patro, and dragged himself to where he could feel them. All he had to do was remember how. Now that he was thinking about that, he realized he had stepped much further that day, from the ocean to his benyans, than he had when he stepped across the room just a moment ago. He had barely made it halfway across this room by just stepping, but by pulling himself to Kane and Patro, he had gone a fair distance. Vowing to think more about it later, and possibly ask Bryol, he concentrated on pulling himself to Kane and Patro. As he stepped, he heard the two grunt, but before he could say anything to them, or question what could be wrong, he was stepping out right in front of Kane and Patro—both of whom looked like they were just catching themselves from almost falling over. Frowning at them, he turned around to locate Bryol, only to see him standing in the door with his head between his hands, shaking his head and muttering, "No, no, no…" Darian looked questioningly at Kane and Patro, but both shrugged their shoulders in confusion. 

Watching Bryol warily, the three began to ease their way toward the door, where Bryol was standing. Finally, when they were about halfway there, Bryol lifted his head and with a deep sigh told them, "That is not how you do it."

Darian shrugged and said, "But it worked."

Bryol took a deep breath again and told him, "But you also almost brought Kane and Patro to their knees. Do you really think that would be the best way to enter a room when they call to you? By bringing your benyans to their knees, you would make them appear weak to others, when you will always need to appear strong. When I tell you that you have done something wrong, you do not tell me it worked—you ask me how it was wrong. You ask me how to do it correctly. But you do not tell me, with such arrogance in your voice, that it worked. It did not work. If it had worked, they would not have strained to bring you to them. They were straining as much to hold on to the connection as you were to walk it, maybe more so. I think—no, I know—I need a break. I am going fishing. I will be gone until the mid-meal. While I am gone, you will each practice stepping from the door to the far side of the room. Familiarize yourself with how it feels, and build on that. If you manage to accomplish that, and only if you manage, you will take turns standing in the middle of the room with your eyes closed and walking to the others." Glaring at the three, he continued, "You will do it without bringing the other two to their knees. In order to do that, you will set your mind on tracing the soul threads that bond the three of you together, and visualizing where that thread ends—which will be where that person is—and you will step to that location. I do not believe that you will manage to do that before the mid-meal, but every morning, you will return here and you will practice those two things until all three of you can do both of those things—stepping to each other, and not bringing your benyans to their knees. After the mid-meal, Darian will practice for an hour, trying to use soul vision until he can clearly see both of your souls. That will not come quickly to you, Darian, so don't give up. After that, you will all make your way back to this room, where you will practice your shields and swords until the evening meal. You saw what my shield looked like; attempt to make your shields like a suit of clothing you wear. And push your fire and ice tighter to your swords. When the gong sounds, make your way to the dining area for the mid-meal. Do not be late, and do not miss it. Maggie gets upset when people miss meals—she takes it as a personal insult. Do not insult her while you are here." With that, Bryol turned abruptly, left the room, and strode down the hall.

Darian turned to look at Kane and Patro, only to find they were both staring wide-eyed at him. Finally, Kane said, "Well, looks like he has our day planned out. Wonder what he plans on us doing after the evening meal?"

Patro shrugged, "I don't know, but did you see him in his armor? I say we get to work. It does not look like we will be leaving anytime soon to find our shadow walker." 

With muttered agreements, Darian and Kane turned to face into the room and begin what they would later find out was a daily routine for them.

Later that evening, while they were eating the evening meal, Bryol gave them another task. "Your evenings are yours to do with as you wish; you have full access to the library, however, I would use the time wisely to learn to mind-speak with your dragons and with each other. We do not leave to find your shadow walker until you can step from one side of the training room to the other, step to each other, mind-talk to each other and your dragons, and Darian can use soul vision. How quickly you learn those tasks is up to the three of you."

"What about shields and swords, sir?" Darian asked.

Bryol shrugged, "It can only be to your benefit to learn those, but our search is not dependent upon that. You have an Elite to train you, while you are only twenty-five, and that is not something many Lyra can boast of having. Were I you, I would concentrate on learning as much as you can while you are here. When you advance a bit further in building your shields, I will teach you more, but for now, practice what I have told you to practice. The time before morning meal is your own, but the rest of the day will be spent as you spent today. You will see me at meals, so any questions you have, ask then. Every sixth day, you can take the day to do as you want, just remember—we don't leave ‘til you can do all I have set out for you to do, and ‘til your dragons say you are ready." Bryol wiped his mouth and rose from the table. When he reached the doorway to the dining room, he turned back. "Remember, when we leave depends on how hard you are willing to work." With that, Bryol walked out of the room, leaving the young men to stare at the doorway.

 After a few more moments, the young men followed him out the door and made their way to the library to practice. They were each positive it would just be a matter of days before they left to find their shadow walker. If they had known it would be weeks before they left, they may have protested. It would have done no good; Bryol had very specific instructions about what the boys had to be able to do–not just to find their shadow walker, but also to bond the life thread and soul thread of this person to their soul threads. Weaving a Lyriant into the Deyarian tapestry of souls was not like weaving a one of their own. That was automatic and happened at birth. A Lyriant did not have the same connection, and the boys would need to be much more aware of their powers than they were now in order to do what they came to do.

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Bryol was sitting in one of the chairs of the library, calmly reading a book while the three boys stewed on the other side of the room. Bryol knew they were unhappy, but until they remembered they needed to get permission from the dragons to continue, he would just continue to train them. They needed to learn to remember important information, and when they did not, they needed to know to ask for information. They had done neither. They continued to assume that he would suddenly pick a day and they would leave. They had been ready to go for almost two weeks, but they would not leave until the boys remembered or got up the nerve to ask what the hold up was. Bryol figured that should not take much longer.

Darian was furious—and worried. Kane and Patro were not happy either. They had been at Bryol's almost three months now, and they could now do all that Bryol had asked of them when they first started, but now he was adding things. At this rate, they would never leave. If Darian was being honest with himself, they could do everything, but that did not mean they could do it all well. And apparently, you could not hide anything from a dragon. It had taken weeks for them to finally form the connection to their dragons and each other, and although it was pretty incredible to be able to have private conversations with each other when Bryol was in the room, it was also a little dangerous. It seemed that while they were training, Bryol thought it rude to mind-speak in front of him. He said that until they could learn to do it without giving it away, they could not do it in front of him. When he caught them, he would slap them upside the head, so they were rapidly learning how to do it without making facial expressions or using their mouths to form the words. Using their mouths was probably what got them in the most trouble. Seems Bryol could read lips, and usually what the boys were saying was not something they wanted Bryol to hear, or in this case, see. 

Now Bryol wanted them to practice being in different rooms of the castle to step to each other. And he was apparently not pleased with how little distance they could travel while stepping from one point to the next. He also was not pleased with how pathetic their swords were, but he did have a little praise for their shields. They had learned several new things about themselves and their powers since coming to stay with Bryol, and sometimes they actually managed to forget for awhile that they did not actually come to stay with Bryol, but to find their shadow walker. 

Darian looked at Kane and Patro, "What do we do? We have done all he has asked of us—maybe we are not good at everything, but we have done all he said we had to before we could leave. We mastered the last task two weeks ago, and yet we still sit here day after day, practicing whatever he comes up with each day."

Kane shrugged his shoulder and mournfully said, "I don't know."

Patro, trying to read a book, looked up and asked, "Why don't we ask him what we have left to learn before we can leave?"

Darian shot him a disgusted look and said, trying to mimic Bryol's voice, "Practice boys, what you need is more practice."

Patro shrugged, "Well I, for one, am tired of sitting here wondering. I am going to ask him."

Getting up and laying his book gently in the seat, he strode across the room to ask Bryol the question that had been slowly driving them all crazy. "What will it take for us to be able to leave in search of our shadow walker?"

Bryol had watched Patro approach after hearing bits of the conversation, as Darian was not quiet when he was upset. Bryol answered him, "I told you from the beginning, once you have the dragon's permission, we will leave."

Patro's shoulders sagged, "Seriously, that is all we are waiting on? Um, how do we get permission?"

Bryol smiled in relief. The boys were starting to understand that sometimes you have to know what question to ask. "If you are ready to ask them, ask."

Patro turned his attention inward, searching for his dragon connection. After a moment, Bryol watched him mouth the words, "May we start our quest to find our shadow walker?"

After a few moments of watching Patro hold what looked like a silent, one-sided conversation with his dragon, Bryol saw his face light up in excitement. Suddenly he jumped around shouting, "We can go, we can go." 

Bryol thought to himself, and that reaction is how you know what the dragon says even when you can not talk to dragons. He spared a brief moment to be glad that the boys were so young and inexperienced that they could not yet hide their mind-talking. They were getting better at making no sound and keeping their lips still when talking to each other in the same room, but they were failing miserably at trying to do the same thing with a dragon they could not see and had never laid eyes on that was a half a world away. As the boys began to shout over each other in their excitement Bryol silently got up, and moving to the door, he made to leave. Turning back to the room, he told the boys, "Pack your bags—we leave on the morrow after the morning meal." He quickly exited the door and headed down the stairs to let Maggie and Larcen know when they would be leaving. He expected the next few weeks would not be pleasant when the boys realized they still could not just go directly to their shadow walker, but would have to travel around the country feeling for the stronger threads and chasing shadows. When hundreds of people could be your shadow walker but only one would be, they were going to find they had a lot of shadows to chase. His Lyra assured him that the boys would know beyond all doubt when they found the person. If there was any doubt at all, he was to assure the boys that whoever they were looking at was not their shadow walker. He was to use his reputation to the hilt. His Lyra had told him discouragement could cause them to desire the next one found be the one. He had assured his Lyra he would do all in his power to guide the boys. That was all he could do from this point on, just guide them and hope they found the correct person.

Chapter Fourteen

 

"Come on Darian, we've been searching for weeks, you must be able to do something." Kane was disappointed and discouraged, and you could hear it in his tone.

Darian turned to glare at Kane, "Oh, sure I can. I can lead us right to them, but I thought it would be more entertaining to wander around the countryside, meeting strange people and sightseeing. Didn't you enjoy the mountains, or the seaside stops? Or looking at the strange trees? Or maybe you are not enjoying the sparring practice every day?"

Kane's shoulders drooped with each sarcastic word from Darian's mouth. Bryol had been right, traveling with the three was no fun at all. The fights were getting better, and he did not mean the sparring. The actual fights when the tempers would rage and the boys would lose control. Now that they could use more of their powers, it seemed to be a contest as to who could move from one spot to the next and come out swinging the fastest before stepping away again. Learning those things was important, though. The boys would need to know how to flee danger while attacking. 

Just as it looked like the boys would get in yet another fight, Bryol saw all three heads come up and swing rapidly to the left. He gave a deep sigh. Another one. He had long since recognized the signs of when the three sensed a potential shadow walker close by, as one the heads would swing toward the person they sensed, and in a moment they would jump from the moving carriage and take off running. Calling to the driver to halt, he was almost quick enough this time to stop the carriage before the three jumped out and were soon dashing away. Motioning for the driver to follow the boys, he hoped this time they managed to stay out of trouble until he got there. He could have stepped from the carriage to where they were, and continued stepping until they reached their destination, but he really tried to keep the general populace from knowing what people of his race could do. Fear caused people to do insane things. 

As the carriage closed in on the location the boys had rushed to, Bryol heard fighting. With a deep sigh—he seemed to do that a lot lately—he hurriedly jumped from the carriage and rounded the corner to rescue yet another Lyriant from the three idiots. Stopping in disbelief at the sight in front of him, he smiled. It was not any of his boys doing the fighting, instead they seemed to be in an intense conversation with each other, with lots of hand gestures. Before he could reach them, much less stop them, he saw both Kane and Patro summon large balls of ice and throw them at one of the opponents, knocking the man down and out. Darian was—Oh no, the idiot was not going to throw a fireball at the person. He stepped to Darian's side in a flash and knocked the boy’s hands down. Turning on Darian, Bryol demanded, teeth clenched, "Are you trying to kill him?"

Darian, barely looking at Bryol, nodded his head, "Yes, of course. It is our job."

Bryol blinked a few times and managed to slap Darian's hand, again, to knock the new fireball away. Then he saw Kane and Patro approaching the other man left standing, a very furious man. Grasping the collar of Darian's shirt, he pulled him along with him toward the other two boys. Before they could reach them, the new man threw punches at both Kane and Patro, who looked stricken at the attack. Bryol stopped short at the sight. Kane and Patro did not even raise a hand to defend themselves, and instead were both pleading with the man. Another deep sigh, and Bryol continued dragging Darian toward the new fight—if you could call it a fight, when his charges were so busy defending themselves with nothing but words. When he reached the new fight, he pushed the stranger away from his charges, only to have them turn on him furiously. Bryol realized at that instant that he had made a grave mistake. Seems the boys had finally found their shadow walker, and to a Lyra, no one messed with their shadow walker. Stepping away and back again, he began to slap each boy upside the head, and before each one could react, he had moved on to the next one. The stranger stood watching in shock at the display in front of him. Suddenly, the stranger muttered, "Sorcery," and with one last disgusted look at the felled man on the ground, he took off running.

Just as suddenly as the boys had turned on Bryol, they now turned to him frantic. "He is getting away!" one of them yelled, and with that, the boys took off at a run. 

Bryol turned to look at the carriage, now beside him, and climbing in, he gestured toward the running boys. "Follow ‘em," was all he said. Looks like I’m going to have my work cut out for me, if the reception the shadow walker just gave the boys was any indication. Good thing I excel in diplomacy—looks like I’m going to need all my skills to fix this mess.

When he caught up with the four, he found the stranger with a board in his hands, in the middle of a stand-off with his three charges. Walking up to the four, he cuffed his three upside the head, and in a voice that could not be denied, demanded they all three return to the carriage and stay there until he could try to fix the mess they had made of the situation. Though they were protesting the entire way, they reluctantly headed to the carriage. As they turned away, Bryol asked one question over their protest, "Are you sure?"

With equal looks of disgust, the three almost snarled at him, as they all agreed—they were certain this stranger was indeed the one they had been looking for this entire time.

Nodding, Bryol gestured for them to continue to the carriage. Once they had climbed in, he told the driver to take them to the inn on the outskirts of town, where he had arranged lodging for the night earlier that day. When it looked as though the three would jump out of the carriage, Bryol snarled at them, "If you get out of that carriage, if you so much as think about returning here, I will make you wish you had never been born. Go—before I leave you to your own devices and watch you spoil any chance you will ever have."

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Bryol turned to look at the stranger, who was still holding his piece of wood in a defiant stance. "Son, I mean you no harm; I just want to talk. Would you tell me your name? Mine is Bryol—I am an ambassador for my people." 

The stranger looked at him in disbelief, "An ambassador? You people are crazy. Why are you chasing me?"

Bryol gave another long-suffering sigh, "Please, the wood—You must know it is useless against me. Your name?"

The stranger looked at the piece of wood in his hands as if he did not remember how it got there. He went to set it down while watching Bryol. Seeming to come to a decision, he just leaned it against his leg, never taking his eyes off Bryol. "You know our people are at peace with yours, right? I mean, we have not gone to war, and no one forgot to tell me, right?"

Bryol gave a snort. "No, we are at peace. Boy, are you going to tell me your name?"

The stranger bristled at being called boy, "I am no boy, mister. You, who stand there close to my age, dare call me ‘boy’?"

Bryol laughed, "Our people have more differences than you can imagine. I am almost 3000 years old—to me you are naught but a boy, and I am losing my patience with you."

The stranger looked shocked, and turned to look where he had seen the carriage disappear. Seeming to realize this took his attention off Bryol, he immediately jerked his attention back. "Why would your people attack me? Attacking people younger than you is... is... why?"

Bryol just looked at him. "They," pointing to the no-longer-visible carriage, "are mere children to us. And not even in your wildest imaginations can you claim they attacked you. From where I was standing, you looked to be attacking them. And they are mere children to us. Much like a young teenager in your race, possibly younger than a teen."

The stranger was now staring at Bryol in disbelief, "You lie."

 Bryol raised his eyebrows, "No, I assure you, I do not. Now, your name?"

"Sarian, my name is Sarian."

"Ah Sarian, I have a great tale to tell you, a lot of background about our people, and I would say I owe you an apology for how my charges acted, but, well, they are rather young. I know in size, they look to be much the size you are, but in maturity, they fall very short. It will come with age, and for what you will have to deal with, for that I do offer my sincerest apologies."

 "I have no desire to listen to what you have to say, and I have no need to deal with your ‘children’." Sarian snorted and turned away, only to find himself still facing Bryol, who had stepped from where he was to in front of Sarian.

Seeing this, Sarian jerked up the piece of wood and darted a glance behind him to where Bryol had been. The fear was almost a tangible thing.

"I will not hurt you Sarian, trust me, it would be more than my life is worth. Now—do you have somewhere we can go to talk?"

"Talk here."

Shrugging in resignation, Bryol began his story. He told how everyone in the race was connected as if to one large tapestry via soul threads. He explained that a Lyra was the name of the three people born the same day, linked forever together, destined to lead the people. He explained a little of the powers of the people, and especially the Lyra. Then, hesitantly, he began to explain the 4th person of the Lyra. This one was born a continent away, in a different race, on the same day as the Lyra. He continued his explanation of how the Lyra would one day go in search of the person, to complete their bond and their Lyra. He told him how the Lyra would know this person from all others, and would protect this person with everything in their power. Bryol could see awareness dawning in Sarian's eyes, but he continued before Sarian could interrupt, with the explanation of how the Lyra, once they found the person, would bind him or her to the Lyra, life and soul. He paused then to let Sarian speak, expecting the obvious question; Sarian did not disappoint.

"What do you mean, ‘bind life and soul’?"

Bryol gave the tiniest of smirks. "Just what I said. Your soul thread will be woven into our people, and your life, well, let’s just say you won't die young. We live for quite a long time."

Narrowed eyes stared back at him, "And I guess, from all this explanation, that those other three believe me to be the one they have been searching for all this time."

Bryol shrugged, "They say you are the one—they are the only ones who would know, and it has not been that long, they have been searching for only a few months."

Sarian just stared at him. After a few moments, his attention seemed to drift away and he started muttering, "I am not going crazy, all that jabbering in my head that sounded almost like someone talking—you mean I am not going crazy?" Looking back up at Bryol, he lifted one eyebrow and asked, "The voices I keep almost hearing in my head, you said they can mind-talk, is that them trying to talk to me?"

Bryol uncertain how to answer the question, decided to lie, unsure how to tell him about the dragon that he would bond with, believing it would be a mistake this early on. Get him bonded and gone before telling him about the dragon, Bryol thought. "Yes, their mind links were probably attempting to reach you, so I would say yes."

Sarian's shoulders slumped in relief, "I am not going crazy. Your story is hard to believe, but for some reason it sounds right—it feels right. I will meet your charges, and, did you say they are like little boys?" Seeing Bryol nod, disappointment crossed Sarian's face, “And you say I have to put up with them constantly ‘til they mature?"

Bryol smirked, "For thousands of years, actually." Holding up his hand when it looked as though Sarian would speak, he said, "But you will share a bond closer than any family you have here." 

At the mention of family, Sarian looked back in the direction he had been when they first met. "I have no family left. That man we left behind murdered my family. I had just caught up to him. I want—I need—to make sure he is dead before I leave. I assume I must leave and return to your country with you?"

"Not me," A giant smile graced Bryol's face, "You sail back with them."

"So will I have powers like I have seen you do after today?" Sarian questioned as they began the long walk to the inn.

"Like mine? No, not like mine, not like theirs, you will be unique among our people, with a different sort of power. Well, unique in that you will be the 3rd living Shadow Walker we have."

"You have others, like me? Born here and changed?"

"Yes, for every Lyra, there is a Shadow Walker. Do not ask me how your powers work—only a Shadow Walker can teach you. When can you be ready to leave?"

Sarian gave a start of surprise, and with a mournful look, he said, "My family is gone. I have nothing here, I can leave when you are ready—after I kill that demon who killed my family." The anger was evident in his voice.

"Good, we kill him and go. We will collect your Lyra, and go to your home for you to pack." 

Before he could finish, Sarian angrily shouted, "I have no home—he burned it with my family inside!"

Bryol could only say, "I am sorry for your loss."

The two reached the unconscious body on the ground. Before Sarian could do anything, Bryol stopped him. "The powers you will have can give this man nightmares if you want to wait to dispense your judgment."

Sarian looked at him in disbelief, "You would really stand there and allow me to just kill an unconscious man?"

Bryol looked at him. "If you want him dead, I will kill him myself for you. You will one day rule our people with those idiots back at the inn. Shadows help our people. If dead you want this one, dead he shall be, but... learn to wield your powers, and you can return and make his life a living nightmare. Your choice."

Sarian stood thoughtful for a moment longer. Finally nodding, he said, "If I must live with the nightmare he caused, I will trust that I can one day return the favor." Nodding a few more times, he turned to Bryol. "I am ready to leave."

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Two months later…

 

Black eyes narrowed in frustration, Sarian asked Hered, the Shadow Walker of the Lyra Brycentia, "What do you mean I have to put up with them for the next 10,000 years? Have you actually met them? They are worse than children. If I have to put up with them, I may kill Darian and Kane." Pausing to think, he then added, "Possibly Patro, too. I can't do it, no sane person could."

Hered laughed, "In our race, they are children." Sobering quickly, Hered went on to explain, "They need you, just as the Lyra Brycentia needed me. Without a Shadow Walker to draw the darkness from their souls, they would eventually become bitter and the blackness would rot their souls. Think of the most evil ruler in the world, then multiply it by the power they will possess, and you could not, even then, imagine what horror they could inflict upon our people and the world."

Sarian shook his head, "I do not understand. I have not even figured out what a Lyra is yet everyone keeps saying I am part of one. This is beyond confusing."

