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  Dawn broke early on the Logan Plains. The fiery orb rose in the sky and burned across his vision, leaving him temporarily blinded. When his vision returned, he scanned the distant horizon, searching for a sign. 
  They should have met two days ago. Darian’s absence did not bode well. The Mage was never late. The elf scanned the sky, silently cursing the lack of cover. He did not wish to be out in the open when the sun was full in the sky, as there were reports of heavy goblin activity in the area. The elf knew dark times were ahead, he could sense it. There were other far more nefarious creatures that populated Corillia and lately, Kyler’s elven senses screamed warnings that things were about to get interesting.  
  He removed some bread and cheese from his pack and consumed it without interest. He took a deep draw from the flask at his belt, knowing he would need to conserve the rest. 
  The Logan Plains was a vast grassland where the vegetation grew several feet high across much of the vast open plains, making it the perfect hiding place for ambushes. The summers were sweltering, but at night, it grew cool. The winters were harsh; the bitter cold winds blowing down from Thunder Peak stripped everything bare. 
    The day began to grow warm, and Kyler loosened his forest green cloak. Even by elves’ standards, Kyler was handsome. Flawless features, high cheekbones, perfect almond shaped green eyes and a dazzling smile had won many hearts, elves and human alike. Golden hair framed his face and hung down his back.  
  He was dressed in loose-fitting pants and a tunic in earthen tones, along with soft, supple black leather boots. He had a sword belted at his slender waist, and a bow and full quiver strapped to his back. Kyler began to worry for his friend, though he knew Darian could take care of himself.  
  A thrumming noise began to emanate from behind him. The air seemed to warp and shift, but before he could free his blade, Darian stepped from the open portal.  
 "Sorry I’m late. I ran into some complications." Darian was a man of above average height, with a strikingly handsome face and short, dark hair. Silver-grey eyes shone with delight as they came to rest on Kyler. He did not wear the robes of his order. Instead, he wore a deep blue brocaded silk tunic stitched with silver thread, loose-fitting black pants and soft leather boots. He struck a regal pose.  
  Kyler breathed a sigh of relief at his friend’s outlandish return. A teleportation spell, he should have known. "Where have you been?" asked Kyler with a smile. 
  "There's a grove not ten miles from here. Let us go there where we can talk and eat some real food." The Mage wrinkled his nose in distaste at the remnants of Kyler's breakfast. He did not offer to teleport them so Kyler did not even consider asking. Darian was a secretive man who used his magic only when it suited him. They respected each other, or else they would never have remained friends this long. 
  As they walked, the day grew warmer, so that Kyler had to remove his cloak entirely. He moved with an easy grace and a strength that belied his appearance.  
  The Mage seemed indifferent to the heat. Darian had many tricks and secrets. The Staff of Power hung from the belt around his waist. He was never without it.  
  Only the most powerful Mages carried a staff. The Order had been truly surprised when Darian earned his, because none had done it before at such a young age. One of the few times he drank too much, he let this slip and Kyler would never forget. Darian scarcely spoke of his time at Piri-Tuma, and he rarely lost his control or composure. 
  Kyler had seen the things the Mage was capable of and had great respect for his friend. Darian was lean and fit and the elf knew the Mage had many blades concealed about his person. He was a good fighter, unusual among Mages, and he carried a sword belted at his waist. Many a goblin felt its bite.  
  As they walked, they spoke of times past, but talk inevitably turned to a subject painful for both.  
  "So, how is she?" asked Darian jovially, but the pain mirrored in his eyes betrayed him. 
  "She's fine, but she misses you," answered Kyler, a hint of amusement on his lips. "Father is trying to marry her off, but she has refused every suitor. She loves you Darian." 
  "I know," he replied quietly. 
  “Is it The Order?" asked Kyler. 
  "You don't understand!" exclaimed Darian heatedly. 
  "Then help me to understand," Kyler whispered. 
  They walked on in silence for a time. In the distance, they could see the grove, the image shimmering in the heat haze. As they drew near, Kyler caught two rabbits. His fingers flew to his bow, nocking two arrows in quick succession and firing faster than Darian could follow.  
  Once inside the camp, Kyler cleaned and prepared them to roast on spits over the fire. The smell of roasting meat permeated the air. Only then did he notice how hungry he was. He dropped his pack and cloak to the earth, taking a seat on a log across the fire from his friend. He withdrew a hunting knife from its sheath strapped to his boot and carved a slice of meat for himself when it was ready. 
  "It’s not The Order," Darian broke the silence. “It’s me. It has something to do with the Test and the vow I made,” he lied.  
  Before a Mage earned his staff, he must pass several tests, each more difficult than the last. Failure meant certain death. No Mage ever spoke of the Test to anyone. Each Mage faced a different Test according to his abilities and strength. Once the Mage passed the Test, he took possession of his staff, which was created during the Test of Power. The staff is unique to the Mage and the Test he passes. Therefore, no two staffs are ever the same. 
  "Tynuviel will not understand. For that matter, I do not understand. I know you care for her. Very rarely do elves fall in love with Ni’ Kulana, one who is not an elf," replied Kyler in all seriousness. 
 "All these things I know and more. What life could I offer her Kyler? People despise me for my innate abilities. They fear me, and yet I protect them. People hate me, scorn me, then bow and scrape to get my services when they need something from me.” 
  "She accepts you for who you are," said Kyler.  
  "Indeed," whispered the Mage. This word, however, was not lost on the acutely sensitive ears of the elf. 
   Darian moved off alone. After a while, he began to chant in low tones. His hand dipped into a pouch tied to his belt. He threw the contents into the air, where the powder sparkled and shone like a thousand diamonds in the firelight. Darkness was approaching when the Mage was finally satisfied. He seated himself at the fire, a haunted look in his eyes.  
  "We’ll be safe here tonight. Nothing may pass the borders of my spell." The Mage retired  
  early, rolling himself in his blanket. Soon he was deep in meditation, a state the elves and Mages called Ru Nay’ Sha.  
  Kyler was unable to slip into the meditative state. Thinking things through, he tried to make sense of it all. Darian was his friend, and he did not want to see him in such torment. He sensed there was much more to the story than his friend was letting on.  
  He wondered anew about the Test of Passage, and if it was necessary. Apparently, The Order thought so. Kyler knew it was a test of magic to determine how much power you can handle and for how long, but the specifics... he had to guess for himself. Darian would never tell. Of that, he was certain. He was not even sure he really wanted to know.  
  Finally, he slipped into the trancelike state of the elves, a dreamless sleep where the conscious mind roamed free.  
    