Hered looked a bit taken aback as he replied, "A Lyra is what you would call a king maybe, a ruling class, hmmm, how to explain a Lyra…. four people born as one. Born to rule, born to carry the Deyarian race tapestry of souls upon their soul. They protect and weave the soul threads of the Deyarian race. Deyarian would translate most loosely as the woven ones.  As the Shadow Walker of your Lyra, you are like a king of our people. You just happen to have three other kings to rule with you.  Always four but not always male, always one Fire Walker, two Ice Walkers and one Shadow Walker that is as you. Born of the Lyriant race a Shadow Walker is woven into our race by soul and by blood.  As for the darkness, every death, no matter the cause, is felt by the ones in our race most closely woven to that person. It leaves an emptiness in the soul to lose a thread you are attached to, and no one is more closely attached to anyone than the Lyra of their age. Everyone in our race has a soul thread that is woven to others, a child to his mother, the mother to her mate. An average person is woven to every family member they have, along with everyone born the same day they are born, along with a few others born the days before and after. But a Lyra, well, they are woven to everyone born the day they are born, and for the next four thousand years, every child born is woven into the tapestry of our people by their Lyra. And the Lyra—once woven to someone—those soul threads reach out for everyone that person is woven to, eventually causing the Lyra to weave backwards into souls born long before them. By the time your Lyra is three thousand years old, their soul threads will reach Deyarians who have lived nine thousand years. And they will feel every single death. What we do, why we are so necessary to the survival of not only our Lyra, but our very race, is to draw that emptiness, that blackness away. Our power is unique and not well understood by our people."

Sarian incredulously asked, "So we are to be filled with this darkness, this bitterness you mention? If I am one fourth of a Lyra won’t I feel these deaths you speak of, will I, too, weave my soul to others?"

Shrugging his shoulders, Hered smirked, "Yes, but for us it is not bitterness—it is power. Once you are bonded, your soul thread will weave to others automatically, it is nothing you do, it just is." With a small wince, he continued, “Be glad you are only twenty-five.”

Bitterness evident in his voice, Sarian snarled, "I do not want power at the expense of others."

Somber once again, Hered told him, "If you did, you would never have been chosen by your Lyra. When your Lyra came looking for you, they looked at your heart, or more specifically, Darian looked. We have a phrase taught to every Fire Walker, and they use this phrase to find their Shadow Walker. To find a Shadow look for gold, encased in purple it will hold, the one to finish, the one to form, from this one are Shadows born. In you they found a pure heart, incorruptible by anything or anyone. Everyone, no matter how good, has a bit of taint upon their soul. But a Shadow Walker, with a golden soul, can never be turned, will never feel the taint that others will feel. You can be hurt, you can be angry, you can feel emotions, but they will never taint your soul. You are—well we Shadow Walkers are—quite literally the only people in the entire race who can never be corrupted, can never go rogue against the race. And it is the magic of your power that will draw off the taint that sears a soul when it suffers loss after loss when our people die. Those shadows you draw away from your Lyra will become so great that one day you will be able to shape them into the physical world. Your power will allow you to draw shadows to you, to become one with shadows. Your shadows will be your weapon to keep our people safe, to protect your Lyra and all whom you will grow to love. You will never be able to harm another, so learn to shape your power well. You can cause great fear with your shadows—learn to wield that fear as your greatest weapon. One day, the losses of the people will reach a point where your shadow can form a sword—although it will be pretty worthless, except as a fear tactic. You cannot kill—you may want to, you may try to, but something inherently stops us from physically harming another—ah—except in defense of your Lyra and your life. Understand that in that instance, the pureness of souls such as ours demands we protect those we hold most dear. Never been in that situation myself, I was just given that info in much the same manner you just were."

Sarian began to pace, "This is the strangest race, voices in my head demanding I return—to where, I have no idea. I thought it was the boys, but it does not sound like them. Soul threads, tapestry, watchers, and Fire Walkers, this race is completely mad." Hearing a snort of laughter, he jerked back to the present, and as he whirled around, he glared at Hered.

 Hered could not contain his laughter as he asked, "Voices, huh? Perhaps no one told you of the dragons?"

At Sarian's look of disbelief, Hered's laughter seemed to increase. "What dragons? This race has dragons? Impossible, dragons are myths told to children. I thought those three were just making things up. They kept talking about wanting to see dragons but, but…"

"Ah, my young friend. You still have much more to learn of our world and our race. When you bond with your Lyra at the watchtower this next noon, you will bond not just to your Lyra, but to the dragon that has claimed you as his bonded. Every Lyra has a dragon—a bond for life and more precious than any gem. He hatched the day you were birthed, and he has been waiting for you to return—a bit impatient lately, and a bit moody. His name is Irirnan, and he waits for you. They all wait for not just you but for your entire Lyra. I think my dragon is almost as impatient to see the ones her offspring will bond to as the young dragons are to bond to your Lyra. They have been waiting these twenty-five years and then some for your Lyra. Ah… they are just children also. I would pity you, if I had not had to go through the same thing as you when I was your age. Understanding will come with time, but acceptance, I need that today. I need you to understand, I have stood where you stand; I have had this conversation with a Shadow Walker before me, and if I had the choice all over again, I would destroy the world to be bonded into this race."

Raising his eyebrows, Sarian remarked, "Destroy the world? You said we could do no harm. I don't think I am the one they want. There was this man—I was going to kill him before I came over here. I still want him dead for murdering my family. You said a pure heart. That does not sound pure."

Shrugging his shoulders, Hered merely said, "Figure of speech. As for the man, you left him alive. You had the chance to kill him; you had the chance for four others to kill him, yet he lives. Each member of your Lyra would have killed him for you; my Elite, Bryol, would have killed him at a word from you. I stand by my comment. Until you try to take a life that is not trying to take yours, you will have to trust me. Trust us—to our race, you are the most important person alive right now, and you will be for thousands of years." Turning, he began to walk out of the room. Turning back, he winked and said, "Perhaps you should keep that bit to yourself, for at least a thousand years or so. Fire Walkers do not take kindly to being second-best to a Lyriant turned Deyarian. One thousand years from now, they will not even remember you started out anywhere but here. Now come, we have many things to do to prepare for the ceremony tomorrow, and I can answer questions as we go."

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Two thousand nine-hundred seventy four years later

 

"Enough! I have heard enough!" Darian shouted. Sure, it may be a little undignified for a leader to shout, he thought, but be-damns if a person can even hear themselves think in this racket. As the ranking fire-walker on the planet, it was his responsibility to find a way to save their race. Well actually, he thought, it is the entire Lyra's responsibility, and I am only one-quarter of that. Sometimes he really hated his job. Usually he had a rather careless way about everything, but lately things were really bringing him down. If it was not for his two benyans, Patro and Kane, and his shadow-walker, Sarian, he would have gone insane long ago. Wait, no—if not for them, he would have died. Although if no one could come up with a solution to get off this planet, it looked like they would all die. That would probably suck.

"I need solutions, people, not fighting. If you do not have a solution, then get out."

As the room slowly cleared out, Darian looked to his two benyans and his shadow-walker. " How long did the scientists estimate we had left?"

"Ten years, max," replied Kane. At that, his benyan shrugged his shoulders. "Same answer as last month, and the month before, and…"

Patro interrupted, "You know, Darian, you really should talk to the sorcerers again. I know we have talked to the dragons and the watchers, but we should definitely talk to the sorcerers. Even Irirnan agrees that something may come of it."

The look of disgust that crossed Darian's face could not be mistaken for anything but what it was. "Legends and myths will not get us off this planet. I need real answers not some hocus-pocus mumbo-jumbo the sorcerers seem so fond of spewing out." Darian paused, "Wait, did you say Irirnan said we should talk to the sorcerers? Has he seen something in one of his visions?" Turning to Sarian, he asked, "Why would your dragon want me to talk to the sorcerers?"

"You believe in dragon visions, but not in the sorcerers? Great shadows, man, be reasonable." Sarian almost yelled at Darian.

At that moment, one of the scientists wandered back into the room. "Malory, if you have the portal ready, when can I test it? It is my turn, I know it is, and I want to send a bird through next..." the words faded away as the scientist looked up from his notes, and with a startled look on his face, scuttled back out of the room.

Darian looked at Kane and Patro, "Who exactly is Malory, and what did he fix? What is this portal? Is this someone I should know? Did someone find us a way off this dying planet and did not bother to tell me? See if you can get Gragen back in here, blasted scientists."

Sarian jogged out of the room after Gragen. After a few minutes, he came back in the room, laughing. The others looked at him and just waited, Finally Darian asked what they were all thinking. "What exactly is so funny at a time like this?"

Sarian looked around the room at his brothers—by birth, though, not by blood. With a smirk on his face, he asked the question he knew would set Darian off. "Do you remember that sorcerer last month, young, waved his hands around a lot, kept hopping around the room like he could not stay in one place?"

"That imbecile has an answer?" Darian asked incredulously.

"It would appear that not only does he have an answer, he has an answer using those legends and myths you keep shooting down." Sarian replied.

"Well if he has an answer, why isn't he in here telling me? And I thought you were suppose to bring Gragen back with you?"

"Ahhh Gragen, well, about that. It seems, well it is... you know I cannot stand to see a grown man cry. He wandered into the wrong room, but realized he had gotten turned around, and was headed to Malory when I caught him. When I told him he was needed back in here, he started talking about—well, it got confusing, to tell you the truth. And when he thought I was taking him away from the new discovery again, he started to cry. It was embarrassing to be seen in the hall with him crying. Embarrassing!"

"Again? Taking him away again? So when I had all the scientists in here just a bit ago, they knew then?" Darian asked. "Why didn't they say anything?"

Sarian started laughing again. "Seems everyone believes you are going to kill Malory, and they could not bear to lose this new discovery, so they were protecting the new discovery, and by extension, Malory. I think that was part of why Gragen started crying."

In disbelief, Darian asked, "They think I am going to kill Malory? Why in the name of all the Shadows would they think I would kill him? What gave them a crazy idea like that? Don't they understand I cannot kill without feeling it through the tapestry? These are our best and greatest, and they still don't understand we cannot kill without affecting the very fabric of our people?”

"Patro," Kane whispered. "Isn't Malory the guy Darian kept muttering ‘off with his head’ about when we had the last meeting?"

Patro leaned in closer to Kane, "Yeah, I think it is." He whispered back. "Every time the poor guy would start talking, Darian would start muttering, ‘off with his head.’ I remember that.

Both men, having reached the same conclusion at the same time, started laughing. When Darian turned to them with a furious look on his face, demanding to know how they could possibly find it funny that their own people believed they could just kill someone, the two doubled over in laughter even harder.

Patro made a couple of half hearted attempts to explain what they were laughing about, but could only gasp in laughter. Seeing he would get no answer from Patro, Darian looked at Kane. By this time, both men were holding their sides in laughter, and Darian could only feel his fury grow.

He turned back to Sarian. Unfortunately, Sarian had thought to mind-talk with the two men, something that, in his fury, Darian had neglected to do, and, having reached the same conclusion as Kane and Patro, was himself doubled over in laughter.

Finally, his patience stretched to the limit, Darian threw a fireball at the laughing men; a fireball he knew would not hurt them, could not hurt them, but would get their attention. Kane immediately countered with an ice ball, which impacted his shoulder, followed a second later by an ice ball from Patro that impacted his other shoulder. It’s not fair that my fire can pass harmlessly over them, while their ice balls hurt when they hit me, Darian thought.

 As the men sobered up, Darian realized he could have already had the answer if he had not been so furious. As he thought this over, he plunged into the minds of his benyans, and realized the laughter was because the guys had reached the conclusion that Malory and the others believed he was going to kill him just because of one tiny little statement he’d made about the man. But I was justified in my statement. He hated sorcerers, and thought the world would be a better place if none of the sorcerers had their heads any longer. Well, unless this idiot Malory had found a solution to their dying world. Oh please, by all the goddesses anyone could ever believe in, please don't let it be a sorcerer who finds the answer to our problem. I want to live, I want my people to live, but let it be a scientist. Although Darian begged this of any goddess who may be listening, he knew none were listening. Everyone knew Darian did not believe in gods and goddesses.

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

By the time Gragen had reached the room with the sorcerers and all the other scientists, he had all but forgotten about the fact that he had earlier walked into a room with all of the leaders of their race, and potentially given away the information everyone was trying to hide. All he could think about was the fact that it had come to be his turn to test the portal. He wanted to send a bird through. He felt sure that sending a bird through would tell them so much about the planet they could vaguely see through the portal. The others were being totally selfish about portal time, he felt.

As he walked in, he immediately started demanding to be allowed to send a bird though. The other scientists began to argue about whose turn it actually was. They had been sending items through the portal for the last few days, but other than brief glances, the portal gave them no real idea of what the conditions were like on the other side. Maybe if they just tossed someone through, they wondered. Surely there had to be someone no one liked, who would not be missed.

Before the scientists could get completely carried away, the sorcerers again started trying to reason with them. The general agreement of the sorcerers was that reasoning with scientists over a new discovery was like trying to herd two-year-olds. This was becoming both a joke and a massive headache to the sorcerers. Usually, the sorcerers and scientists kept to their own sections in Central, the building that housed not only the government, but also the greatest scientific minds of their people. The sorcerers also had a massive wing in the building, even though there were only eight of them versus hundreds of scientists. The few sorcerers were feeling vastly outnumbered, and worried that their invention, creation, whatever word you wanted to use, was getting a bit out of their control.

Malory did not know all or even half of the scientists, but one of them—he thought that one's name was Gragon or Gregon or something—had become frustrated, and in a fit of rage threw yet another ball into the portal. Screaming at the other scientists about never learning anything about life on the planet if all they ever tossed in was inanimate objects, he threw a second ball, without really watching either ball go into the portal. By this time, the argument was beyond the sorcerers’ ability to calm without using magic, and magic against each other was strictly forbidden.

Unknown to the scientists and sorcerers, who were too involved in the argument to notice any thing else, a young servant boy, sent on an errand, had just entered the room. Unfortunately for the boy, the sorcerers, and the scientists, the boy had the princess’ dog with him. Merriam was not a real princess, but as Darian's only daughter, she was as close as the race had to a princess until the next Lyra was born. Darian and his birth sibs all doted on Merriam. No one, absolutely no one, messed with Merriam, not physically, emotionally, or mentally. Darian would forgo all his vows and training and rain down fire upon anyone hurting his only child, and his birth sibs would not be far behind with their weapons of ice and shadows. And Merriam loved her dog only second to her father, mother, and birth uncles.

 Now everyone knows dogs love to chase balls, and Merriam's dog was no different, as everyone was about to learn. As soon as Gragen released the second ball in his fit of rage, the dog, having seen the first ball just vanish, had to have that second ball. No one but the young servant boy saw the dog leap up and into the portal after the ball. Not quick enough to stop the dog, and knowing Merriam would certainly be upset—and her father, well, her father would then kill him. Knowing this, the boy screamed and then began to cry. Heartbreaking sobs of terror and fear caused the young boy's body to shake. The scream, and the crying which followed, caused all attention in the room to shift to him.

While one of the scientists tried earnestly to get the young boy to stop crying, assuring him the scary-looking lights would not hurt him, the sorcerers looked around the room at what could have hurt the boy. Being the creation of the sorcerers, they did not see the portal as the least bit scary, so their thought was that obviously the boy could not be crying in fear. The scientist finally was able to get the boy calm enough to stutter over and over, "Bowser's gone, Bowser's gone." Everyone knew Bowser; you could not know Merriam and not know Bowser.

The talking in the room resumed at low mutters as everyone discussed how to get the young boy to leave. Losing Merriam's dog was not something they wanted to get involved in. Just then, the boy pointed toward the portal, and again cried, "Bowser's gone." At that pronouncement, all noise in the room ceased, with the exception of every single item held by anyone in the room, from books to pens, hitting the floor. For several minutes, the only sound in the room was the boy's heartbreaking sobs as each person tried to recover from the shock of finding that Merriam's dog had gone through the portal—the portal which no one could be sure had a planet able to sustain life on the other side. As one, the group turned to look at the portal.

Chaos ensued as each person rushed to throw blame on others. No one wanted to bring down Darian's ire by causing Merriam to cry, and losing her dog would cause her to cry. That small, fluffy, long-haired white dog was her heart. Finally Gragen came up with a brilliant idea. "Toss the boy through."

The others turned on him for such a heartless suggestion, while he stood there in confusion. Finally he realized they thought he just wanted to experiment on the boy.

"No, no," he finally got a word in, "if the dog is there, the boy can bring him back. If the dog is gone, well, if the boy disappears, too, no one will know where he went. They will think he ran away. We will be in the clear, and maybe we can learn more about the other side." Gragen defended his suggestion.

After hearing this, the boy turned to run, but he was vastly outnumbered by the scientists, who cut off his escape route through the large double doors. Seeing this, but before they could take such as asinine action, Timeron, one of the more senior sorcerers, stepped in to save the boy and explain, again, how stupid the scientists were.

"You do realize that he is just as woven into the tapestry of our people as each of you are, right? Which means that the Lyra would know it the moment he disappeared. And if the soul strings can be felt through the portal, in which case, when he does not return with the dog, and Merriam tells her father the dog is missing, he will look for the boy, and that may lead him straight to us. You remember the Lyra right? Darian, Patro, Kane, and Sarian, the men who can step to anyone, at any time, just by tracing their soul strings in the tapestry? Remember them?" Timeron questioned.

At this reminder, the men barred the door with the boy inside and began to plan, or plot, Timeron thought, depends on how you looked at it. Meanwhile the boy had retreated to a far corner and was huddled, sitting with his bony arms wrapped around his legs and his back pressed into the corner, as tightly wedged as he could manage.

Whispers could be heard from different men, offering different plans, ranging from tossing him through the portal anyway, as a volunteer test subject, to sticking him on a boat leaving the harbor, hoping no one would look for him. Finally Gragen suggested an idea that met with everyone's approval, even the ones who did not think it would work, which was virtually everyone.

"I say we tie a string to a ball, toss it through the portal, and drag it back out. We will toss it until the dog follows it back."

Despite the belief from the others that it would not work, the men grabbed a ball, and after finding some string, proceeded to tie the string onto the ball. Gragen volunteered to be the one to throw the ball, and everyone agreed. Gragen tossed the ball through the portal and immediately jerked it back out, without giving it a chance to even settle on the ground on the other side. As the ball came flying back at the men gathered around the portal, everyone scattered, but not before they noticed the white ball was now a kaleidoscope of colors matching the colors of the portal. When the ball came to rest on the floor, the scientists gathered around it, immediately forgetting about the boy, the dog, the Lyra, everything but the colorful ball resting on the floor in front of them. They gathered notebooks and pens and rulers and began to poke and prod the ball. They were fascinated by the ball, as they had not thought to toss something through with a string attached to bring it back before.

The sorcerers, with Timeron at the front, approached the idiots on the floor. Timeron could not help but shake his head that these were considered the brightest of the bright in their race. Timeron had a two year old niece, and her attention span was longer than the scientists. Well, Timeron qualified, their attention will be on the ball for the rest of the day if I do not do something.

The scientists jumped when Timeron, whom no one had noticed approach, asked, "So, who is telling Merriam her dog is lost?"

When the scientists looked up in dismay, Timeron took pity on them—a little—to say, "We have plenty of balls and string, you know. Just toss another one." Before the word ‘toss’ had left his mouth, he knew he had already lost their attention.

How ‘bout that, he thought, they really will get so involved in their work that death and possible torture does not even keep their attention. He turned to the other sorcerers and said, "Grab some string and another ball, looks like we are fishing for dog today."

While the thirty or so idiots—Malory had decided rather than try to learn their names he would just go with idiots from now on—were kneeling on the floor probing the ball, he and the other sorcerers played fetch with a dog they could not see. At least they really hoped they were playing fetch with the dog. If he would just fetch and come back without bringing anything with him, that would be great. After the fourth ‘toss, leave a few seconds and haul it back’ tactic, the eight men around the portal gave a startled shout of alarm and jumped back.

The sudden, startled shout of the sorcerers drew the attention of the thirty or so scientists, who turned as one to see a brightly-multi-colored dog standing in front of the portal, with a multi-colored ball in its mouth, attached to a string one of the sorcerers still held. The men looked back at the brightly-colored ball they had been studying, while fighting for space around it on the floor, and then looking back to the dog. The men began to push and shove each other to be the first one to reach the dog, which of course scared the dog into retreating—right back into the portal. As the scientists gave shouts of dismay, the sorcerers just stood looking at each other. Soon they had been elbowed out of the way by the scientists, fighting over who would throw the ball through to catch the dog again. At this rate, Malory thought, we will never see the dog again. I wonder if the princess would like a colorful dog instead of a plain white one? If we can get it back, who is going to explain it to her? Malory shook his head. First things first, get the dog. Maybe washing it will get the color out. Shaking his head again, he tried to push his way back to a spot in front of the portal. Sadly outnumbered, he looked at his fellow sorcerers, who just shrugged. Well, he thought, might as well go all the way. Darian is gonna kill us anyway when this gets back to him. I can only die once.

Malory laughed a little to himself as his hands began to glow a golden color. Maybe it is time the scientists remember what sorcerers can do. With that thought, he began to 'push' the men away from the portal. As the scientists began to slide across the floor and away from the portal, being pushed by the power Malory wielded, they gave shouts of protest. Not the least concerned about their shouts, Malory nodded to his fellow sorcerers. They had to get another ball, because the dog still had the last ball, and the scientists had been so busy fighting over who would throw another ball they had neglected to get a new ball.

While the others tied a string and began to ‘Fish for Dog’ again, Malory used the time to 'push' the scientists even further away. He was trying to push and simultaneously build a shield around them so that maybe, just maybe, if they could get the be-damns dog back, no one would scare it away this time. He turned toward the other side of the room while holding the men in place, and finally found the person he was searching for. "Boy, when Bowser comes back out, you call him. We need him away from the portal, can you do that?" Mallory asked.

He sighed when the young boy started frantically shaking his head, then nodding, then shaking it again. Can't really blame him, we do not know what the portal did to the dog, but he knows he doesn't dare go back without it. Trying to reassure the boy, Malory called out, "Don't worry, the dog is not hurt just, just—" not finding the words to reassure the boy, he decided to take a page from Gragen the idiot. "Call him, or go in with him next time—your choice."

With that threat hanging over his head, the boy slowly stood up in the corner and took two hesitant steps toward the portal, and stopped. Malory shrugged. As long as he calls the dog, I don't care if he stays fifty feet away. It may be better to be that far away, anyway. He turned back to the scientists to check that his shield was holding. It was a bit flimsy, shields were not his forte, it seemed. He looked at the portal and grinned. Portals, now, he could do portals. Well, he could do one portal. An accidental portal. A portal, which, no one had figured out where it went. From the brief glances the portal allowed through, it was not this planet—the trees and grass were too different—but it was indeed a portal. Now that was an achievement—or it would be if they could use it.

Finally after tossing and retrieving the ball numerous times, the dog finally allowed himself to be towed back through the portal, ball in mouth. Great Shadows, Malory thought with dismay, still multi-colored. He looks a bit like a miniature portal, only without the pulsing.

As soon as the dog appeared, the boy called to him, and the dog happily trotted over to him as if he had not put over forty peoples’ heads in a noose. Worried the dog would go through the portal again, Malory consulted with the other sorcerers and agreed changing rooms for the moment might be best. Motioning for the boy and dog to follow, Malory and the others approached the double doors. Malory quietly opened one and eased his head out. Motioning to the others to hurry, they all ran across the hall, with the boy and the dog following. Just as the others reached the door of the the next room, Malory felt his shield give way under the combined pressure of the thirty or so idiots, who, having gained their freedom, were fast on the heels of the the sorcerers. Malory shrugged and urged the last one through the door into the next room. Turning back, he used his power to seal and lock the portal room door. Not nearly as large as the room they now called the portal room, but everyone still fit comfortably. Closing and locking the door so no one could enter, Malory turned to find the scientists again fighting for a position around the dog. The were doing it silently, though, and for a moment Malory was confused. Only for a moment, though, because he noticed Timeron's hands were glowing with a golden light. Soon, he saw the space around the dog and the boy was growing, which caused him to notice other golden glows.

Oh good, he thought, the others have come to the same conclusion. If we are gonna get killed for the dog, we can't die twice for using our powers against others.

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Darian decided, after discussing it with the others, that the best thing to do would be to send someone to get the head scientists. Calling for some runners, he gave them a list of who he wanted to see, and sent them to the science wing. Sarian had suggested it may be better to talk with the scientists than for Darian to attempt to be in the same room with sorcerers and be civil.

Kane looked over at Sarian, "Didn't you say that Gragen was headed for Malory?"

"Yeah." Sarian answered, "Why?

"Well, Malory is a sorcerer and Gragen is a scientist, so they are in separate wings of Central. Which wing is this portal in, the sorcerers’ wing, or the scientists’ wing? Or is it somewhere outside?"

Sarian paused his pacing to look over at the others. "You know, I did not think of that. I caught him just down the hall from here, and I have no idea which way he would have gone."

After thinking on it a couple of minutes, Patro decided to inject his thoughts. "Well, if everyone is trying to protect Malory from Darian," at that, the other two men snickered at Darian, who just gave a look of disgust, "and Malory made the discovery," Darian's look of disgust deepened, "then it stands to reason the discovery would be in the sorcerers’ wing."

As Darian began to mutter about evil sorcerers, the men heard a phrase that sounded just like the phrase that had started this whole secrecy mess.

Kane, laughing, finally slapped Darian on the back and told him, "You gotta stop with the ‘off with his head’ comments." Kane sobered up and said, "Not every sorcerer is evil, and not every sorcerer is trying to kill people. Not every sorcerer is your father, Darian. It has been almost two thousand years. Let it go. The other sorcerers never knew what your father was really planning. They did not help him with the intention of helping him to kill. Darian, they can not see the soul strings like you can. No one can see them like you can, except the watchers and the other fire-walkers, and they do not bother with much of anything anymore. Even the watchers sometimes make mistakes. The other sorcerers trusted your father, just like you did. They may not have suffered as you did, but you are only helping to keep the cloud of suspicion over them—let it go. You yourself were the judge, jury, and executioner. You are the one who had to judge all of the sorcerers. You, in consultation with the watchers, found each and every one of the sorcerers innocent of your father's crimes. You cut his soul string from the tapestry of our people, then executed him. It is over, let it go. You have to."

When Kane was done, Darian saw the other two just nodding their heads before Sarian added, "They did not know, Darian. They trusted your father; he was one of them. He destroyed that trust. It has only been the last hundred years that the other sorcerers will even work together again. I think that is only because two new ones were born, and they could not risk them going rogue for lack of training. They could not risk another sorcerer being found guilty of any crimes. That, and the asteroid—the asteroid may have had something to do with it. There are so few of them, they can not afford to lose any. Our race would survive without them, but it would be a tragedy to lose them."

Patro interrupted, "I don't know if our race would survive without them, not if they are the ones who found an answer. Looks like we need to find out more about this portal Gragen mentioned."

Kane jumped up from the deep-cushioned chair he had been sitting in ever since the conversation turned so serious. Looking around at the others, he said, "Well, what are you waiting for? We are done with meetings for the day, and we have runners going to the science wing, so let's go spend the day exploring the sorcerers’ wing. Unless we split up, it will take us two days if we have to check every room, and I have no intention of splitting up and not being the first of us to see this so-called portal. You know, I was thinking, how long do you think they have been hiding this portal?"

"What? Oh, probably not long. How long can scientists keep a new discovery secret?" laughed Patro

"I don't know about scientists, but sorcerers can keep a secret a while," was Darian's bitter reply.

Kane narrowed his eyes "Let it go, Darian. No more thinking about it." He looked at the others, "How many months have the Sorcerers been plaguing us about portals, and coming to this planet, and Darian's so-called myths and legends? Five, six months of Darian shutting them down every time the word portal was mentioned, in conjunction with how this planet was settled so many eons ago. I would bet they have had that portal a while, but have not figured it out yet. I would also bet the scientists have known about it for less than a month, or they would have spilled the beans long ago. They probably finally brought the scientists in to help."

The others looked struck as Kane laid out his reasoning.

As the men reached the door, they realized Darian was not following. Turning back, Sarian cocked one brow at him and asked, "Well, are you coming?"

Darian stood up, "You do realize we do not have to go off searching for anyone, right? I can just find the soul string of whoever we need, and step us all to him."

Before he finished, the other three men were shaking their heads, "Not gonna happen." Patro told him. "The exercise will do us good, not to mention, we need to be seen around the sorcerers wing. No one has seen you there in almost two thousand years. You will not even recognize the changes they have made."

The men walked out of the room still talking to Darian about changes and being seen and seeing the portal. Darian had no real choice but to follow them out of the room.

As they headed through the government wing toward the Atrium, the men continued to discuss the portal. Soon their discussion changed to the past, and the reason for their need to leave the planet.

Patro said, "From the size of the crater, I have to say that must have been a monster of an asteroid that hit the planet. Do you think it was the size of the asteroid that knocked the orbit off?"

"The scientists claim it was the comet’s glancing blow to the edge of our atmosphere that changed the orbit. The asteroid was just a by-product of the comet.  Kane volunteered.”

Sarian thought about it for a bit and said, "I talked to some of the scientists, and they said that is why the seasons have been so erratic for all this time." He shuddered, "I don't see how any of us survived that first year. An entire year with no sun at all, crops would not grow, muddy rain, and cold. It was cold all year.”

Darian spoke up, "I was not cold."

The other three men looked at him in disbelief, "How would you know what cold even feels like," Sarian shot back, "you are a fire-walker. You are the very definition of a walking heater."

"You know," Patro interrupted the old argument to say, "I just recently went to the crater, but how long has it been since any of you went?"

Darian thought a minute and finally said, "At least a year, maybe two years, maybe longer. I never saw a point after the first couple of times."

Kane spoke up, "I went once. I could not bear to ever go again. Not after…" He fell silent.

Darian reached out and laid his hand on Kane's shoulder. It is never easy to lose a parent, he thought, but to lose your entire family. I can not imagine losing all of them to what amounts to a rock falling from the sky.

The men fell silent, each thinking about the asteroid that had devastated their planet three years ago. Darian had already lost both his parents, his father killing his mother in a sorcerer’s quest for more and more power, and then Darian himself had to pronounce judgment on his father and kill him. That was almost two thousand years ago—1,879 years if you wanted to be exact. A mere one-hundred twenty-one years after his Lyra had taken up the mantle of leadership. But Kane’s family—his parents, grandparents, everyone with the exception of his mate—was vacationing on an island on the other side of their world when the asteroid hit. The only reason Kane was not with them was because Darian had asked him to stay to go over some paperwork. Another day, and we would have lost Kane. Darian shuddered to even think of losing Kane. The three men had been together since the day of their birth, when their soul-threads had firmly linked together. Darian did not remember how these things happened, but he’d had the teachings, just as every Deyarian had.

Darian's thoughts drifted to what every Lyra born child was taught about the tapestry and the threads of the soul. About every three thousand years, a Lyra was born. A Lyra was the name for the trio of one fire-walker and two ice-walkers. These three were like a beacon to the watchers and the Lyra already living. They could, so the story went, literally follow the soul-threads to the three from conception. So close would the three become that by the time it was time for the mothers to give birth, they had to be in the same room. He remembered his mother’s laughter as she had told him the story of his birth. It seems that all of a Lyra were born at the exact same moment. Casual questioning of Sarian revealed that he was born around the same time of day on the same day as the others. If one mother had difficulty with the birth, the other two babies would not emerge, either. According to the teachings, and his own mother had verified, if they were not together, the further apart the three mothers were during the pregnancy, the more miserable they were. After the birth, in times of separation, the children would suffer; the further apart the children were, the greater the suffering. The ice-walkers would become colder and colder till they would scream in agony, while the fire-walker would become hotter and hotter till his or her screams of agony began to ring out. Legends said that if separated too long, the three would die. His mother told him it was as if they shared one body, and they needed the heat from him to survive and he needed their ice to stay cool.

Darian's thoughts then turned to Sarian, their shadow-walker. No one really understood how it worked, because shadow-walkers did not come from their race—they came from the Lyriant race. Darian remembered when, as children, he and the other two boys would sit and talk about their shadow-walker. They never could remember a time they could not feel him, and they longed, as children, to be old enough to go in search of him. They knew that they were bound by law to leave until they all turned twenty-five, and they often expressed their frustration with that law. They did not understand until they reached twenty-five why that law bound them. On their twenty-fifth birthday, when the scrolls on their shoulder blades appeared, marking them as mature, they were already on a ship bound for the land of the Lyriants. They were so arrogant in their belief that they knew just who they were looking for, that they did not even wait for the birth date before boarding a Ship of the Line.

The closer they sailed to the Lyriant-held land, the more confused they became. What had felt like one solid soul-thread leading them straight to their shadow-walker turned out to be a tangled web of threads leading anywhere and everywhere.  Fortunately, before they were forced to return in shame with no shadow-walker, they were taken under the wing of one of the Elite who was serving as an ambassador to the Lyriant race. He gave them the information they had been too arrogant to stick around to receive, and with his help, they were able to find Sarian.

When they finally met Sarian, he was in the middle of a fight, and, filled with impatience, Kane and Patro had thrown balls of ice at the opponent’s head. This had not endeared them to Sarian at all. Sarian had refused to listen to the young men. Opening his second sight to "see" what Sarian looked like, fearing it would be yet another dead end, Darian had seen the most beautiful sight. It was only when he "saw" that he remembered the long-forgotten phrase: To find a Shadow, look for gold; encased in purple, it will hold The One to finish, The One to form; from This One are Shadows born.”

Darian had practiced on many of the people the threads had pulled them to over those few months Bryol had led them around the country. He had opened himself to look at their souls. Many had spots of black, or green, or other taint upon them, they had all just felt wrong somehow, but looking upon Sarian, he was different. Until he saw, he had not really understood what they were looking for or how they would find it. They had almost given up and decided to return to their home and admit, with much shame, that they had left too soon. They had not sought the counsel of older, wiser heads. The current leadership could have—and had been planning to— make sure the boys knew just what they were looking for before they boarded a ship. But in their arrogance, the boys just knew they could just follow the thread and find the one who made their Lyra complete. It turned out to be a very fortunate thing Bryol had been there for them. It had been unusual that he had all the information they needed. Patro had once jokingly suggested that maybe Bryol’s Lyra had trained him to train them. They did not actually believe that, though—Bryol was just freakishly scary.

Having found him, Sarian would not give them the time of day. Oh, those were interesting times, thought Darian, as he shook himself free of his wandering thoughts.

Coming back to the present, he realized they had made it to the atrium and stopped. He looked around at the other three and found they were just patiently waiting on him. Sarian stood with an eyebrow quirked up in his trademark look. As he felt his face flush red, he wondered how long he had daydreamed this time.

"Ah," Sarian said sardonically, "you finally returned to us. Welcome back. We sent for food. The three of us felt if we were going to be exploring all day we should eat first."

Darian nodded his head, "Yeah, sounds good."

The three men walked over to a table set near one of the most beautiful carvings in the whole of Central, in Darian's opinion, and he knew the others shared it. Sitting down in the quiet, out-of-the-way spot to wait for the runner to return with their food, the men turned to look at the breathtaking carving of two dragons soaring high above the land.

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Though he was the youngest sorcerer in the room, Malory was in charge of the portal, to a degree. He had refused to tell the others just how he had created it, which left him the only one with the knowledge to create a portal. He may have neglected to tell the others he’d created it accidentally, but a creation is a creation, and this one was his. Most of the time, when things had gotten a bit out of hand these last few months, he may have indicated that he would close it and go somewhere else in the land to make a new one to study. And he may have indicated he would do it secretly. So far, that threat had worked pretty well. Until a scientist had heard him and Coliten talking a few days ago, the only ones who knew about the portal besides them were the other sorcerers. He had it all to himself for one glorious, scary month, until Coliten came looking for a place to do an experiment. The room he’d created the portal in had not been used in years—years!—until he started using it and created the portal.

Times like this, Malory wished he and Coliten had checked around nearby before they started talking. I mean, who expected a someone to be under a bush? Scientists and their experiments. Although, the experiment that had the scientist under a bush looking for a bug had been abruptly dropped, as had every single experiment the scientists had, from what Malory could figure out. Malory grimaced when he remembered the scientist bursting up out of the bush that day. He could not remember the man’s name, but he remembered clearly how he and Coliten had been quietly discussing what other things they could do to try to find out what kind of planet was on the other side of the portal.

They were sitting on a bench in the garden, keeping watch to make sure no one came too close and overheard them, when suddenly the bushes beside them started to shake. Malory remembered he had looked at the bushes, but assumed it was only a small animal of some sort. Suddenly a man came bursting up out of the bushes, desperation written on his face as he frantically tried to untangle himself from the bushes. Malory silently laughed to himself as he remembered the man falling over, then grabbing Coliten's pant leg. He could still hear the man’s pleas, begging for more information about this portal. The man had literally been on his knees in front of Coliten, begging to see the portal—swearing he could help because he was a scientist. He also, and Malory remembered this very clearly, swore not to tell anyone. Oh, Malory remembered that scientist very well. It had taken the sorcerers hours to pry the man back out of the room that night. And his so-called vow of secrecy had lasted only until morning. When the sorcerers had returned to the portal room the next morning, they could not even get to the doors. The hall was packed in front of the doors and to both sides as the scientists took turns trying to break them down, fighting about who would try next. Considering the hall in front of the door would hold twenty men abreast, Malory figured every scientist on the planet had to have been in front of the doors. There were a few bloody noses that day, and from what they could ascertain, the scientists had been at it since daylight. Malory was still surprised that no one else even suspected anything. Shadows willing, no one would until they could get more information about what was on the other side of the portal.

That was four days ago, and the scientists had come to some sort of agreement that they would take turns for a few hours a day. It had taken a lot of threats to get to that agreement, and Malory and the others had actually barred the scientists from the room for hours that first day. All of the men in the hallway that day would have fit in the portal room; it was huge. But no one could really study anything with that many people in the room. An agreement had been reached to have no more than twenty-five scientists at a time in the portal room. Malory figured the scientists were really bad at math, because every time he counted he always counted at least thirty. And they came and went a lot, always bringing new things to test on the portal or, recently, throw things through. They started throwing things through when Coliten had finally told them the reason they knew a planet of some sort was on the other side was because you could see it briefly, every so often, and you could see it pretty clearly every time something was tossed in, but you could only see into the portal for as long as it took the object to travel through it.

Malory brought his thoughts back to the present, and found the other sorcerers were patiently waiting on him. The scientists, though, were still rather loudly trying to get through to the poor dog. Malory shook his head and asked the room at large, "Do you think it will wash off?"

The other sorcerers were now staring at Bowser, while his small caretaker was still crying, although he was starting to calm down a bit. At this suggestion, the young boy looked up with such hope on his face.

The other sorcerers looked back at him, then back at Bowser. Finally Coliten said, "No, but I vote we try it anyway."

At hearing Coliten say no, the young boy’s look of hope turned to despair. Malory felt so sorry for him that he offered a suggestion. "The princess may like the new look, but if she does not, well, you can always say he did it," pointing at Gragen.

The boy turned to look where Malory was pointing. Apparently the scientists could hear just fine, despite being rendered mute by one of the sorcerers, because all the scientists turned to one particular scientist, who had a look of pure shock on his face. Malory saw the look and realized that this scientist was the one called Gragen, and he was also the one who had been under a bush looking for a certain bug on that fateful day. Malory began to laugh, and turning to Coliten, said, "Guess he should have stayed under the bush that day, huh?"

Coliten laughed and said, "Or learned how to keep a secret." Turning to look at Gragen, he could not help but say, "You know, if you had kept the secret, as we had asked, you would not need to share this discovery with anyone, you would not have gotten mad, and you would not have thrown those balls through in a fit of anger—and we would not be in this mess, trying to figure out how to keep from getting fried by Darian."

While Coliten and Malory were pointing these things out to Gragen, or throwing them in his face, however you wanted to look at it, thought Malory, one of the other sorcerers had walked over to the boy holding Bowser, and motioned him to follow, walking over to a small side room with a waterfall fountain. Motioning to the water, he suggested the boy place the dog in the water and wash him.

A few minutes and one giant mess later, it turned out that not only did Bowser hate baths, but the colors did not wash off. With slumped shoulders, the sorcerers, after looking at each other in despair, decided they should at least let the scientists have their voices back. Releasing the speech back to the scientists proved a bit of a mistake, though, because they could not keep the noise level down to a manageable or understandable level. However, a few glowing hands raised in the air caused the scientists to fall silent. The sorcerers had not actually had to do anything; just the threat was enough—for now.

While he had everyone's attention, Malory decided he would take advantage of it. "This is what is going to happen, and it is not negotiable at all. If you argue, you will lose your spot completely, and you will not be allowed into the portal room. I am going to choose a few of you to start with, who will work on figuring out the portal every day. You will not bring others into the room with you," At this, the scientists broke into loud shouts, and again, golden glows filled the room but this time not as a mere threat. The noise level in the room immediately dropped to nothing. Continuing where he had left off, Malory proceeded to tell everyone in the room just how studying his portal was going to go.

"As I was saying, you will not bring others with you. You can bring their ideas, so you can brainstorm with them in your own wing, but you will not bring them without clearing it with me first. If you want to argue about it, you will be struck from ever seeing the portal again. We are getting nowhere with so many people, and I am so done with dealing with so many of you idiots." Pointing first to five random scientists, Malory said, "You, you, you, you, you, and you—" Pointing to Gragen last, "—will be the only ones allowed in the portal room from now on."

Turning to Gragen, "and you may not even live out the day to come back tomorrow, because you are going to tell the Princess…"

That was as far as Malory got before Coliten interrupted to say, "Malory, I don't know if he is the best one to explain anything to the Princess. I have an idea, but it requires everyone in the room keeping their mouths shut about what exactly happened today." He turned to the small boy, "And I do mean everyone. If the princess finds out you just let Bowser go to another planet, what do you think will happen?" Turning to Gragen, he continued, "We know you can not keep your mouth shut, but you will—or we will tell the princess you deliberately tried to sacrifice Bowser for an experiment. Deliberately! Do you both understand me?"

By the time he finished, both the boy and Gragen were nodding their heads in agreement. Malory, looking at the boy, thought that pure fear alone just might keep him silent. He had no real hope that anything would keep Gragen silent, which is why he decided that Gragen should be locked in this room every night when they left. Meals could be provided; a sleeping cot could be found for him. Malory was trying to think how they could basically kidnap Gragen without it being called kidnapping. While he was planning this, he could hear Coliten continuing with his idea. Listening, Malory thought it showed promise. All they had to do was decide which sorcerer would take the fall. As the youngest, by rights it should be him, but Malory did not think the others would dare.

And he was right. Coliten was himself volunteering to tell the princess that he was testing a new way to make a light show to entertain children. He would tell her that her servant boy was watching when Bowser had jumped out of the boy’s arms to investigate what the boy was watching. As Bowser passed through the light show, it had transferred the colors to his fur. Since the experimental magic was in the beginning stages, it might take time for him to reverse it.

Malory thought it might just work, except for one tiny detail: Coliten had no children, and had never really shown any inclination to be around children that anyone knew of. Shrugging to himself, Malory decided to just go with that story.

After he had used his powers to dry the dog off, and confirmed nothing he had could remove the colors, Malory and the others decided to release the scientists one at a time—release and send away—with enough threats and promises to be allowed back once more data was compiled, so that eventually, twenty-six crying men and women had left the room headed back to the science wing. Malory really hoped they would stop crying before they reached the atrium. Looking around, he realized they still had the six scientists in the room whom he had chosen. Six plus the twenty-six, just goes to show they really cannot count, which would mean that they had snuck in an extra seven scientists today. Well, from this point until some undetermined point in the future, there would only be six scientists in the portal room at any given time.

 

Chapter Twenty-one

 

Merriam walked into the Central cafeteria, looking around. Jacron should have been back long ago with her precious Bowser. He was only supposed to take Bowser for a walk, stop by the cafeteria to get something to eat, and a snack for Bowser, and come back. He had been gone far longer than normal. Maybe the cafeteria was out of Bowser Bones, the snack they made especially for her baby?

That would be unusual; the last time they had failed to make some and keep them on hand was over two years ago. She remembered she had been so upset, but her uncle Sarian had been furious. He filled the kitchen with shadows and scared the workers so badly they had never again failed to make the Bowser Bones.

Looking around the large cafeteria, she saw several government workers she recognized, but no scientists and no sorcerers. Not seeing any sorcerers was not so unusual, as there was only eight of them. Unlike her father, she liked the sorcerers. They could do some amazing things with their powers, and she would frequently sneak into their wing when she was younger and watch them practice with their magic. She remembered it had taken her a week of sneaking away and exploring their wing before she even found one, and after, that she found they each had their own portion of their wing. Being only eight of them meant they did not have to share, and could take over large sections of their wing to do whatever they wanted. Malory and Coliten even lived in the wing, but as far as she knew, no one else but her knew they had no other home to go to. They were both young, and their parents had forced them from home before they had reached their majority. Too ashamed to tell anyone, and with no support from the government, at least they believed they would get no support, they had moved into the sorcerers’ wing and eked out a living doing odd jobs for people. Usually, in the past anyway, the sorcerers were highly thought of by the government, and had no lack of work. From what Merriam had researched, that came to an abrupt halt when her grandfather had gone crazy.

 Sorcerers tended to make themselves scarce when it came to eating in the Central cafeteria, though. They usually came and went through their wing, avoiding the atrium and the cafeteria because of her father's hatred of them. Her father had explained what happened to her grandparents when she was old enough to understand, and then all three of his bond brothers had explained to her, at different times, how the sorcerers were not to blame for the heinous crimes her grandfather had committed. Her father had given her the story, but it was tainted with his horror and his sorrow and his hatred. Unfortunately for the sorcerers, as long as her father's hatred was so deep, the rest of the population was not going to be very trusting of them either.

Looking around again, she still did not see Jacron or any scientist. Central had hundreds of scientists, and not a single one was in the cafeteria that she could see. Merriam narrowed her eyes, out of hundreds of scientists, not one was eating, at just after lunch. She was going to have to go exploring in the science wing, it looked like. She smiled, thinking that maybe they had a new project they were working on. Everyone knew scientists could not keep a new discovery a secret very long.

With a sudden bounce in her step, sixteen-year-old Merriam swung around, looking again for Jacron. Still not seeing him, but seeing the cafeteria manager, she dashed over to see if maybe she had seen Jacron. Brushing her long white hair out of her face, she looked up into the manager’s face and smiled. Very politely, she asked, "Has Jacron been in here today?”

After the fiasco two years ago, the manager did not much like Merriam. She tried to hide it, but Merriam could tell. It caused her some disappointment because it was not really her fault her Uncle Sarian had terrorized the staff. She had not asked him to do it. She had not even known about it ‘til much later.

In spite of her thinly-veiled dislike for Merriam, the manager was still polite as she answered Merriam. "I asked him if he would run an errand for me to the sorcerers’ wing. I gave him a very detailed map of where he needed to go, so he should not have gotten lost. He should have been back long ago, though. I was about to send another on the errand instead. I thought he might have brought the dog back to you and you had kept him from coming back."

It was those snide little comments like that last one that had alerted Merriam to the fact that the manager did not really like her. They did not happen often, and she really did not want to tell her father or uncles, as they were sometimes too protective. She also worried sometimes that someone would do something bad to the Bowser Bones if she tattled. She was not much for tattling anyway, so it was rather a moot point. Her father and uncles would be surprised at how much she hid from them now that she was getting older and realized her unhappiness could result in problems for others.

She did not want to cause problems, so all she said to the manager was, "No, he never came back. I need to find him and I am free for a while, so if you want, I can go to the sorcerers’ wing and look for him. Can you tell me where he was supposed to go? I can start my search there."

The manager produced a map from underneath a counter, and circled the area of the wing where she had sent Jacron hours before. Before Merriam could leave with the map, the manager had one request for her. "Can you please see if the sorcerers actually sent the instructions for the cafeteria to start delivering to that hall? I got an odd request for eight meals a day to be delivered to that wing at every meal time. That has been going on for a few months now, which is not so unusual since there are eight sorcerers, though they have never asked for food to be delivered before. But that request changed to thirty-five just a few days ago, then today it changed again to forty-five. There are only eight sorcerers," The confusion on the manager's face was clear.

Merriam agreed to send a sorcerer back to the cafeteria to confirm the odd request. Leaving the cafeteria, her mind was not on Jacron any longer. For a brief while, she had even forgotten Bowser. Forty-five meals to the sorcerers’ wing, no scientists found in the cafeteria. What did they have going on in those two wings? she wondered. Or was it only in the sorcerers’ wing? As she was walking, she was doing some hard thinking. She had been planning to explore a little in the science wing, but it was looking like something interesting may be going on in the sorcerers’ wing. Now what could have both the sorcerers and the scientists working together?

The more she thought of it the more sure she became that the only thing that could have pulled the two wings together was the problems with the planet. Her father had not told her everything, actually he had told her exactly nothing. That did not matter though because she had become a pro at eavesdropping. Her mother was always so furious when she got caught but her father would eventually talk her mother out of her fury. She had become much better at not getting caught. She hoped she could one day find a bond-mate and be as happy as her parents.

She glanced back down at the map the cafeteria manager had given her. That hall was one of the central halls in the wing and she knew it very well. It was where Malory lived. It also had the largest room in the whole wing. The ceilings in that room were the highest she had ever seen. She had asked Malory one time how many people would fit in the room and although he was not sure he had told her three dragons would fit easily. A few minutes of thought had him adding, only two if they stretch their wings out. Malory had told her once he thought the room was made with dragons in mind. Thinking of how large the double doors were she had to agree with him.

It would take her a few minutes to get to that hall; she was rather small yet, so her steps were not that long. She decided to jog, because she really wanted to see what Malory had going on that caused such a change with the cafeteria. Sorcerers rarely ate there, and had never, to her knowledge, ordered food delivered. And so much food, too—something exciting must be happening.

As Merriam reached the area, she slowed down. She did not know exactly where everyone would be, and she did not want to miss them. She figured if she stopped every so often, she would hear them talking. If that did not work, she would start at Malory's living area and work her way down that hallway. Looking at the map again, she realized she had missed the small ‘x,’ marking one room. Oh, that made it easier. That room was directly across from the really large dragon room, as she had called it, since the day Malory told her he thought it was built because of dragons.

She planned on one day asking Irirnan if he would go in the room, so she could see how much space was left over. She would rather ask her uncle’s dragon than her father’s dragon, because it was guaranteed that her father’s dragon would then tell her father she was in the sorcerers’ wing.

Finally, after what seemed like forever to her, she reached the right room. When she tried to enter, though, it was locked. She could think of no reason for the door to be locked. This little quest of hers was becoming more exciting by the minute. They must be hiding something really good to be locking doors. She crossed the hall to the dragon room, and found it, too, had the doors locked. It had been some months since she had been to this particular section, but she could not remember the doors ever being locked.

Hearing a sound behind her, she turned quickly to see Malory poking his head out of the door slowly as he scanned first one direction and then the other. He had not noticed her standing by the massive doors to the dragon room yet. Just then, two things happened—she heard Bowser bark behind Malory, and he noticed her. When Malory saw her, his face lost all color, and he seemed to sway slightly like he’d had a shock. Then he suddenly slammed the door. Before she could cross the massive hall, the door eased open again and Coliten peered out, then he too slammed the door. A second later, he opened the door with a very sheepish look on his face.

Merriam could have sworn someone had jerked the door out of Coliten's hand and then shoved him through it before slamming the door again. Merriam had gone from curious and excited to worried now. She knew she’d heard Bowser in that room, and the sorcerers were acting very oddly. With all the warnings from her father, and his hatred of the sorcerers in mind, she did not know what to do.

Before she could decide, the decision was taken out of her hands, because Coliten began speaking. Actually, he began to stutter and use a lot of ‘uhs’ and ‘umms,’ while really saying nothing at all. Merriam's eyes narrowed. Merriam decided maybe she should take control of the situation after all. Otherwise they may be here all night long.

 

Chapter Twenty-two

 

When Malory had opened the door and seen Merriam standing by the portal doors, he had panicked, he admitted. Slamming the door was probably not the best solution, though, as the other sorcerers were very busily telling him. Every eye turned to Coliten; it was show time, and he’d better put on a very convincing act.

 They all knew Merriam, and while she was inquisitive and impulsive and young, she was not stupid by any means. When Coliten opened the door and peeked out, he looked scared. Seeing him slam the door caused a collective groan from the others to echo through the room. A quick reminder that ‘the story was his idea, and he could not tell it from behind the door,’ had him hesitantly opening the door again. The second time Coliten opened the door, Malory took matters into his own hands. Jerking the door knob from Coliten, he then jerked the door open just enough to shove him through the door, and slammed and locked it behind him.

When he turned back to the room, the others were staring at him. He shrugged. "It’s just like I told him. He came up with the story, and he could not tell it from in here." He then turned back to the door and, leaning against it, he tried to listen to what was going on in the hall. After a few seconds, he gave up and backed away from the door in frustration. Merriam had been quite wrong when she had thought she would be able to hear if she stopped and listened earlier. The doors were set up to protect against eavesdropping. His shoulders slumped a little, but only for a minute—Timeron's hands began to glow a golden color, and suddenly everyone in the room could hear what was being said in the hall.

What they heard was a lot of stuttering, and not much of a story at all. Someone groaned, "We're all dead."

Then they heard Merriam's voice, and she did not sound happy. "Coliten, where is my dog?"

Coliten's voice stuttered back, "D-d-d-dog?"

The other sorcerers in the room were becoming more concerned by the minute.

In the hallway, Merriam had placed her hands on her hips and was busy tapping her tiny foot. "Yes, Coliten. My dog. Fluffy, white, long-haired animal that follows me around and answers to the name Bowser. The dog you have fed Bowser Bones to a few times? Dog, four legs, barks and yips, you know, a dog—my dog."

Coliten straightened up a little, "We have no white fluffy animal."

In the room, the men groaned as they all looked down at the dog. With a slight laugh, Malory said, “Well, that much is true—he is not white—at least, not now.”

Merriam narrowed her eyes again and stated, "So you think I am imagining the fact that I just heard my dog bark? The dog I have had for six years?" One of her eyebrows tilted up—she had practiced for years on that one eyebrow, standing in front of the looking glass for long periods of time. She thought it was wonderful when Uncle Sarian did it, and after years of practice, she could do it also. It seemed to make people nervous. Nervous people talked, she had found. She just stared at Coliten, saying nothing more.

Coliten began to fidget, and soon began to look around him like he was looking for an escape route. Merriam continued to stand there, hands on hips, one eyebrow cocked up, saying nothing. She noticed that Coliten was reaching behind him, trying to open the door— which was clearly now locked, with him on the outside, from the looks of it.

After a few more minutes of silence, Coliten broke.

The men, listening from inside the room, did not know if he forgot his story, or if he had just decided to throw everyone to the shadows, but as soon as they heard Coliten begin to speak, they knew it was all over.

"Well, you see, Merriam, it was—I did not—the thing is, there was a, and—it was, and then the boy, and see, the ball—and well, you understand it was an accident, right?" Coliten stammered out the explanation.

Inside the room, Malory was slowly beating his head against the wall, while Gragen had begun to cry. The other sorcerers and scientists were sitting down, heads held up by their hands, trying to think how they could escape the room. After a few seconds, maybe minutes, Timeron got up and strode to the door, muttering, "Stupid young fool is going to get us all killed."

Just before he opened the door, they heard Merriam say, "Have you been drinking? What kind of explanation is that? Do you want to try again?"

To which Coliten, confused, said, "Uh, no, I thought that explained everything."

Merriam watched the door open and as Timeron came out, he reached out and grabbed Coliten, and with a muttered "stupid fool," shoved him back into the room, closing the door behind him. But not before Merriam saw Coliten hit the floor on the other side of the door.

Merriam, more confused than ever, turned her attention to Timeron. She did not really know how to act around him. He was older than Coliten and Malory, and she did not know much about him, other than he was older than even her father by at least two, maybe even three thousand years. She did not think the cocked eyebrow, hands on hip, foot tapping would work with him, so she just stared at him, waiting.

Timeron gave her a slight bow and said, "Lady Merriam, would you care to listen, without interrupting, and give us a chance to explain? I promise you—to our knowledge, Bowser is not hurt at all. He had a little adventure and he is a bit more colorful for it, but we can not find that he has been harmed."

The men inside the room, upon hearing that Timeron was setting the story up to be told—the truth, they realized, and not a story at all—became concerned. Coliten was a little incensed that he had been jerked out of the hall so abruptly after telling the princess what had happened. “I forgot the story,” he was trying to defend himself to the others, but they were threatening him.

Merriam, looking at Timeron, told him, "No one can say that I am not a fair person. I do not think I will like the tale you are about to give me, but will it get me my dog back? Do you promise he is unharmed?"

"Insofar as I am able to make that promise. But please understand, we can not be certain. I have a fantastical tale to tell you, and a wondrous bit of old magic to show you. I cannot fairly ask that you keep our secret, but I would beg of you, insofar as you are able, to extend your protection to us." Timeron earnestly requested.

By now, Merriam was very intrigued about what could possibly be going on. She knew it. Merriam was doing a mental happy dance. She’d known there was something going on when she started this little quest of hers. If she could jump up and down in excitement without looking foolish, she would. Instead she said, with a calm she did not feel, "Please, tell me of this fantastical tale."

In response, Timeron gestured to the room behind her. "If you would be so kind my lady, it starts in there."

Merriam turned to looked at the double doors, then back at the room behind Timeron. She was sure Bowser was in the room, but apparently Timeron wanted to go into the dragon room. Shrugging her shoulders, she gestured that he should precede her, as she had already tried the doors and she knew they were locked.

Timeron's hands began to glow with a golden light, and he gestured to the locked doors, which slowly opened.

When Merriam turned back to face the double doors, she could see what she agreed was a most wondrous sight. She was positive that beautiful thing had never ever been in that room before. She would have noticed it. She began walking into the room, intent on touching it. She wanted to feel it.

Before she had gotten halfway there, with her hand outstretched to touch it, Timeron was in front of her, halting her progress. "Please, my lady, you cannot touch it."

Eyes wide with astonishment, she stared at the wondrous thing. Without taking her eyes off of the thing, she asked, "What is it?"

Timeron told her, "A portal. One we hope will lead us off this planet one day."

Nodding her head, she had heard her father and mother discussing having to leave the planet. She had also overheard some of the conversations her father and uncles had. She did not yet have all the information; people were a little too protective of her sometimes, she thought, but she knew enough to know they needed to leave.

"So, what does this have to do with Bowser? And if you have a way off the planet, why do you want to keep it a secret?" Merriam found she had a lot of questions.

"Ah, that is where the tale comes in. You see, my lady, we have been trying to unlock the secrets of the portal for a while. We toss things in, and while the things are passing through the portal, we can see a bit of what is on the other side. Unfortunately today, while we were experimenting, no one noticed Bowser was in the room, and we had tossed a ball through the portal in hopes of finding out a bit more," Timeron twisted the truth just a small amount. No one needed to die today by telling Merriam the balls were thrown in anger, and that no one was even looking at the portal at the time. Some truths just did not have to be shared, he thought.

At that explanation, Merriam stopped him with a guess as to what happened. "Bowser chased the ball through the portal, didn't he?" she asked.

"Unfortunately, yes. We had to toss a ball with string attached to get him to return."

"But he returned? Unharmed?" Merriam was not finding a problem yet.

"Well, yes, he returned, relatively unharmed." Timeron said, "We used white balls to entice him back. One of these white balls." Timeron held up one of the multi-colored balls.

Merriam looked at the ball, then turned her attention to the portal, then again to the ball. Confused, she said, "That is not a white ball."

Timeron nodded, "But it was when it went through the portal."

Merriam was beginning to catch on. Timeron could see the exact moment she understood what he was saying.

"So my Bowser, my white dog, is the colors of the portal now, isn't he?" She wanted to make sure she understood before she said anything else. Timeron just nodded. "And you want me to keep your portal secret?" Again Timeron nodded. "You want me to keep your portal secret with a multi-colored dog in tow?"

At that, Timeron surprised her, "We have a credible story for that, my lady."

"I see," Merriam looked at the portal, "You said you can see through the portal while something is being tossed into it?"

"Yes, and sometimes just brief glances without anything passing through." Timeron replied.

"Hmmm, have you thought to push a table through the portal, something long, something that would let you look through for a while, maybe you could just push it in and let it sit there?" Merriam asked.

Since Merriam was looking at the portal, she missed the incredulous look on Timeron's face when she offered such an obvious solution. After a few moments when Timeron had not answered her, she turned to look at him, only to see him staring off into space with a blank look on his face.

He suddenly spun around and ran from the room, leaving Merriam staring at where he had been just a moment before.

 

Chapter Twenty-three

 

Darian turned to looked at the others, "We have been walking these halls for a while now and have not seen a single person. Are you sure you don't want to just step to Malory?"

Sarian looked back at him, "I did not expect all the doors to be locked in this area. The sorcerers have gotten a bit touchy about their area over the last couple of hundred years. I say we head to the great gathering hall to look for them there next." He looked at the others with his eyebrow cocked up questioningly.

Patro and Kane both shrugged their shoulders while Darian just turned to head down the hall that would lead them to the great gathering hall. In times past, when the sorcerers were still in favor with the leaders of the race, this hall, more specifically the Great Room, would be a place where sorcerers would gather with leaders, watchers, dragons, and scientists to meet. The Great Room was the only room in the whole of Central where dragons would fit not only through the massive hallways but into a room.

After a little more walking, and a few more turns, they found themselves in the enormous hallways of the portion of Central called the gathering halls. Another turn would have them in the hall which led to the Great Room. Before they could reach the hallway, they heard noises. Finally, other people, but it sounded like they were crying. The men looked at each other questioningly. Darian motioned for everyone to move out of the center of the hall and into some of the alcoves. The men took cover just in time.

As the trickle of people passed in front of them, Darian noted some of the people were supporting others, who were crying. Devastation appeared to be on each of the faces of the men and women, all dressed in the robes favored by the scientists. The scientists were not bunched together, but seemed to be spaced out a bit. Every so often, one or two would pause to wait on others, but soon began moving on down the hall, in the direction which would eventually take them to the atrium. After waiting a few minutes, once the people had passed, Darian looked around to find the others watching him.

Darian motioned everyone to come together again and then led them back the way they had come from. After a few minutes of walking, the men stopped, and no one seemed to want to be the first to talk. Finally, Kane asked, "Do you think something happened to this portal thing Gragen mentioned earlier?"

Looking over at Sarian, he said, "You did say Gragen started crying when he thought he was going to be taken away from the portal discovery—maybe it disappeared, or broke?"

Darian thought about it for a minute, "Maybe the sorcerers threw them out?"

Sarian did not think that was the case, and said so. "The scientists outnumber the sorcerers by twenty-five-to-one or maybe even more. Can you see them kicking out that many scientists? We had what, fifty in the meeting this morning, with just four or so sorcerers? How many do we have working in Central, hundreds?

Patro turned to look at Sarian with a dumbstruck look on his face, "Did you just now have to mention how many scientists we have versus sorcerers?" While Kane tried to figure out how this could matter at all, Patro continued, "The only place that many people could meet is the Great Room. We have just spent hours searching this place for even one sorcerer, and you only now mention this?"

Kane turned angrily to Patro at this realization, "You knew just as well as I did how many sorcerers and scientists we have, so why didn't you think about it, genius?"

Before the two men could come to blows, which looked like may happen, Sarian broke in to say "It does not really matter how much time we wasted looking for them, the only thing that matters at this point is what would cause that many scientists to leave crying. I counted twenty-six of them."

Darian was nodding his head, "That was my count too. I am more than a little worried about the situation now. But we will not find out anything standing here. What is the plan?"

Kane shrugged and looked at Patro, who in turn shrugged and looked at Sarian. Sarian was not paying the least attention, though—he was staring back the way they had just come from, looking for all the world as if he could see through the walls. Without saying a word to the others, Sarian turned to go back to the Great Halls. As he walked, the halls seemed to get a little bit darker, and Sarian seemed to fade a bit as he blended into the shadows he was creating.

Before they reached the Great Halls again, Darian called a low halt. Patro and Kane both looked at him, then back to where Sarian had been. They could feel where Sarian was, and if they concentrated, they could see him through their bond, but he had disappeared from sight into his shadows.

Kane and Patro waited with Darian, they may not have known just what Sarian had in mind, but after almost three thousand years together, they knew him well enough to guess. Sarian had apparently lost what little trust he may have had in the situation, and being the only one of the four who could disappear, had decided to scout ahead. If something happened, they could always mind-talk.

They did not mind-talk as much as others probably believed. For one thing, after so many years together, their thoughts seemed to blend, and it was harder rather than easier to just get one or two thoughts through. The other had to be thinking of something pretty firmly for others’ thoughts not to intrude. For instance, earlier in the day, when Patro and Kane were laughing so hard about everyone thinking Darian was going to kill Malory because of the ‘off with his head’ comments, the men found it easier to use verbal language than to mind-talk. After so long together, the men really valued their private thoughts.

Not much privacy could be found when you were bound so tightly to others that your very life depended upon them being around you. Sarian was the only one who could probably walk away from the Lyra, but they did not know if that was true. He was wound into their soul-threads and into the soul-threads of the tapestry pretty tightly. Darian sometimes wondered whether Sarian could walk away and never look back—or would it kill him? Darian did not have to wonder if he or Kane or Patro could walk away. He knew they couldn't. The older they had gotten, the longer time they could spend apart, but after a couple of months, it it would feel as though he was burning alive. The pain would make him insane if they pushed it too much. Sometimes, like almost always, he wished he had not been born the fire-walker of the race. It was his fire that was needed to burn the soul strings from the tapestry when someone went rogue. To know you were the executioner of your race was hard to live with. Fortunately, he was not called upon to use his soul fire very often.

 

Chapter Twenty-four

 

While Merriam stood gaping at where, just moments before, Timeron had stood, he was busy hurrying back across the hall to gather the others. And in the shadows, Sarian waited and watched and listened; he had arrived moments before, in time to hear what actually happened to Bowser. He was furious that Merriam was involved in whatever was going on, and he may have done a little gaping of his own while he divided his attention between the light-show—which he assumed was the portal—in one room, and the events playing out in the other.

Quickly unlocking the door and throwing it open with his powers before he was even halfway across the hallway, Timeron then burst into the room—and ran smack into a shield. Bouncing backwards and landing on his butt, he stared up at the others in shock. A couple of the others, namely Malory and Coliten, were busy trying to hide their glowing hands behind their backs. Timeron glared at them as he dusted himself off. This glare caused the two to begin inching backwards to try to hide behind the scientists.

During this little dust-up, Bowser had begun to bark. The sorcerers and scientists in the room heard Merriam call out to Bowser, who, upon hearing her, broke free from Jacron and raced across the room toward the door—and promptly ran into the shield. Yipping as he fell backward, he regained his feet and began to howl.

Timeron glared in the direction Malory and Coliten were hiding—although attempting to hide was more like it. It was hard to hide behind scientists who kept trying to hide behind you. Timeron tried to maintain his glare, but it was pretty hard, watching the young idiots trying to stay behind scientists who were doing all they could to stay behind them. After watching them try to hide for a minute with their hands still glowing, Timeron had a moment to appreciate that the two were not using their powers against the scientists.

Finally, his patience having been tried long enough, he told the men to drop the shield. Both men muttered, scared, "I'm trying," at the same time. It appeared that both men had raised a shield at precisely the same moment in the same area; somehow their magic had twisted together a bit, and they were too scared trying to hide from him to undo it.

Shaking his head, he finally muttered, "This is the exact reason Darian wants your head. This is why we train you. So accidents do not happen, so you can work magic together, and not get it all twisted. Both of you need to concentrate and pull your magic—just your own magic—back to you. Don't try to pull all of the magic of the shield back."

Both of the men looked scared as they concentrated and pulled their magic back to them. The scientists, on the other hand, looked terrified. Guess using a bit of magic earlier to move them about and quiet them down may have worked a little too well, thought Timeron. Or it could be that when a five-thousand year old sorcerer walks in glaring at everyone, nah, that could not be it, Timeron thought, mentally giving a little laugh. I wish I could save these looks for later. You cannot put a price on this kind of entertainment.

Once the shield was dropped, Timeron continued into the room. Bowser, seeing Timeron walking toward him, darted around him and ran through the door, heading toward the portal room as fast as his little legs would take him—which was much too fast for anyone to catch him without magic.

They heard Merriam give a little scream of surprise, which caused each man in the room to wince as they briefly thought about what the Lyra's reactions would be. Fortunately, the men then heard Merriam telling Bowser how absolutely beautiful he was. The tension in the room dropped noticeably—maybe if Merriam really liked the new look, she would be willing to go with the story Coliten came up with, and everyone would get to live another day.

Timeron realized, "I never told her what story we came up with to explain Bowser, but she came up with an idea of what we can do to try to see through the portal for a longer amount of time. I just don't know what kind of effect it will have on this side or that side of the portal."

He looked around the room to see he had everyone's complete attention. Rather than explaining to anyone, he just motioned for everyone to follow him. As they walked out of the room, they found Merriam standing in the hallway where she had met Bowser in his rush to find her. She had Bowser in her arms and was turning him this way and that. She looked up at Timeron long enough to say, "I love the colors, he is so beautiful."

Timeron then told her the story Coliten had come up with to explain the colors. Being young, Coliten did not have good control over his powers yet, and Merriam knew it, which was the only reason she thought the story would be acceptable. Listening to them concoct the story, and knowing they meant to pass that story not just to the general public, but to him as well, had Sarian shaking his head. He wondered briefly what they would do if he stepped out of his shadows, where he stood hiding.

Then Timeron asked her something—he knew before the words even left his mouth that it was going to get him in trouble. He knew it, but he had no choice. Merriam was their princess of the moment, and she was treated as royally as anyone could wish, considering she was not part of a Lyra and would never be in a position to rule. She also had the scariest guardians in the entire world, which made the request that much more important.

"Lady Merriam, I know you will want to stay, anyone would, but I have to ask you—no—beg you to leave. We want to try your suggestion, but we have no idea how the portal will react. We cannot take the risk of something happening to you. Until we know more, will you give us the time we need to study it? From a position of safety, which means you, young lady, need to be elsewhere, not here. Not in the room, not in this hall, not in this wing. Please. We cannot, we dare not test it with you around it. We will not."

Merriam looked at him, then she looked at the others. They seemed anxious and scared and excited. She desperately wanted to see if her suggestion would work—but she knew her father, she knew her uncles, she knew her father would destroy these people to keep her safe, and she knew that these people might be the very ones the planet needed. Reluctantly, she nodded her head. "I will go back to my home, I will keep your story as the reason for the beautiful colors on Bowser, but you have to promise that you will send for me when you know it is safe. You have to let me be the first person to see it, the very first person—well, besides all of you."

"When we know it is safe my Lady, I will personally send a runner to find you. But only when we know it is safe, and we do not know how long that will be." This was the best Timeron could give her.

Watching her sadly walk away, the men all regretted they could not share more with her. She could look like the saddest little waif when she wanted to, and that look had fooled many people.

Once she was out of sight, Timeron told the others what she had said about using a table. Excited, the men almost trampled Timeron in their haste to return to testing the portal. The only thing that saved him from getting run over was the fact that he threw up a shield at the last minute. Unlike Malory's shields, his shields would hold against multiple people. He’d had almost five thousand more years to practice them than Malory had. His shields didn't break for anyone, except for those Lyra-born.

After watching Merriam until she was out of sight, and waiting long enough to see the men start sliding a table in front of the portal, Sarian thought he should get back to the others in the hallway. They had some things to discuss, one of which was a certain colorful dog. It was hard to leave, because Sarian really wanted to see if the table idea Merriam had come up with would work, but if he did not hurry back to the others, they would come looking for him. Reluctantly, he left.

 

 

Chapter Twenty-five

 

After a while, Sarian came back into the hallway where the others waited. He had a concerned look on his face, which worried the others. While waiting on Sarian to tell them what he had seen, Darian suggested they continue to the Great Room. Before he could move, though, Sarian reached his hand out, grabbing his upper arm and stopping him. “I think we should go back to our meeting chambers, no, wait, I really need a drink. Let's go back to my house. We have some things to talk about, and we really need to discuss what I just found.”

Kane popped his head up and quickly responded, “My bond-mate was supposed to be going to your house today to visit your bond-mate. I do not think your house is the best place to discuss anything.”

A thoughtful look came over Sarian's face. "Ok, we will go to the mountain retreat and talk. I have not been there in a while, but the caretakers should have stocked everything."

The men agreed, and moments later took one step forward and disappeared, reappearing seconds later half a continent away at the mountain retreat they’d taken turns visiting separately. It was a place to get some space from each other, and from the headaches that came with having a government ruled equally by four people who, despite being bonded through soul-threads, did not always agree on everything. The men had several such retreats, but this particular one was favored by all four. It helped that all four of their mates also enjoyed the peace and quiet that this particular retreat offered. The only way in was to step through the between, or the void, as it was sometimes called—the nothingness that existed between one place and the next—and even so, it was heavily shielded so only their Lyra could get in. Special arrangements were made for the caretakers, but even the four from the previous Lyra—and the four from the one previous to that one—could not pass through the protections surrounding this retreat.

Every Lyra was unique, even though each contained one fire-walker, two ice-walkers, and one shadow-walker. The fire, ice, and shadows produced by the individuals were unique to the individual, so even if one of the other two living Lyras came to visit and stepped out of the between, they could not mold their bodies to go through the fire, ice, or shadow shields. The shields were so thin and light as to be almost invisible, and the men, bound to each other as they were, passed through the protections as though they were not even there.

Soon they were inside the retreat, each with a full glass in hand, waiting for Sarian to tell them what he had found. After a few moments of sipping and waiting, Darian grunted to remind Sarian they were there. Sarian had been just staring into space. Sarian brought his attention back to the room, and looking at his glass, drained it in one go, then went to the counter where he refilled his glass.

He looked at the others, motioned with his glass, and said, "Balcony," while walking out the door to the balcony that over looked the valley. The three men he left behind looked at each other, then toward the balcony, down at their glasses, and as one headed for refills, though they had not yet finished the glass they each had. Whatever was causing Sarian to react this way called for a double shot of whatever. The men all drained their glasses, then after filling them back up, made their way to the balcony.

Taking a seat, they all waited for Sarian to begin. The first thing he said surprised them, though. "You each have to promise not to leave; you have to promise not to step back until the entire tale is finished. You may not like what I’ve found, but I will have your promise before I start."

The others could tell it was important they give this promise, but knew they would be bound by it if they did. Patro was the first to reluctantly give his promise, followed by Kane. All three men turned their heads toward Darian, who, with narrowed eyes, refused. Kane got up and was headed toward Darian, intent on throwing him off the balcony when Sarian intervened.

"Darian, it is important to me, but what I have to tell you involves the entire race. I need you to listen to everything. I know you don't want to give the promise, because all you can see is that it involves the—Kane, put him back down—I told you, no throwing him off the balcony again. The last time you threw him off and he had to step to safety, we got exactly nothing accomplished for weeks because he holds a grudge." Darian, watching and listening to Sarian, was caught by surprise and had not even had time to defend himself before Kane had grabbed him up. Struggling to free himself from Kane, he ended up taking himself and Kane down at the same time.

"Fine," Darian finally said when he had freed himself from the chairs and Kane had regained his feet. As he righted his chair and again took his seat, glaring at Kane, he said, "You have my promise—under duress—I don't think it should count, but you have my promise."

Sarian leaned forward, and before his first words, a look of worry and concern returned to his face. "What I am going to tell you will infuriate you, and yet give you hope." 

He got no further because Darian jumped to his feet, shouting, "You knew it would infuriate me and you made me make a promise I would not leave? What in the name of the Great Shadows is wrong with you, man?"

"Shut up, Darian, just shut up. Let me finish before I help Kane throw you off the balcony." He waited until Darian had regained his seat before continuing. "The sorcerers have made a portal, and have gotten brief glimpses of the other side. If I understand right, it is not our planet on the other side of the portal." When it looked like the others would interrupt, he held up his hands and just said, "Let me finish before you say a word. They have tossed some things through the portal, but the portal only stays open for just a brief moment. Earlier today, they had a little incident where no one was hurt—you understand no one was hurt, right?" He looked around, waiting on each man to give a nod. When it looked as though Kane would say something, he just cocked his eyebrow up and said, "I'm not finished."

"It seems someone wasn't paying attention—or no one was paying attention—and a dog went through the portal. They had to play fetch with the dog to get it to come back. When they managed to get the dog back, it was uninjured, but—this is important—the dog was awash with the colors of the portal. I don't know if he gained the colors going through or coming back, but either way, this is not good. That is one colorful portal."

The others began trying to speak over each other in an attempt to find out where the dog was, who let the dog through; Sarian could not keep up with the questions that were coming fast and furious from the others. Instead of trying, he just gave them a look and kept his mouth shut. When the questions finally began to wind down and the others were just muttering, he took back up where he had left off.

"They have come up with a solution to the portal not staying open, and they were about to try it when I left. They returned the dog to the owner and gave her a fabricated story, so you will not let the real story out to the owner, do you understand?" This said, he looked at each of the men in turn.

Darian, being a bit hotheaded, was of course the first one to have problems with this, and he said so. "So you are not going to tell the owner something may be wrong with her dog?"

"Nothing is wrong with the dog, Darian."

"But you don't know that!" Darian retorted.

"Well, you better hope I am right, then, since the dog lives with you!"

"The dog… lives… with… me? Are you telling me Merriam has a colored dog... that Bowser is the colors of the portal and they just handed him back to her? Is this what you are telling me?" Darian was furious. "You are telling me that my daughter’s dog went into the portal, the portal no one knows is safe, and they just handed him back to her?" The venom in Darian's voice was unmistakable.

"Darian, you know I would never allow a hair on her head to be harmed. I will throw you off this balcony myself if you don't see reason. Malory made a portal. We have legends of coming to this world via a portal. Malory studied the legends and myths and recreated that which we said did not exist. If a portal got our people here, and he created a portal, think, man."

Kane had been silent while he listened to the two argue, but he could not be silent any longer. "This is Merriam we are talking about. How could you let them give her a dog we don't even know is safe anymore?"

Patro added, "I think we should all go and see this portal. We can see what the sorcerers are doing. We can not make decisions if this is all we have to go on. You said you saw Bowser?" Sarian nodded. "And he isn't white anymore?"

Sarian shook his head and said, "Nope, he’s got all the colors of the portal."

Kane narrowed his eyes, "Well if going through the portal and back out did not hurt him, I say we toss the sorcerers through."

Darian nodded his head, "I agree, whoever sent my daughter's dog through the portal is going through. If Bowser came back, they can, too," an evil grin crossed his face, "then they can tell us what the other side looks like."

Sarian tried to reason with the two for a minute; he even tried to get Patro to take his side, but Patro was firmly on the others’ side. After a while, he gave up.

"Ok, so here is what we are going to do. We are going to step to the Great Hall, and if the Great Room door is still open, we will just ease our way in—and if it is not, we wait outside ‘til someone opens the door."

"Why can't we just step through to the Great Room?" Kane wanted to know.

"Well, do you know how the portal will react? Or how far we have to stay away? Or what happened when the sorcerers tried their latest experiment? Which involved pushing a table through, if I did not tell you already."

Darian was surprised, "What is a table going to tell them? Push one of them through, and we will have our answers."

Sarian considered what to tell them, "Well, seems the portal only stays open as long as it takes an object to travel through, so someone suggested locking it open with a table pushed partway through. They were pushing it toward the portal when I left."

Darian gave a snort of disbelief. "A table? Who in Shadow's name came up with that idea?"

Sarian shrugged, "Someone standing around the hall earlier.  So are you ready to go?"

Kane answered him, "For all we know, Central has been sucked through this portal while the idiots held it open with a table. Let's go so we can see. Then can we push them through?"

Sarian gave up. It looked like someone was going through the portal, whether they wanted to or not. It was time to pull in the big guns. He mind-called to his dragon, Irirnan, dear, can you meet us at Central? And maybe bring the others with you. Seems we have a portal open in Central, in the Great Room—a portal we don't know anything about. I need your help stopping these idiots from tossing sorcerers and scientists through.

After a moment, he heard his dragon give a mental snort, Why do the others always insist that violence is the answer? Kane did not toss Darian off the balcony again, did he? We will meet you in the Great Hall. Kirrilla and I will come alone. No reason to bring the others yet. We will share our memories with them.

After his dragon confirmed he would meet them there, and would bring Darian's dragon, Sarian looked at the others and said, "Let's go—to the hall just outside the Great Room's doors." After confirming with the others they were all on board about the destination, the four men took a step forward, and moments later stepped out into the hall facing the enormous double doors, which were closed. And, as Sarian tested and found, they were locked.

 

Chapter Twenty-six

 

Darian looked in disbelief at the doors; he was not alone. Never in his memory had anyone locked the doors. He did not even know how they locked. Glancing at the others, he saw they were just as surprised as he was. Although, eyes narrowing, he noticed Sarian did not look very surprised. Suspicious, Darian asked, "Why do you not seem surprised the doors are locked? You knew the doors would be locked, didn't you? What are you hiding?"

Before Sarian could answer him, they all heard someone coming down the hall—a large someone, or many someones. When Irirnan and Kirrilla came strutting around the corner, Darian gave Sarian a look of fury. "You told them?"

Sarian shrugged. "They did say we should talk to the sorcerers. The memories are faint of our beginnings, but they did say they have some memories stored in the memory stones in the Watchers’ Tower. We need all the help we can get."

Kirrilla nuzzled her head against Darian as she mind-spoke to him. You know you are happy to see us.

"Well without stepping through to the other side, we are stuck out here; the doors are locked." Darian told her.

No problem, Irirnan can open the doors, Kirrilla told them.

Everyone turned to stare at Irirnan, who ducked his head in acknowledgment of his might, his wonder, his greatness— Oh, everyone is waiting... on me. Perhaps I should just open the doors.

Giving what Sarian called the dragon equivalent of a shrug, lifting his wings slightly, Irirnan approached the doors and just pushed. Both doors swung open, causing the men to stare at the doors, then back at him again.

Darian then looked at Sarian. "I thought the doors were locked?"

Sarian just shrugged, "They were, for us."

The men turned back to the room—they could now see the portal. Sarian was just as awestruck this time as he was the first time he had seen it. The others were gaping at the portal and the way the portal seemed to make the entire room pulse with color. Standing in the doorway, with both dragons hovering over their shoulders, the men saw that no one in the room had even noticed they were there. Sarian counted—all eight sorcerers were in the room, and it looked like seven scientists. Fifteen people, and not a single one had even noticed the doors flying open. The men walked into the room, with both dragons trailing behind them. They got within a few feet of Gragen before anyone noticed them.

The chaos that ensued would have been hilarious if it were not such a serious situation. The man screamed, then jumped, and grabbing Malory, he attempted to hide behind him. He seemed to realize who he had grabbed, and immediately he shoved Malory behind Timeron with a scream of "Hide, hide!" then tried to hide behind another scientist.

After watching the men panic and attempt to flee behind tables and others, Darian finally shouted, "Enough!" He briefly thought, Seems as though we have been through this once today already.

After another few moments where the scientists were running around trying to hide while also trying to hide Malory, Darian noticed Timeron was not fleeing or attempting to hide. He was simply standing there, looking rather amused instead. It had been almost two thousand years since Darian had interacted with any of the sorcerers, but he remembered Timeron. Looking around, it appeared that of the eight sorcerers, the only ones not attempting to flee were Timeron and Kristien; they also happened to be the only two older than Darian. The other sorcerers were closer to Darian's age, or in the case of Malory and Coliten, much, much younger. Less than one hundred years old, both of them, still children in their eyes. Finally, Timeron turned to Darian and the others and said, "I assume someone gave us away. I can find no other reason for you to visit a hall you have scorned for two thousand years." His lip curled slightly into a scornful look, "After so many years you decided to gift us with your presence instead of ordering us to your chambers like dogs."

As the words he was saying registered with the others, they ceased attempting to flee, and instead stood, mouths agape, staring at the scene playing out before their eyes between the oldest of the sorcerers and the leader of their race known for his utter hatred, contempt, and disdain for all sorcerers. Most of the sorcerers were more than a little scared of Darian, and though they had talked with Kane, Patro, and Sarian, they did not have much trust of anyone so close to Darian. In fact, all the sorcerers agreed that although Patro and Kane were okay men, Sarian seemed a little insane.

Darian was a little taken aback, but it seemed Timeron was not yet finished.

"Now that you need us, now you come around. Before, we were just annoyances at best, hated creatures at worst. What do you want from us? You, who should lead us, have most of this room terrified of you. The stories precede you, true or not. You need us. You need what we have found. But no one in this entire room trusted you enough to tell you we had discovered the portal. Do you know how long we have had this portal? Do you know what we could have already accomplished if we had your support?" By now Timeron was shouting at Darian.

The other sorcerers in the room were slowly inching their way into the corners of the room. The scientists, Sarian noted, had tried to flee the room, and were currently being huddled by the dragons. It was worse than Sarian had thought. Most men feared the dragons, not seeing them enough to become familiar with them. But for men to run to dragons for protection from the man who led their race—Sarian did not know how to even make a start at repairing the situation. He should have confronted Darian centuries ago about his relationship with the sorcerers.

Even Kristien, almost as old as Timeron, had inched away from Darian and Timeron, who were now glaring at each other with only a small distance between them. It was a bad situation, made worse by the fact that Timeron had almost as much, if not more bitterness inside him over the situation from years ago as Darian. It had been hard on Timeron to find that the man he trusted with his life, his best friend, had used him and the other sorcerers at the time to build his power, until finally, his blackened soul could not be hidden and he began to kill. Timeron felt guilty, even though what Darian's father had done was not his fault. He felt guilty for what Darian had suffered, for the deaths his best friend had caused. He had been horrified when the truth had come out. He felt he should have seen it before it got so bad.

He still felt the pain of making all the sorcerers watch while Darian had performed the ritual to burn his father’s soul-thread from the fabric of their race, and then continue to watch while he took the knife and made several slices into his father so he would slowly bleed to death—it was wrong. He could understand to a degree, after all. From what he could understand, Darian felt that if he had to suffer the pain of killing his own father, then his father's fellow sorcerers should suffer with him. But what followed, blaming the sorcerers, banning them from his presence, disbanding their guild in front of the assembled members of their race—that was cruel and wrong.

Darian, lost in the moment, began to shout back at Timeron, "You had the power to stop him. You were so busy trying to figure out how you could gain more power that you never asked him why anyone needed more power. No one would have died if you had stopped him. If you had not helped him—if none of you had helped him—my mother would still be alive. My father could have been stopped before he got the power he was searching for, and instead, you helped him get that power. You and Kristien were there every step of the way!"

At this accusation, Timeron shouted back, "We did not know, no one knew. You yourself found us innocent of any taint. You looked at our threads and found our souls pure! You can't find someone innocent with one breath and damn them with the next, but that's what you did. You did this! You—just you—caused this fear, this need to hide the very thing we need to work together on." In his rage, Timeron did not care what he was saying to Darian, but at the last moment, just before he made the irrevocable mistake of telling Darian that they had made major progress in the last hour only because of his daughter, Timeron caught himself.

Shaking his head, he tried to calm himself. He needed Darian's help, and anger was not the way to get it. He stepped back from Darian—so close, he was so close to just hitting the man. He turned his back and walked toward the portal, leaving Darian standing there clenching his fist.

Darian had never wanted to hit someone so badly in his life. Kirrilla was steadily sending him calming thoughts. And Sarian, Patro, and Kane were busy shouting in his mind—nothing complimentary.

Darian looked around; everyone except his bond brothers and Timeron and Kristien were huddled by the dragons. Turning back toward the portal, he saw there was a table just sitting in the middle of the portal, and through the portal he could see blueish-green grass, and trees like none he had ever seen before. Grass was not blueish-green, where did this portal lead to? He could not just ignore what was in front of him. Sarian was right, he needed to let things go. He did not know how he was going to get past their past, but for his people, he needed to find a way to let go.

Sarian, feeling what Darian could feel, having mind-jumped into his mind along with Patro and Kane, knew the worst was over. He could feel Darian's pain, but he could also sense his resolve. And his thoughts were centered on helping their people. ‘Bout time, Sarian thought.

 

Chapter Twenty-seven

 

Irirnan gently nudged the scientists and sorcerers out of his way and stepped into the room to see the portal. He had memories of portals—not his memories, he had not lived that long—but the memory stones held faint memories, more like impressions, of portals. Portals, more than one. Looking around, he found the one they called Malory. Having no way to talk to Malory, he told Sarian to ask him if he can make others—we cannot move an entire race through one portal, much less three races. The memory stones gave the impression that more than one portal brought us to this planet.

Turning to Malory, Sarian asked the question Malory least wanted to hear. "Can you make more?"

Malory, still hiding by Kirrilla, looked fearfully around the room and seemed to be trying to get even closer to the dragon, if that was possible. Sarian decided to ask the question another way, "You made this portal, right?"

Malory nodded.

"So if you made this portal, you can make another?" he questioned.

Malory was frightened, very frightened. He had read so much about the myths of how they came to this planet. But the day he made the portal, he had been so tired, trying so many different ideas he was getting from reading the children's stories. He honestly could not remember how he had created the portal. He did not want to tell them that, though. While he thought furiously what he could say, he felt the stares of everyone in the room. If he told them that he could not duplicate the portal, they would—oh, Shadows—he did not know what they would do. He had kept control of the portal by letting everyone think he could just tear that one down and make a new one, one they could not find. What should he do? He had never been so frightened in his life. Well, except for the day he fell asleep in this very room only to wake up and find the portal just inches from his face. It was days before he would even come back in the room. He remembered waking up and seeing the portal and running from the room, slamming the doors behind him with his powers.

"Malory, you can make another, right?" Sarian asked again.

Malory shook his head ruefully. "I don't know."

"What do you mean you don't know? You made this one, you can make another."

Malory was shaking his head, "It was an accident."

The scientists and sorcerers all began to shout at once. Sarian was not sure who was saying what, but from what he could make out, the only way Malory had kept control of the portal was by threatening to make it go away and building a new one where the others could not find it. Sarian had to admire the boy's, well, the young man's thought process.

As the shouts and threats got louder, he decided he needed to take control a bit better. Irirnan, if you could be a dear and roar for us, that would be great.

Irirnan let out a deep roar that immediately caused everyone to cower back—well, the sorcerers and scientists cowered. The leaders were use to such sounds from their dragons and never even flinched.

After a moment to make sure he would not be interrupted again, Sarian asked, "You don’t remember what you did, but if you had help remembering, do you think you could do it again?"

Malory shrugged his shoulders. "I have been trying every single day for months to remember what I did.”

Darian interrupted at that moment to shout, “Months! This has been sitting in Central for months? You all kept this hidden for months?”

Sarian said, "Shut up Darian.”

"Now, Malory—again, if we help you remember, you can make other portals?"

"But I don't know what I did!" Malory wailed.

"We will help you, but you have to do something you will not like. You may find it hard, if not impossible—You will have to trust that idiot there." He was pointing at Darian.

"Sir?"

"I said, you have to trust Darian. I need you to trust me, and trust Darian. Do you think you can do that?"

Malory was shaking, "Trust him?" pointing at Darian.

"Yes, I need you to trust him. He will help you remember by looking into your memories. Can you trust him to delve into your memories to find the one that created the portal?" Sarian asked; he was becoming concerned.

At the mention of allowing Darian into his memories, Malory looked shocked, then in a move that surprised everyone, he turned and darted out of the room.

Everyone stood stunned, staring at the spot where just moments before, Malory had stood.

Sarian, chuckling, looked at Darian, "I guess that was a no." Sobering quickly, he looked around the room, "We need him, we need his trust. I need ideas."

The others just looked at him blankly.

"No ideas? Who is closest to Malory." Everyone in the room pointed at Coliten, who looked like he was attempting to leave the room as well, but was being blocked by Kirrilla. Apparently no one else was going to be darting past her; she had arranged herself to block the entire door. So Sarian told him, "Go find him and bring him back. We need him—we need his memory—we need his ideas. We flat out need him."

Once Kirrilla had moved enough to let him past, he too darted out of the room as if the room was on fire. Sarian spared a brief moment to wonder whether he was fleeing or searching for Malory. Sarian would bet on fleeing; he looked so terrified he probably never even registered the instructions to find Malory.

Turning to the room at large, he looked at everyone. With a scowl on his face, he said, "Everyone will leave. Get that table out of the portal; this room will be locked down until we know more, until we get Malory back on this. No one—" looking at the scientists," I mean no one comes in this room. At that, the scientists began protesting, but before they could get too loud, Irirnan roared again.

Even that only caused the scientists to momentarily cower, but almost immediately they began to shout their protest again, and the sorcerers were with them this time. Even Timeron was letting his displeasure be known.

Kane turned and stepped out of the room, motioning Darian to follow him. Out in the hall with Darian and Patro, who had followed Darian, Kane said, motioning toward Darian's chest, "Find him—trace his soul-thread and find him. We," motioning to Patro, "will go with you to get him. Like Sarian said, we need him."

Darian nodded, then closing his eyes, he began to sort the threads of all his people. He was connected to almost everyone in the race. The only ones he had not woven his soul-threads to yet were the ones older than nine thousand years. The weaving to others could only happen just so fast. It was not easy to pick the single thread for one person from all the threads of the race. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he gently began to trace the one soul-thread that he could feel belonged to Malory. Looking at the other two, he asked, “Do we step through, or do we walk?”

Darian opened his eyes. “He is not far. I don't see any reason we should risk scaring him more by just appearing in front of him. We walk.

As Darian moved down the hall, the other two followed behind him, slowly making their way to where the soul-thread led.

 

Chapter Twenty-eight

 

Sarian was more angry than he had been in a long time. "If you want to be allowed back in this room, you will find Malory and you will convince him to let us help him find the one memory that will get us more portals. We can not move three races through one portal—we can't. We just can't. Find him. Find him and bring him back. That is the only way you will be allowed back in. And when you find him, we will have a meeting, and you will fill us in on what you have been doing. Idiots, you are all idiots. We could have found that memory months ago. Do you realize that? Do you realize that no matter how Darian feels about any one person, this is our race to protect and to lead? We can't do that if you do not help us help you. Now go. Get out of this room—and out of my face—before I send each of you through that portal. If you can get a dog back, we can get you back—if we want to, that is."

At the mention of the dog, the scientists stopped looking mad and began to look scared. Sarian and his protectiveness of Merriam was well-known. Some said he was more protective of his niece by bond than even her own father was. Some of the tales, all of the tales preceded him. The scientists suddenly found that the only thing in the world they wanted to do was find Malory. Even though they had no idea where the young man could be, they decided finding him was more important, or safer, than staying in the portal room with Sarian, who obviously knew about Bowser. The men almost ran into Kirrilla leaving the room.

Turning back to the sorcerers, who had not really put up much of a fuss yet, but had also not moved to find Malory, Sarian scowled. Then raising one eyebrow, he said, "I don't see you moving. Do you think I don't know who helped the scientists with Bowser?" Shadows began to form around him, and the sorcerers, even Timeron, decided retreat was the best answer—the only answer.

As the room emptied around Sarian, he asked Irirnan, “Where did the other three go?”

They are following the soul-thread to Malory.

Sarian shook his head. “This is not going to be pretty. That boy is scared to death of Darian. What stories have they filled his head with, I wonder?”

Looking at the portal, he told the two dragons, it really is beautiful. Did you see the other side? We don't have grass like that, or trees. Did you see the mountain in the back ground? I would love to fly across that mountain range with you, my friends. I wonder how it smells. Do you think it will make a new home for us? I love this world, but after three thousand years, there are not many surprises left here, not much we haven't seen and not many places we have not visited. To explore a new world… I don't want to lose this world, but it looks like we will. To be gifted a new world…” 

Sarian sighed, and motioning to the two dragons to precede him, left the room and closed the doors behind him. Looking at Irirnan, "If you would be so kind, my friend. Lock these doors." Seeing the doors secured behind him, he said. "Thank you, my friend. I think our next meeting with the sorcerers and scientists will be in our chambers. I appreciate your aid." He ran his hand down Irirnan's nose. And for just a moment, he leaned against him. Then he turned and walked in the direction he could feel his bond brothers had gone.

Irirnan and Kirrilla watched him leave, then settling down in front of the doors, they waited. They were not missing a single moment of the portal. Irirnan had seen in his vision that the sorcerer Malory had a clue, but a portal! Impressions in memory stones were all Irirnan had of portals. Three thousand years could get pretty boring for a dragon, too.

 

Chapter Twenty-nine

 

Malory was a coward, he knew he was. He did not want others to know, but he guessed running and hiding was a dead giveaway. Better a dead giveaway of cowardice than just dead. Darian had been muttering “off with his head” at every single meeting for the last eight months. That was eight meetings, not counting today. This morning he did not open his mouth. The scientist kept moving in front of him every time he moved. If the scientist thought he needed protection from Darian, then he guessed he did. After all, no matter what Timeron and Kristien said, the scientists worked with Darian and saw him a lot more often.

What did Timeron and Kristien know? They had been banished from Darian's presence for two thousand years. People changed a lot in that amount of time. And now they wanted to dig around in his head. He was scared; anyone would be scared. He did the only thing he could think of—he ran and hid. He did not know how they found out it was him. He did not want to know. He did not have very strong powers; he was just learning. He was too young to die. Why couldn't someone else have made the portal? Why couldn't they just figure it out. I’m too young to die. He did not even know how to make his shields hold yet.

Maybe he should have worked on shields more. But they said the shields would hold against anything and anyone—except the Lyras. What good were shields if they would not protect you from the most dangerous people on the planet? Where could he hide? Oh great goddess, he was going to die. He sat huddled in the closet, trying to think where he could go.

I should have just gone into the portal when they walked in the room. And the dragons, oh goddess, they were huge. I do not want to get eaten. What if Darian feeds me to the dragon? What good am I if I cannot make another portal? They would take my portal and then feed me to the dragon. I knew it. My parents were right, being a sorcerer was a life-ending choice. But I did not choose to be a sorcerer; I was born that way. Why didn't my parents do something about it? Well, something other than throwing me out when I reached majority. I am so scared.

Was that voices he heard? Oh please, goddess, don't let that be voices. Someone found him already? Maybe he should have found a better hiding place. It was voices, oh goddess, it was Darian. Why couldn't he step through from one place to another like others? Too young, he was always too young for everything. What were they saying?

 

Chapter Thirty

 

"He is in this room, I can feel him," Darian told the other two. "He had a weak shield up at the door, and the door locked, so we still ended up having to step through from the other side." Darian looked around, "Doesn't look like we would have scared him if we had just stepped here; I don't see him. But I feel him, so let's find him."

 

Darian motioned to the room they were in. "Look at all this stuff—does the boy live here or something?"

 

Kane shrugged as he headed for a connecting room. He called back, "I found a kitchen and it looks meagerly stocked, so maybe he just stays here occasionally. It is not very far to walk to the Great Room."

 

Darian was exploring the large room while Patro went toward another connecting room. Darian pointed to the items lying around the room. "This looks like more than just an occasional place to stay."

 

Darian was trying to narrow down Malory’s location; the soul-thread would only get him just so close. Narrowing his eyes, he began to motion to the other two as he caught their attention. Once he had their attention and they had both returned to the room, he pointed to a closed door in the corner of the room. He could feel what felt like a slight shimmer of a shield. Easing up to the door, he casually parted the shield, and opening the door, he said, "I do believe we have found our missing sorcerer. Now what do we do with him?" he asked Kane.

 

Kane looked down at Malory cowering on the floor. "I think you scared him, Darian."

 

Patro, looking over at Malory on the floor of the closet, had to agree. "Yep, you scared him."

 

Darian, eyes narrowed, asked over his shoulder, "This is who we are depending on to build us another portal?"

 

Patro nodded.

 

Darian turned back to Malory and heaved a big sigh. "Get up, boy, no one is going to hurt you."

 

Instead of obeying Darian, Malory just shook his head and tried to curl into an even tighter ball in the bottom of the closet.

 

Kane eyed Darian, "Well, this is going well, oh fearless leader. Now what?"

 

Darian was becoming very frustrated at this point. Looking at the others, he muttered, "Big help, guys, you are such a big help."

 

Reaching down toward Malory, who had begun to quietly cry, Darian grabbed him by the upper arm and heaved. Malory came off the floor in startled surprise, and before he could recover, Darian took one step and, with Malory, disappeared.

 

Kane looked at Patro. "He could have said where he was going with the boy. That boy is going to be comatose with fear by the time we get there."

 

Patro laughed, "But did you see Darian's face just before they disappeared? I swear he is getting what he deserves for how he exiled the sorcerers." Looking around the room again, Patro quietly said, "I bet the boy does live here. Darian made it almost impossible for them to get honest work, and with no experience, how would the kid live? We have a lot to answer for, I think. We should never have let Darian take it this far. His kitchen is so bare I don't know how the boy even eats." Shaking his head, he then told Kane, "Let's go before Darian makes it worse. I am guessing he stepped the boy to our meeting room. You go there and keep Darian from killing the kid. I will look for Sarian, and then the two of us will gather the sorcerers and send for the highest-ranking scientists. Maybe by the end of the day, we can have some answers."

 

Nodding, Kane took a step and disappeared, while Patro closed his eyes and felt for his bond with Sarian, who… felt like he was here? Patro opened his eyes and looked around, and walking over to the door, he opened it to find Sarian eyeing the doorway.

 

Sarian immediately asked, "Why did I just feel Darian step away, and then Kane stepped, too, just before I reached the door? Where is Darian?"

 

"Uh, Darian?" Patro asked.

 

Sarian could feel his eyebrow begin to rise involuntarily. "Patro, where is Darian?" Sometimes they tried his patience to no end, especially when they tried to hide something. "What has that idiot done?"

 

"Idiot? Who, Darian?" Patro was trying to stall. He needed to keep Sarian occupied for long enough for Darian to calm the sorcerer. What was his name again? Oh yeah, Malory. He thought getting Sarian to help round up the sorcerers and scientists would be a good idea. Seeing Sarian's face, he was rethinking that idea.

 

"Patro. Where. Is. Darian? Do not make me have to feel for him." Eyes narrowed, Sarian reached out to grab Patro's throat and push him against the wall. "Look at me. Darian can not be trusted with the sorcerers alone. CAN NOT!! Now pay attention—did he he, Darian, take the sorcerer Malory with him when he stepped?"

 

Patro was attempting to pry Sarian's hand from his throat—not that Sarian was hurting him, just holding him in place, but it was the principle of the thing. "He is not going to hurt the boy, Sarian."

 

Sarian began to lift Patro off the ground, little by little, "Ok, ok—he didn't say where he was going, he just took the boy. We think he went to our meeting room."

 

Sarian looked at him, dropped him, and with one last look of frustration, felt for the true location of Darian, and taking a step, he disappeared.

 

 

Patro looked at the spot where Sarian had just disappeared. "Yeah, I'll um, just, go get the the others, huh? Yeah."

 

Looking around one last time, Patro took a step, and stepped out in the scientists’ main gathering room.

 

Chapter Thirty-one

 

 Stepping out into the meeting room with Malory, Darian let go of the boy and watched him fall to the floor. Shaking his head, he told him, "Oh, for the love of Shadows, boy, get up. I am not going to kill you."

Malory just shook his head and curled back into a ball on the floor. Darian could hear him muttering something, so he leaned down to hear, "Off with his head."

Darian was getting more frustrated. "Boy, let me tell you a story. Are you listening?"

Malory was in his own little world of horror and did not even hear Darian's question. After a moment of watching the boy, he tried again. This time, he created a large ball of fire, and calling it back to him, suddenly caused what sounded like a small thunderclap. Malory jumped at the sound and looked up fearfully at Darian.

"Now, do I have your attention?" Darian asked the cowering boy. At his frightened nod, he said, "Good, it’s story time, pay attention." Narrowing his eyes, he then said, "You will not enjoy it if you do not pay attention."

Darian did not have the best people skills.

Malory watched Darian fearfully. As Darian began to pace, he started talking. "Many years ago, too many maybe, I made what apparently was a tiny mistake." At his statement, they heard a scoffing laugh. 

Kane had stepped into the room in time to hear Darian's last statement. "If this mistake was disbanding the sorcerers’ guild and banning them from meeting while they were banished, I would say ‘tiny mistake’ is an understatement."

"Shut up, Kane."

"Now, boy, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted." Darian tried to continue, only to be interrupted once again, but this time by Sarian.

"Oh, do continue, but maybe, just maybe, you could remember the boy's name?"

Darian grabbed his head. "Oh, for the love of all the Shadows, can you just let me finish?"

"Oh, by all means," Sarian motioned for him to continue.

"Now, as I was saying, I may have made a mistake, and it is being brought to my attention that I may have been a little wrong." Both Kane and Sarian gave a bitter little laugh at this admission.

Frustrated, Darian shouted at them, "Would you both just shut it? I am trying to apologize."

Sarian looked at Darian in amazement. "You suck at apologies; you have always sucked at apologies. That—this—whatever you want to call it—is not an apology."

Darian's shoulders dropped just a tad. "What do you want me to say? Give me a break here, I am trying."

While Darian and his bond brothers argued, Malory was slowly watching them, while inching closer and closer to a table. When he finally gained the table, he slowly eased under it, and, hopefully he thought, out of sight.

Darian turned back to look at where Malory had been, to see an empty spot. Looking over at Sarian by the door, he said, "Look, you scared him away, both of you. I had him ready to listen, but no, you had to step in here and scare him away."

Sarian and Kane both looked at Darian in disbelief. Kane, who had never really taken his attention off of Malory and knew he was under the table, told Darian, "Tell you what, practice your little apology on us, and we will tell you where you screw up. And then, when we find Malory, you can repeat it to him."

But Darian did not want to listen. He was also very good at believing his own delusions when it came to dealing with sorcerers. He looked over at Sarian, still by the door, and asked, "Can he step yet? He is very young; he should not be able to step, should he? Blasted sorcerers, he has probably been stepping from place to place since he was born."

Sarian put his head in his hands. "Darian, he is too young to step, it does not matter that he is a sorcerer, he cannot step, he never got past me through this door, so he is still in the room. Go ahead with your, um, apology, if that is what you insist on calling it."

Darian, though, instead of continuing, was now on his knees looking under the tables. Seeing Malory huddled under a table, he sat down on the floor next to the table, and, watching the boy carefully, he began again.

"So, Malory—" pausing, he looked up at Kane and Sarian as if waiting to get interrupted again, but they were just watching him. "Malory, let me tell you a story." Hearing a snort, he looked up at Kane impatiently before continuing.

"Years ago, when we were young, the sorcerers, for some stupid, insane reason," Darian started, but paused when Sarian snorted—after stopping to glare at Sarian, he continued, "Anyway, they started working together, trying to figure out how to increase their powers. My father was one of them. The power went to his head, and made him a little insane. He killed my mother and a few other people. As the Lyra, everyone is connected to us. We start weaving into the soul-threads from the time we are conceived, and as we age, our threads continue to weave to each person as they are born, and upward toward everyone else before us. By the time we are one thousand years old, we are woven into everyone three thousand years or younger. By the time we are three thousand years old, we are woven into everyone younger than nine thousand years old.

 If you watch, whenever you see a watcher pull the tapestry into sight, you can see the soul-threads of everyone in our race. We can feel everyone. Do you understand that? We feel everyone we are connected to. We feel it when they die. It creates an emptiness, a void where they were. We feel every single death, and I feel them more than anyone in the race other than the other Lyra. We will not stop weaving soul-threads into the tapestry of our people until the next Lyra is born, and even then, we still weave for one thousand years.

 So Trista's Lyra overlaps ours by one thousand years below us, and as we weave upwards, our threads become stronger than Trista's to the people above us. Trista is six-thousand years old now, and is woven into every person at least two thousand years old. Kervin and his Lyra are woven into the tapestry of soul-threads for everyone five thousand years and older. If I killed you, I would feel it—it would hurt. And it would bring down the watchers upon me. The watchers would not approve. Even we answer to someone. So you see, young one, I may hate the sorcerers, but I cannot kill you."

By the time he was finished, Sarian was leaning down, reaching his hand out to Malory. "Come, young one, we need you. Even if this idiot wanted to kill you, we would not let him."

Darian looked up at Sarian, "Do you think that maybe, just maybe, you could stop calling me an idiot?"

Sarian just shrugged. "When you stop acting like one, maybe I will."

Kane laughed—he could not help it—watching two of the most powerful men trying to coax a young one from under a table like they were trying to tame a wild animal. Darian and Sarian both looked over at him with scowls on their face. "What? You both look silly."

Finally, after a few more moments, Malory began easing out from under the table. He never took his eyes off Darian the entire time he was moving. Finally, Darian stood up and moved away from the table, and Malory eased himself to a standing position. He apparently had one question. "It would hurt you to kill me?" He hesitantly asked.

Sarian told him, "We would feel you die no matter how you died. We feel every death. Every death hurts if we have woven it to the soul-threads. And we cannot not weave, even if we wanted to," He looked disdainfully up and over at Darian, "Even the sorcerers are woven to us, despite this idiot’s protest."

Darian looked a little ashamed for a moment. "I would feel your death, and if you died by another's hands, I would avenge that death. If it were one of our own people, they would be cut off from the tapestry; I would burn their thread from the tapestry myself. That is what a fire-walker does. Then I would have to sentence them to death and carry out the sentence myself, young one. No one in this race will kill you and live. I would not kill you. No one in another race would kill you and live. We would track them to the ends of the planet and kill them. You are safe." This reassurance was a little spoiled by the "unfortunately" Sarian heard, but he felt pretty safe that that mutter came through his mind and not verbally.

He was more certain of it when he heard Kane start to choke as though trying to contain laughter. Darian must be really upset if he was mind-thinking so hard that it came through to both of them without effort.

They would deal with Darian later. The important thing right now was to get Malory to agree to let Darian access his memories. Sarian did not think that was going to be an easy task.

Gesturing to a chair, he told Malory, "Have a seat. You are, believe it or not—and contrary to the stories you have been told—you are in the safest place you could possibly be in in the entire world. We would protect you with our lives."

Malory looked at Sarian in disbelief.

Kane had stepped out of the meeting room and was just now walking back in. "Food will be here soon. We will probably all do better with something to eat. Patro should be gathering the scientists and other sorcerers. While we wait, Sarian, maybe you can explain to him," gesturing to Malory, "exactly what Darian needs to do to find the memory of the portal creation."

Sarian said, "I think it would be best to have it done before everyone arrives. Darian will need quiet, and the scientists are never quiet. Malory will want the privacy." Turning to Malory, he began to explain just what would happen when Darian accessed his memories.

Malory was not happy—he was scared—and now he was finding out that Darian would need to touch his head and delve into his memories to find the key to making a portal. If there was anywhere to go to hide, he would go. Sarian was supposed to be the one everyone called insane, but from where Malory sat, it seemed the crazy one was Darian. Sarian seemed to be quite calm. Maybe it was only when people messed with Merriam that Sarian went insane? Thinking about Merriam made Malory remember Bowser. Oh goddess, please don't let Sarian find out Bowser went into the portal.

Sarian was talking again, but Malory had missed what he was saying. Refocusing his attention, he found Sarian was still trying to reassure him about Darian and his memories. Realizing he really had no choice, he finally nodded his head.

Sarian looked relieved, as did Darian and Kane. Maybe it would not be so bad, Malory thought.

 

Chapter Thirty-two

 

Patro stepped out into chaos. The scientists were shouting and running around. Patro almost decided to step back to the meeting room. Before he could decide to do that, the scientists saw him, and nearly mobbed him. Patro had to throw a shield of ice around himself to keep space between him and the scientists. A couple of the scientists actually ran into the shield in their rush to get to Patro. He could not understand what was being said, so he finally shouted for silence, which he did not get. Goddess, he hated dealing with scientists when a new discovery was in the works. He decided that maybe if he just stood there with his arms crossed, looking at them across the shield, which he’d only made to hip-high, maybe they would finally fall to silence.

After standing there, just staring at them while they got louder and louder, he decided maybe it would not work. But finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the scientists began to fall silent. Once silence reigned in the room, Patro said, "The first one to talk will be banned from the portal. You will be silent until I am done—silent, completely silent. Do you understand? Just nod if you do." He looked around the massive room and estimated upwards of one hundred scientists were in the room, all nodding.

Nodding with them, he continued, "We just found out about the portal. As you may imagine, Darian is furious, and I am not really happy with any of you, either. But here is what is going to happen going forward—let me remind you, if you open your mouth, you will be banned from the portal—banned! Now, although all of you would fit in our meeting room for the meeting we are about to have, I am going to choose a select number of you. Any protest, and you will be banned." Looking around, he wondered how long it would be before they broke. Not long, he figured.

"Now, I want a show of hands: who in here is at least five thousand years old?" About one-fourth of the scientists raised their hands. "I want you to move over there," pointing to one side of the room.

 Facing this older group, he then asked them, "Ok, now how many of you were in on the discovery of how to keep our city lit up at night?" Of the twenty-five or so scientists that had moved to that side of the room, four men and one woman raised their hands. Pointing at them, he said, "Wait outside the door."

 He pointed to the door that led to the hallway. "Silently, remember—if I hear one word, you are banned." Turning back to the others, he guessed he had maybe seventy-five or so left in the majority. Looking around, he saw a few holding their hands over their mouths as if they were trying to keep words from coming out. He wanted to laugh. He saw that the ones he had moved to the side were starting to integrate back into the others, with disappointment on their faces. Pointing to them, he said, "No, stay there, I am not done with you."

Looking around the room, he then asked, "Show of hands: how many have not seen the portal?"

Looking around, he thought, Oh goddess, how did so many scientists keep it quiet for so many days? Counting, he saw six hands raised. Out of roughly one hundred people, only six had not seen the portal. Pointing at one, he asked, "Why?" The man looked confused; Patro said, "You may talk," glaring around the room, "but only you."

"They made a list, I was on the list to go tomorrow," Pointing at the others with their hands still raised, he said, "They were, too."

Patro was thinking hard. He needed the best minds on the planet on this problem, but he also needed to find new ideas. The scientists had had a few days to come up with ideas and had come up blank, so, deciding quickly, he pointed at the six and said, "Wait outside." Thinking to himself, he figured no more than fifteen would be ok. If they could not keep fifteen in line, plus eight sorcerers… no, maybe fifteen was too many. He had eleven at this point. Thinking hard, he turned to the oldest scientists. Pointing to one, he said, “If you could pick one person to work with, who would it be? 

The woman looked at him for a moment, thinking, then said, "He is already outside." Patro nodded. "Okay, wait here."

Turning to walk to the door, he collapsed the shield, and turning back, he admonished, "Silently."

Once he walked out the door to where the eleven scientists were waiting, closing the door behind him, he asked, "If you could have anyone working on the portal with you, whom would you choose? Think carefully; I am only choosing four more to go with me. Huddle up and agree on four more people."

After a few minutes, the scientists had come to a tentative agreement, and offered their suggestions. Patro felt like hitting his head on the wall a few times. I told the scientists four people, and they offer ten names. Apparently scientists can not count, he thought. Unknown to him, he was repeating the same conclusion the sorcerers had already reached. Shaking his head, he said, "I may have made a mistake on choosing you eleven, since you cannot count."

The scientists all got looks of shock on their faces and began to shuffle their feet. "Can we uh, talk again? We can get it down to four, we can." One of the scientists begged.

Looking at them, he said, "Last chance."

Huddling up again, the scientists finally came back with four names. Patro winced when he heard the name Gragen, but shrugging in resignation, he turned and opened the door. Standing at the door, he asked for the four scientists whose names he had been given. As soon as the four made it to the door, all chaos again broke out in the room as the scientists left behind began to shout. Looking at them, he shouted, "Banned, all of you are banned until further notice. I did not even get to finish what I was going to say. And now I will not say it to you." Looking at Gragen, he said, "Get their names and put them on a list. I do not want any of them around the portal. I will choose others when the time comes to bring others into this."

The looks of shock and disbelief on the faces left in the room made him want to laugh. "I did warn you." Strolling down the hall a little piece, he then leaned against the wall and waited until Gragen came back out with a list of names. Looking at Gragen, he said, "If you left one name off that list, it will only take one name, I will ban you, too." Almost before he finished talking, Gragen was furiously writing names on the list. Patro silently laughed to himself as he watched him. Blasted scientists, could not trust them with new discoveries.

Once he was finished writing, Patro looked around at the fifteen men and women waiting on him. "We are going to go to our meeting room, and we will walk there, no stepping. By the time we get there, maybe we will have the answers we need from Malory." Turning, he started the long walk to the Atrium, where they would then proceed to the government halls and to the meeting room. Patro figured that should give the others plenty of time to get the answers from Malory.

 

Chapter Thirty-three

 

A few moments later, Malory was huddled under the table again, watching Darian go insane. Darian was definitely the insane one of the leaders. He was hurling fireballs at Sarian, who was dodging them, and in turn creating shadows and disappearing and then reappearing, usually close enough to hit Darian before he moved again. Malory was trying to figure out how to get out the door. He was also trying to figure out what had set Darian off. Everything was going well—for a few seconds. Darian had initially been really calm when he placed his hands on Malory’s head, and closed his eyes telling him, "Just concentrate on the portal." The next thing he knew, Darian had jumped backwards with a look of hatred on his face before facing Sarian, and just—just—well, he went insane.

Kane was standing with his mouth gaping open, trying to figure out what set Darian off. All Darian kept screaming was, "You knew, you shadow-spawned demon!" Kane had no idea what it was that Sarian supposedly knew. Whatever it was, it had just set Darian off, and, looking down, sent Malory scurrying under the table again. This was like a circus.

Finally, Kane sighed a long-suffering sigh and concentrated on surrounding Darian with a wall of ice. It would not last long, but maybe he could find out what was going on before Darian melted the ice. Seeing a wall of fire surrounding Darian, Kane realized he may have underestimated the situation. Looked like I had less time than I thought. Mentally shouting to Darian, Kane demanded to know what was going on. Darian was too lost in a rage to listen, but his shouts had alerted Patro, and, uh oh, all the dragons. Kane grabbed Malory from under the table and yanked him out. Taking a step, he stepped them both to the doors outside the portal room, where he could feel Sarian and Darian's dragons.

Kane looked at Malory, and resting his head on Kirrilla's front leg, he took a few deep breaths. Lifting his head, he said, "Young one, I do not know what was in your memories, but you need to start talking. What could you have in your memories that would have set Darian off so badly? Darian only loses his mind so badly when it involves Merriam. What do you know about Merriam?" Kane had not released his hold on Malory.

Malory was shaking with fear, "It was not my fault, Gragen did it!"

Kane shook Malory, "What was it Gragen did, you idiot?"

Malory started crying again and explained what had happened with Bowser. Hearing the tale, all Kane could say was, "Oh shadows, that is not the story Sarian told us."

"Ok, we can fix this, we can, we can fix this."

Kane, I can read his memories, if you will help us do the blood share. We can go to the Watchers’ Tower and use a memory stone. We need him to share his blood with the stone then we will have a bond to his memories. We don't need Darian, Irirnan said softly in his mind.

Kane looked up in surprise at Irirnan. “I thought that only worked with your bonded rider?”

Normally we only share memories with our bond riders, but that does not mean we do not share memories with others.  We need to hurry, though; Darian will be looking for the young one soon. Come, meet us at the tower. With that surprising news, Irirnan turned, and with Kirrilla, left the building.

Kane looked at Malory, and shaking his head, told him, "Time to take a trip—we are going to the Watchers’ Tower. You will share your memories with the dragons, and they will in turn tell us what we need to know." Before he was finished, Malory was already shaking his head.

Kane looked at him, "It’s either the dragons, or Darian."

Given that choice, Malory squared his shoulders in a false show of bravery, "The dragons, sir." Glancing fearfully around, he asked, "Can we go now?"

Kane, having never released his arm, stepped forward and stepped them both to the Watchers’ Tower. Few people had ever seen the Watchers’ Tower, and Malory was awed at what he was seeing. The tower was huge, and seemed to pulse. Malory tilted his head to the side; it seemed to pulse like the portal, but not exactly the same. It was like it had a heartbeat.

"Look, but don't touch. It will be a while before the dragons get here." Hearing wingbeats, he clarified. "It will be a while before Irirnan gets here." As he motioned to the dragon landing beside them, he proudly told Malory, "This is Jade."

As Jade nuzzled Kane, she mind-spoke, What has the idiot done now? We heard your screams in our minds; we know he and Sarian are still fighting, but Irirnan only says he will tell us later what happened.

Kane filled his beautiful green dragon in on what had happened with Merriam and Bowser, and Darian's attempt to read Malory's mind. Turning to introduce Jade to Malory, he found Malory had moved a little away and was staring at the tower. Getting Malory's attention, he introduced him to Jade.

After a while of the three of them standing there in silence, he could see specks in the sky that he knew would be Irirnan and Kirrilla. After they landed, Irirnan sent Kane to the tower to request a small memory stone, and had Kane set it up on the ritual stones. By this time, they had gathered a small audience of dragons and watchers. A memory ritual with anyone but the Lyra, watchers, or dragons was unheard of in Kane’s mind. It had never happened in Kane's memory, but apparently the watchers and dragons, having access to all the memories of their race, knew what they were doing. He would have been surprised to find that they did not in fact know what they were doing. They were only just beginning to figure out how to use the memory stones. They had not yet figured out how to access all the memories in the tower.

Kane explained to Malory that he would need to make a small cut on his hand and drip his blood onto the stone, after which the dragon would hold the stone, and through the blood, connect with Malory. Then they began the ritual.

While this was happening, Kane asked Jade, why doesn't Irirnan bleed onto the stone? I thought the blood of the dragon was needed also.

No, Kane, we do that to bond with our riders., This is a different bond. We bonded through blood and memories with you, but Irirnan only needs the memories, not the blood bond.

As soon as Irirnan grasped the stone, he was able to talk to Malory. Everyone knew the moment it happened, because Malory jumped and started looking around, trying to find the voice. After a moment, he seemed to calm down, and closed his eyes.

Quite a long while later, Irirnan opened his eyes, and talking to Kane, said, Tell the watchers to add the stone to the tower. Its memories will become our memories. I need to talk to the others. We know how to make the portals now; return Malory to his home. As soon as he finished, he and all the other dragons took flight, leaving Kane and the others standing on the plain at the foot of the tower, watching them.

Turning to Malory, he said, "Come young one, I am going to take you to a safe place. I will take you to my home. If I take you to your home, which is Central, I imagine, you will be too easy for Darian to find. This stunt with Merriam, even though it is not your fault, has not gone over well with Darian. He lost his mother to sorcerers; to find his daughter was that close to an untested portal, well, it may be a while before we can calm him down." Grabbing Malory's arm, he stepped them to his home.

Introducing Malory to his household, he told them to guard him with their lives, feed him, and make sure he was put in the blue room for the remainder of his stay. Leaving Malory in the safety of his home, he bowed his head and, asking the goddess of shadows for patience and strength, he returned to the meeting room at Central.

 

 

Chapter Thirty-four

 

Kane appeared in the meeting room just as Patro walked in the door with the scientists. Looking around, he saw that Darian and Sarian were sitting in their chairs, not talking. Darian was glaring at Sarian. He asked Patro, "Where are the sorcerers?"

Patro looked at him, "Oops?"

Kane shook his head and said, "Oops is not the right answer. Sarian, you got this? We gotta go get the sorcerers."

Sarian just waved him off.

Nodding to Patro to follow, they both stepped out of the room to the sorcerers’ wing, landing right outside the portal room doors. It did not take long to find the sorcerers, who had taken up residence in the room across the hall from the portal room, watching the doors.

Deciding to have a bit of fun, Kane looked at them and asked, "So you found Malory?"

Timeron gave him a look of disgust. "If you did not follow the soul-thread to that boy and have found him already, I will have to drop my already-low opinion of you to nothing."

With a grimace, Kane had to admit Timeron had a point, and he replied, "Oh, we have him, but it seems someone was hiding a little something about Merriam, and it may have came out with the memories." With a little smirk, he asked the sorcerers, "Anyone know anything about that?"

With a grimace himself, Timeron admitted, "We may have known something, but I will tell you this, no one in this room would ever hurt that child. We sent her home."

Kane shrugged his shoulders. "Too little, too late, maybe. Come, let's go. We are needed in the meeting room now.” Watching to make sure everyone stepped, he noticed Coliten's shoulders drooped when everyone disappeared, and he started walking out of the room. Kane looked at him. "You have not yet learned to step, have you?"

Coliten shook his head. Grabbing his arm, Kane stepped them both back to the meeting room. Stepping out into an argument, he immediately shouted for silence.

As everyone turned to look at him, he said, "We need to plan; the dragons have accessed the memories of the portals. We know how it was made. What we need to do now is plan how to use it, if we can use it. We need ideas, we need information, and we may need volunteers. We will find a way off this dying world, and we will do it together—without fighting." He glared at Darian and Sarian. "The planning starts now, it starts tonight, and it starts with us."

 

Chapter Thirty-five

 Dragon Secrets

Eons ago on Kardan

With a sad look on her face, Ariannia smiled up at the beautiful dragon. “It will be for a very long time this time, I am afraid. Nothing shall disturb you until it is time for you to help my people. Your dreams will be pleasant, and the time will mean nothing to you as you slumber.” 

Tresimiaset, known to the Deyarians as The Planet Walker, looked down upon the beloved Shadow Goddess. “Can I have a few more years, just until the ones I nurtured to bring to this planet pass from this life? This planet they call Kardan still has many wonders I would love to see.”

Ariannia shook her head, “I am afraid times are not going to be easy for my little ones. If they have you, they will just want you to open a portal to yet another planet and escape the problems they have coming.”

The brightly-colored dragon heaved a sigh of great longing as she looked around at the beauty of the meadow with the brightly colored flowers that could almost rival her for beauty. She looked again at the tower that pulsed with the memories she had infused within it. The watchers had chosen the spot well, with her help. This was not a valley that could be accessed without being able to step through the void between one place and the next. She remembered the months it had taken to find just the right spot. She had slept for a great many centuries before opening the portal to bring the Deyarians and Lyriants through to this world. 

Seeing the look of longing upon Tresimiaset’s face brought a moment of rage to Ariannia as she remembered her uncle and his plot to bring her down. If not for the feud, her little ones would be safe on any planet they chose. It seemed, sometimes, as though she was always hiding her little ones from his plots. Well, time meant different things to the gods, and at times like this it was a good thing. Her little ones would have time to grow and prosper before her uncle’s hand interfered yet again.

Ariannia could see some future events, but many of them were shrouded, even from the gods. She knew that far in the future, her uncle would find where she had hidden this small group of her people, and he would again try to destroy them. She knew they would have to flee, but it would be so far in their future that Tresimiaset would be but a myth. By that time her people would have spread across the land in large numbers. She was thankful her brother had let her hide her people here on his planet. She was concerned that whatever plot her uncle came up with next would destroy her brother’s creation, but when she had mentioned it to him, he just smiled. That smile still made her shudder—it was filled with malice, and the evil laugh that had accompanied it had almost made her fear her brother. 

With a smirk on his face like Ariannia had never seen, he told her, “You can see the lines of the future for your creations, and I can see them for mine. If you had not asked for sanctuary for your people on this world I created the Versioameni for, I would have offered. I see their future.” That was all her brother would say, but he would get a thoughtful look on his face and laugh deeply at times after that conversation. Before she had taken leave of him this last time, he had hugged her tightly and whispered to her that this move would make them great again in the house of the gods. She was happy then, but facing one of her creatures in emotional pain saddened her. 

“Could I not use my experience and knowledge to help them through whatever problems they have coming, my Goddess?” Tresimiaset pleaded with Ariannia.

With a set look on her face, Ariannia shook her head. “Even you can not stop a civil war, and I need them to have this war. The Deyarians must be forced to free the Lyriants. The enslavement of the Lyriants cannot continue—if it does, my uncle will win. Many things will have to happen before the time comes to flee this world. When that time comes, you will be awakened by the call of your blood.”

“I would rather be free to roam the planets, returning here when it is time. Goddess, please, I do not want to sleep for thousands of years again. I know I have no memories of the time lost, but you created me to walk the space between the worlds; you gave me the ability to open portals to new worlds. Why can’t I use the gift you created for me?”

“Too many portals, too many planets, and my uncle will notice. He will notice and he will destroy you. I cannot replace you; I can not create another like you. You are too special and too important to risk. You are the only hope for the future of both the Deyarians and the Lyriants. I will promise you that when once again you roam the world, you will roam it for many thousands of years. It just will not be this world.”

“How long, my Goddess? How long must I hide and sleep away my life this time, can you tell me?” The agony in Tresimiaset’s voice was unmistakable.

“My beautiful Tresimiaset, I can no more tell you how many years it will be than I can tell you the future. Some things are not for you to know. What I can tell you, I will. But know this, years cannot and should not matter to one such as you. You are immortal.” Ariannia reminded her.

“How will I know when the time comes for my slumber to end next time? Will you awaken me as you did this time?”

Ariannia stroked the nose Tresimiaset had lowered. She loved the velvety texture of the beautiful dragon in front of her. She was so different from the dragons created as bonded ones to the Lyra. Where the Lyra-bonded dragons were solid colors, Tresimiaset had many colors. Her portals mimicked the colors of her hide. 

“Not this time, from what I have seen in the threads of the future. This time, you will be awakened by the draw of a portal created from your blood, but made not by you. The pull will draw you from your deep slumber for you to be awakened by your children.” 

“Which one—awakened by a portal, or by my children? It can not be both, Ariannia. And I have told you those tiny dragons are not my children. Why do you insist upon calling them my children? I am certain I would remember children.” Tresimiaset gave a mighty exhale of frustration. This was the same argument they had every time. The Lyra-bonded dragons were barely one third her size—if that—and so plain in color. And she was sure she would remember having children. You don’t lay eggs and not remember that. She had watched some of the small dragons laying eggs; it looked painful.

Ariannia grew in size as she prepared to explain to Tresimiaset once again why the other dragons were her children. Soon she was the one looking down upon Tresimiaset. Sometimes she feared Tresimiaset had forgotten that she was the goddess and really answered to no one. At times like this, Ariannia thought it best to give a subtle reminder—such as increasing in size to magnificent proportions. 

“They are your children because I said so!” Really? thought Ariannia, the first time she said this, many thousands of years ago, should have been enough. She wondered if her brother’s creations ever argued with him or gave him problems. Thinking of her brother’s creations brought remembrance of one of her uncle’s creations. “Pink-haired devils” is what her brother called them. If it was not punishable to destroy your own creation, she and her brother were sure her uncle would have destroyed them long ago. Instead he had exiled them far from him—exiled and forgotten, if the future threads she had seen were true. One day she would meet them—she hoped they were as entertaining as she believed.

Looking up at her goddess, Tresimiaset snorted, “Still not mine. You can quit trying to intimidate me. You have confided too many secrets to my ears for me to fear you. And you might as well tone down the golden glow you have going there while you’re at it. You’re beginning to hurt my eyes.”

With slumped shoulders, Ariannia shrank back to the size she was most comfortable with when around the one dragon she considered her personal dragon. This was what happened when you coddled your creation and told your secrets to her. The fear was seriously lacking. With a smirk, she thought of the one future thread that never failed to bring a smile to her face. One day she would return, and her return would strike fear into the hearts of her creations—and that fear would turn to respect. Looking up at Tresimiaset, she modified her thought. Her return would strike fear into everyone who saw her—except this one and one other—a special fire-walker who would be called Darian. Thinking of that future fire walker, she could not help the amusement coursing through her. That one was going to be a handful of trouble. At least he’d better be. She had twisted the threads just so, to create him when the time came.

Looking once more at Tresimiaset, she reached out to stroke her velvety hide once more before briskly telling her, “It is time.”

With one last look around the meadow as if to memorize everything, though she was not capable of forgetting, Tresimiaset lifted into the air to begin the journey to the slumbering cave Ariannia had created just for her. Her last parting shot to the goddess she would give her life for sounded suspiciously like, “Still not my children.”

Ariannia laughed. Sometimes she wanted to tell her beautiful dragon just how the Lyra dragons really were her offspring, many times removed. But the threads of the time had shown her the outcome of that would be catastrophic. Knowing she had birthed the eggs while Ariannia let her slumber, knowing she had missed her children hatching and growing to adults and going on to produce many others would injure Tresimiaset emotionally in a way Ariannia would not be able to heal. Better to let her believe her goddess was just giving her a hard time than to ever let her learn what her goddess had really done. But the threads had also shown Ariannia just what would have happened if her beautiful dragon had been awake. Some threads were better not followed. 

 

*****

 

Present day Kardan

Tresimiaset jerked as she was pulled from her slumber. She eased from her goddess-induced slumber into one more natural to a dragon. Not awake, but yet not fully asleep, she began to dream. She had not dreamed in many tens of thousands of years, though she would never realize this fact. Her dreams were filled with a portal deep within a stone building, and the young sorcerer who had created it.. 

Though she had no way of knowing, her dreams were the result of an accident by one who had no idea what he had created. What were dreams to her in her state of slumber would one day prove to be reality playing out half a world away where an innocent sorcerer had unleashed a portal he had no hope of ever controlling. Her dreams were fitful, as she dreamed through the eyes of the sorcerer. Dreams of fear and terror on several occasions had almost pulled her out of her slumber. The creation of the portal was what ultimately brought her from her goddess-induced slumber. She watched as the young sorcerer ran from the newly created portal.

She felt helpless as she dreamed, pulled to a portal she did not create, linked through a bond with a stranger. In these dreams, she saw a portal identical in every way to her own portals. Fragments of memory would drift into dreams of the last conversation with her goddess. In these dreams, she also saw a most welcome sight. A goddess-touched  fire-walker, a Chosen One, who struck terror in the stranger through whom she dreamed. 

The terror was not so welcome. “Worrying” would have more accurately described the situation. But for the time being, Tresimiaset was stuck in the dream world, removed from the reality of the situation. She dreamed of a young sorcerer, so young his hair was almost the pure white of a child. The young one called to her in his sleep, though he was not aware of it. In her dream state she tried to comfort him, but dreams bring little comfort to one who does not know the links he has woven—and the creation of the portal had created an unbreakable link. 

She watched as he finally gathered the courage to approach the portal. In her dreams, she laughed as she saw another young one approach the portal in fear. Over time more people entered the dream, and then things really began to get exciting. After months of dreaming of the same eight sorcerers, others came. She could almost feel the frustration of her linked sorcerer as these new people tried to take control of the portal. 

It was not long before the fire walker entered the dreams more fully, and things for a while turned ugly. She dreamed as her linked one ran and hid from the fire-walker. His fear was almost palpable, even through the dream. As the dream progressed, Tresimiaset saw her linked one standing in front of the tower of memories. She saw it still pulsed with memories, though not as strongly as it once had. In her dream she mourned the sight. She watched as dragons came to stand before her little one—dragons who performed a memory ceremony. As the dream unfolded, she felt as much as saw when the dragons flew away. 

Soon the echo of mental screams of anger and denial, questions, and more screams began to rouse her from her slumber. She could feel dragons closing in on her location as she started to wake from her slumber. By the time twelve strange young dragons had appeared in her slumber chamber, she was awake and waiting. She remembered everything and she knew why they had come seeking her. She knew the portal had linked her to the sorcerer, and she knew the memory ceremony had shown the link. She knew the dragons had traced the link to her and she knew they would have questions. It turned out she was not wrong.

Irirnan looked at the giant dragon in front of him. He and the others had followed the link they had found when tracing Malory’s memories. A strange dragon in their land, linking to one of their people. They were furious when they felt the link. They were also more than a little afraid to feel a strange dragon. Their first thought was that somehow, something had come through the portal. They were only partially correct in blaming the portal, as they were about to find out. As the strange dragon rose up to her full height, Irirnan and the others began to back away. They may have come searching with the intent of protecting their people, but the dragon in front of them was intimidating. 

The mental conversation among the twelve strange dragons was proving more than a bit amusing to Tresimiaset. This was not her first time meeting new Lyra-bonded dragons, but it was their first time ever encountering a dragon not their own. She knew they would have no idea she could follow each of them mentally. They also had no idea that she had the power to control them. But they were about to find out, and she had a feeling they were not going to be very happy.

Having finished their mental argument, the twelve dragons again turned to look at Tresimiaset, and backed up some more. It seemed they had come to an agreement of sorts, and the one they called Irirnan had been elected to speak for the rest. Most unusual, since Tresimiaset could tell he was one of the younger dragons. Every other time she had come out of a goddess-induced slumber, it was always one of the eldest dragons who took on the role of speaking for the rest. It seemed she may have awoken in an interesting time. She could sense their discomfort and settled herself back down so as not to be so imposing. She could not help the snort of laughter at some of their thoughts, though. They actually thought they had figured out how to make more portals from what they had gathered from Malory’s thoughts. At least now she had a name for the sorcerer who had created the link to her. 

The snort of laughter appeared to be a bad idea when it caused the others to back up even further, till finally, they had reached the limit they could back away from her and still be in her chamber. She could not wait to see what approach they used to gather the information they had determined they needed. Exciting times indeed, she thought as the one called Irirnan began to speak. She settled her head on her front feet patiently and waited for him to finish his impromptu speech. It seemed this was going to be a verbal attempt at communication. 

 

Irirnan looked at the beautifully-colored dragon in front of him and wished, for just a moment, that he had not won the argument. He had used the argument that since he was the one who bonded to Malory’s memory he should be the one to speak for all of them; he was not sure what caused him to do that. Maybe Darian’s impulsiveness was wearing off on him. He was going to have to speak with Kirrilla about controlling Darian better—or maybe she could just keep Darian away from him. Now that it was time for him to speak, he had no idea what he was going to say to the immense dragon in front of him. He did not even know if the dragon in front of him would be able to understand him. 

Drawing a deep breath, which he then let out in a great whoosh, he gathered his thoughts, then had to take a deep breath again. “Who are you? Where did you come from? Why are you here? Did you come through the portal? Why are you attached to Malory?” The questions flew out of his mouth too fast for Tresimiaset to answer, and it seemed he was nowhere near done. Dragons can hold a surprising amount of air in their lungs, but they also used a surprising amount when using verbal speech. After gulping more air into his lungs, he continued. “Why are you so colorful? You have all the colors of the portal, and we have seen what that means. We know you came through the portal, but where did you come from? How many more of you are on the other side of the portal? What are you doing in this cave?”

As Irirnan ran out of air for the second time, Tresimiaset thought it was time she took control of the situation. Really, this young dragon had no diplomacy at all. Briefly glancing at the elder dragons, she wondered if they would have used a different tactic. Listening to their mental conversation, she realized they all lacked knowledge of what she was, and so approved of the rapid-fire questions from the young dragon. In fact, the older dragons were steadily volunteering more questions for Irirnan to ask. No diplomacy at all. Not one of these young ones had even introduced themselves. If not for the ability to follow them mentally, she would not know any of their names. 

As it was, she knew that the one dragon they called Kirrilla was bonded to the fire walker she most wanted to meet. She could see the faintest mark upon her soul thread, which gave evidence she was bonded to one with the goddess mark. Ariannia left such a beautiful mark upon her chosen ones that it bled through the bond when the chosen one was bonded to a dragon. But meeting anyone, even Malory, was going to have to wait until she had answers. Her memories had stopped when her slumber started, and did not begin again until the dreams started, which had been a few months ago. She estimated it had been about three, maybe four months of dreams of the portal and Malory. If she had dreamed before those dreams, she did not remember them. Ariannia always promised her pleasant dreams, but those were the one thing she could never remember when she awoke. 

Deciding to forgo verbal speech, Tresimiaset spoke directly into the mind of all twelve dragons. When the first words were mentally heard by all, they tried to draw back even further from her, but had left themselves no where to go. She could feel the surprise in their minds as they processed her words. With a perfect memory, she began with the first question she had been asked.

“My name is Tresimiaset. The goddess Ariannia created me. I am here because I have always been here, ever since the people first came here through the portals. You could say I came through the portal—just not the portal you have now. I created the portal that brought the people to this planet. Ah, Malory… Malory used magic and blood to create the portal—he used my blood, which created the link you feel. I am colorful because that is how Ariannia created me. I do not take my colors from walking the portals; the portals get their colors from me. There are no other dragons like me, I am unique. As far as what I am doing in this cave, Ariannia created it just for me. I am The Planet Walker, and since my slumber has ended, it must be time for us to leave this planet. Now, I believe it is my turn to ask questions.” 

As soon as she had said the words Planet Walker, the young ones began to speak—all twelve of the young ones, all at the same time. She took a deep breath and just waited. From what she was hearing, the young ones were undecided about what to do. The words myths and legends were being tossed around many times by each of the dragons. Apparently her slumber had been long enough this time that to them, a Planet Walker was a mere myth. From what she was hearing, though, portals were also considered myths, until earlier today when the first portal was encountered by Irirnan and Kirrilla. It was interesting that none of the other dragons outside the four very youngest were even aware of the portal until the memory ceremony had occurred earlier that day. She was finding out quite a bit of information without having to ask the first question. 

 A fleeting thought about how long it would take for the young ones to wind down crossed her mind. It was followed by the thought that the elder of the young ones did not care to be called ‘young one.’ The very youngest the elders could be at this point was seven thousand years old if the Deyarians still wove the soul threads the same as before her last slumber. She would listen and wait.

Two hours later, Tresimiaset was still waiting. She had to admit she was more confused now than when she had first awoken from her slumber. She did not know how long she had slumbered, but something was seriously wrong in this time. The bond that should exist with the youngest of these young dragons seemed frayed. She wondered how much of that was caused by the goddess Ariannia. It would appear that the one called Darian was impulsive and got himself in trouble frequently. Well, that did tend to happen when Ariannia put her mark upon one. Ariannia was a bit impulsive herself. That impulsiveness was what had started the original feud with her uncle that led to the problems in the first place. 

Tresimiaset could understand the others’ frustration with Darian—the gods were frequently frustrated with Ariannia, but most forgave her because she had such a gentleness to her. It appeared the ones in this time were not so forgiving of Darian. Well, that would change over time. After all, if there was one thing Tresimiaset had learned though the millions of years, it was that anyone Ariannia put her touch upon was important, or would become important to the Deyarian race. He was Ariannia’s chosen one for this time. 

What Tresimiaset had the biggest problem with was the elder of the twelve dragons. They were bonded tightly, as befit Lyra-bonded dragons, but they seemed to defer to the youngest dragons. Why this was happening was confusing, and nothing she had heard was helping her to understand the situation. That was not how it worked or should work. What kind of changes had occurred while she slumbered? And how long was it going to take her to fix it? She was definitely going to have to fix this situation—it made no sense for elders to defer to the youngsters.

The arguing was beginning to tire her out. She was certainly not used to this much arguing among the small dragons. Two planets back, arguments had happened, but that was because Ariannia had twisted things to split her people, and twice the number of dragons had been born at the same time. Of course the Lyra had been doubled on that planet, and things were pretty hostile for a couple thousand years. Ariannia had woken her from her slumber that time just days before eight eggs had been laid and two Lyra had been conceived. Interesting times, but then any time Ariannia woke her from her slumber was interesting. It always meant it was time to move, or would be time to move soon, give or take a couple of thousand years. It appeared that this time, it was time to move immediately—and Tresimiaset had a problem with immediately.

Memories arose when she thought about not moving immediately. Ariannia had promised her thousands of years, but not on this planet. Well, that changed things. Move they would, as soon as she fixed whatever problem these young dragons appeared to have. Maybe a better solution would be to shield the young ones until she could get all the information from them she needed and then put them to sleep for a little while. She was going to need their memories, and for that she needed a memory stone. It was a very good thing she had the ability to make memory stones, because she was not ready to go to the tower yet. She did not need to be in the location of the tower to access anyone’s memories. 

Since it seemed the young ones had completely forgotten about her, she decided it was time to divert their attention back to her. She began to rhythmically tap one claw on the floor beneath her. A steady tap-tap-tap soon had one young dragon after another faltering to a halt and turning to face her. Once she had everyone’s attention, she grinned a very toothy grin. The small ones seemed to shrink a bit, and one lifted off as if to leave. 

“Settle back down, I said at least two hours ago that it was my turn. Now I have listened to you argue and discuss, and argue some more, and I have had enough. It is time for you to listen to me—it is past time. I am The Planet Walker—I am not a myth, and you would do well to quit referring to me as a myth when you are talking about me.” At that pronouncement, one of the others attempted to speak, but since Tresimiaset was not done, she quickly shut down their ability to communicate, both verbally and mentally. 

“Yes, I can hear you, I have heard every single word since before you entered my cave. Yes I just took your ability to communicate away from you. You have communicated enough, without saying anything of value. I need information, and I am getting precious little of the information I need with all this blathering. What I am getting is information I could have done without. The main bit of information I have gathered is the way everyone defers to the youngest of the dragons. That makes no sense, and you will stop it—and I do not mean eventually—I mean now. It is not acceptable. If you think that I will defer to any one of you, then you’d better find a good hiding place because it will not be pretty.” She could tell she had surprised the others, but she was not certain just which part of her announcement had surprised them the most. And since she was not letting them communicate, she would not find out. 

Having made a decision to get their memories first and then figure out what to do next, Tresimiaset looked around. With one last thought regarding those in the cave, she turned and headed into the back part of her cave, around a bend and out of the others’ sight. A few minutes later, she returned with a large memory stone, which she laid in the center of the cave. 

Irirnan had to admit he was confused. After discussing it with the others, before the big dragon took away their ability to communicate, he knew he was not the only one confused. And now it seemed they had lost whatever chance they had to ask questions. He had tried to leave—he thought it would be best to let the Lyra know what was going on. He did not know how, but they could not leave, nor could he send any messages to the Lyra. He was more than a little frightened. At four-thousand years old, nothing should really frighten him, but facing a myth who had such power seemed to have pushed a scare button he did not even know he had. He watched as the strange dragon returned to the center of the cave with a memory stone. 

Where she had gotten a memory stone was a mystery, and Irirnan did not like mysteries. He liked to understand the world around him, but his world had just been turned upside down. He did not like it one little bit. He did not understand why the new dragon insisted it was not right for the others to defer to him and his siblings. It was right, it was their Lyra who were the leaders of the Deyarian race, and everyone deferred to the leaders. That was the way it had always been. 

Planet Walkers were myths, but it appeared that today was the day for myths to come to life, in more ways than one. First the portal, and now it seemed they had awoken the portal maker. But if she created the portals, and she had been asleep, then how did they have a portal sitting in the middle of the gathering room? He glanced over at Kirrilla. Darian was not going to like this new development. Darian liked things nice and simple, and if the truth was known, with Darian’s ability to screw things up, everyone else liked things to be nice and simple around Darian. Darian seemed to have an unusual logic that just did not really work with the real world. 

Tresimiaset was motioning one of the others toward the memory stone, and he thought he best pay close attention to what what about to happen. Sarian would want to know everything if they ever got out of this cave. As Tresimiaset began to speak, everyone gave her their full attention. 

“I have decided the best way for me to get the information I need is to have you share your memories. Each of you will contribute one drop of blood to the stone, and when I can process all your memories, I will figure out my next move.”

Irirnan drew back in surprise; one drop of blood would not tell much. Everyone knew it took more than a single drop of blood for memories to be shared. Maybe this dragon was not so smart after all. He watched as one by one, each of the others approached the stone and used a claw to draw blood. They each allowed one drop of to fall upon the stone. By the body language of the others, he knew he was not the only one questioning the request. He did not know where this new dragon had really come from, but she appeared to be lacking in some very common knowledge. After everyone was done, including him, they were treated to another unusual event. Tresimiaset took the memory stone and ate it. He looked at Jade, and then over at Kirrilla, to see that both had narrowed eyes with just a hint of disbelief—if he was reading them correctly. It was a feeling more than anything else, but he knew his siblings well, and they were just as confused as he was. 

***

Irirnan shifted his feet. They had been standing in the same place watching Tresimiaset for at least an hour, maybe more. She had swallowed the stone and closed her eyes, and had yet to open them again. He had shared glances with the others many times now, and even resorted to what was a very Deyarian body expression—shrugging. Not being able to communicate was going to drive him insane soon. He really needed to know what was going on. 

Finally Tresimiaset opened her eyes and glared at him—well not just him, all of them. She seemed to glare more at Kirrilla than at any of the others, enough that Kirrilla had finally shuffled to hide behind the others. He did not know what that memory stone had shown this dragon, but he did not think it could have been good. He searched his memories for something that could have prompted that glare, but came up empty. The only thing he could think of was Darian, especially since the glare seemed directed at Kirrilla the most. Of course it would be Darian; even though this new dragon had never met Darian, he had still apparently managed to cause problems for them. At that thought, he turned to glare at Kirrilla himself, and noticed he was not the only one. It baffled him how one such as Darian could have been born to be a fire-walker; maybe it baffled the large colorful myth in front of him as well. At that thought, the ancient dragon turned to glare at him. Perhaps it would do well for him to remember she specifically told them she could hear their thoughts, and did not want to be referred to as a myth anymore. Oops.

 

Tresimiaset was baffled. She had heard Irirnan’s thoughts, and he was right. She was baffled and very unhappy, and more than a little confused. She wondered just how long she had slumbered this time. It must have been hundreds of thousands of years. Much longer than she originally thought. Looking at the memories from the twelve in front of her, she had found that the very land had changed considerably, even before the comet three years previously. The leadership had also undergone some drastic changes. They seemed to have several things completely backwards. Well that would have to change whether anyone liked it or not. She really wished they would quit thinking of her as a myth—Darian’s dragon Kirrilla had even thought of her as The Destroyer. How that story got started was a mystery. It seemed the dragons had forgotten over time how to refresh their memories, and these youngsters had just fragments of the memories they should have had. 

Tresimiaset did not know if the tower was degrading that much, or just what the problem was. Her first thought was that she was going to have to freshen the tower, followed by her second thought, which was that this particular tower was going to be abandoned when they moved, so refreshing it would be a waste of time. She was going to have to build a new one on the new planet anyway. 

With a huge sigh, Tresimiaset settled down in the center of the cave and released the others’ ability to communicate, but only within the cave. It did not take them long to figure out they could communicate, and it took them little time after that to figure out they could only communicate with her or each other. It did not take them much longer than that to find out they still could not leave. This time, though, they did not argue with each other—this time, they turned to her and hesitantly took turns asking her questions. The ones she could answer, she did, but for each question they asked her, she asked several in return. 

 

***

Two weeks later, they were still discussing history, and they had finally started covering present events. The days were filled with various discussions, and twice she left the cave to fetch animals for them to eat. The discussions came to an abrupt halt the day she felt a disturbance at the Watch Tower. Far too many people had just approached it, disappeared, and then even more people had appeared around it. The disturbance was new, and very unwelcome. The tower was not designed for so many people to have access to it‚—this she knew because she had helped build it. Her memories gave it life, and this many people around the tower was a threat to its very fabric. She was going to have to leave, to find out just what was going on outside. She was far more prepared than she had been two weeks ago. Quickly making a decision, she told the others what was going on. She told them they would have to stay until she had things closer to the way she wanted them. No one was very happy with her decision, but being considerably more knowledgeable now than when they had first arrived, they accepted it. It was not as if they had much choice.

As Tresimiaset left, she found herself looking forward to meeting the one called Darian. She just knew that meeting was going to be interesting. 

 

***
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Author Notes

 

What an adventure this has been. When I first started this series I never dreamed I would one day be living my dream. Telling stories to other people, doing something I love. You know they say if you do something you love you will never work a day in your life. Well let me tell you that is just a lie. You will work your butt off, but you will enjoy the work. Some days I spend upwards of fifteen hours working on my dream. The stories set in the Deyarian Universe have been kicking around in my head since 2007, I just didn’t know what to do with them. Thanks to some excellent mentors who guided me, I figured it out and now here we are two years later. 

I got sick for awhile and quit writing, but when I started back, wow what a ride. I have thirteen books planned in this universe at the moment and I have six in my paranormal urban fantasy with a dash of romance series. (Safe Haven Wolves) - (Still have one of those left to write at the time I put these words down.)

I hope you enjoyed this book, I hope you come back for more. You see, I write in more than one genre, but these books, they are my passion. And do you know how you keep an author putting out books? Give them a good review. We use those reviews to help others find our books, we use them to promote the books, but most importantly we use them to determine if the readers liked the story we gave them. 

I have a friend who writes apocalyptic dystopia and she wrote one book and the book did not sell, and the reviews, while good, well there were not many of them, so instead of putting out book 2 she shelved the idea and started a new series. The books just started selling for some reason and at the time of this writing the second book in her series was up on Amazon for pre-order. If you don’t let us know you love the books and want more, we will ditch it to find one the readers may fall in love with. You see, this is more than a job to us, writing books is for many a dream others can never hope to realize. But we can’t live the dream if we write books no one wants to read. 

But we wouldn’t realize our dreams without our readers. So thank you again for picking up this book and giving it a chance.

 

The series will not only have 13 books, but spin-offs are in the works for other races and other characters. I hope you come along for the journey and grab the next book, and then the next one.

This book was previously published as Chasing Shadows and Myths and Legends. But Amazon would not link the two together as one series, they have strict rules about linking books and I did not meet all the criteria. I will this go round. Plus I added Dragon Secrets in just because I wanted to.

 I have to give special thanks to Michael Anderle. I have thought and dreamed about writing this world for over a decade but until I stumbled across Michael’s The Kurtherian Gambit world, all it was, was a dream. Michael has a way of encouragement that inspires. I mentioned to him on FaceBook one night that I wanted to write…. his words were, “get off the computer and write 500 words.” I wrote 700 words before my characters had a mini revolt and I ended up having to write book 4, with an entire new set of characters, to keep my characters in Myths and Legends happy. 

 A little extra detail

 I had a few comments from my beta readers wondering why the four leaders can be so old yet be so childish at the same time. Picture if you will, being tied to someone impulsive, someone who can not see wrong in what they do. Now imagine being magically bonded to that person and having to lead an entire race for thousands of years. We get aggravated at our leaders after just a few years, sometimes before they even take office. But magic ties these four men to lead whether they want to or not, and in Darian’s case, he does not want to be a leader. He knows deep down he just does not think as others think, and he knows he should not be in the position of leadership. But, you have to remember, this is a magical race, and if you keep following the story of Darian and the others, one day you will find that the Shadow Goddess may just have a reason for creating someone like Darian. 

Have I kept your interest? Did I make you laugh? I certainly hope so because rereading the story made me laugh. “We have no white fluffy dog.” I hope you are looking forward to finding out whether they do indeed leave the planet, or whether, now that you know there is a goddess involved, will she be stepping in to save her precious race?

Who will be the first one to go through the portal? Can they even go through the portal? How long before this goddess I just told you about makes an appearance? So many questions I plan on answering, one book at a time. 
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