  She stood before him, so beautiful, eyes bright with desire. She whispered something to him, but he did not understand. She wore a gown of diaphanous material; her slim form visible beneath the soft cloth. 
  She moved to kiss him, but he pulled back, why? He knew he wanted her more than anything he’d ever known. Somehow, he could not bring himself to get close to her. The pain on her face was palpable. She pouted and it only made him want her more.  
  She tried to kiss him again, this time, he did not resist. Her lips were soft and sweet and the fragrance of her hair filled him with longing. She put her slim arms around his neck, drawing him near. A moan escaped his lips as he bent to take her in his arms. He did not know how much time had passed, nor did it matter. All that mattered was being with this beautiful woman who had come to mean everything to him. The kiss became more urgent, demanding… 
    
  Darian awoke with a start, sweat forming on his brow. His heart hammered so loudly in the silence of deep night! It seemed his spells could protect him from everything but himself. He must learn how to guard against such dreams. How he wanted it to come true!  
  Alas, it was out of his hands. A choice he was not sure he would make again if given a chance. He put his hand over his eyes as if trying to wipe the memory away. The fire burned low and he moved to build it up, the chill night air biting him as he removed the blanket. Kyler lay nearby in a deep trance. The urge to wake his friend and tell him everything nearly overcame him.  
  He forced those thoughts away. From strict training came strict discipline. He could not. No! He must not tell anyone, even Kyler. He hated keeping secrets from Kyler. In the time they 
  had known each other, they had come to trust each other, depend on one another. Kyler was the only one who accepted him for who and what he was and did not judge him. 
  After he left Mogan Dar, everywhere he went, people gave him a wide berth. He decided to travel to Kiri A’ Nouell for his own reasons. He’d always wanted to see the elven forest because it was a safe haven. Even The Order could not penetrate the ancient magic of the elves. The events unfolding in Mogan Dar gave him the perfect chance to escape. He had not been back yet. That was when he met Kyler… 
   
  The elf was out on a hunting expedition, and Darian stumbled onto their small party. Not by accident.  
  That was the first time he met Tynuviel. She had been scouting ahead when she caught sight of him. Bow in hand; she called to him to stop where he was. So deep in thought, he had not heard her. Purely out of curiosity, she stayed her hand. When he came upon her, all he could do was stare at her. 
  She was undeniably the most beautiful creature he had ever seen, and he had been witness to many. Her slender figure, delicate features and pointed ears gave her an exotic look. She wore a light shirt that laced up, which she had partly undone, and it made him stare even more for it partly exposed her breasts. Her tights were dark green and clung to her curves in a way that made him forget to breathe. Blue eyes penetrated his defenses, and he coughed uncomfortably. Her hair was the color of warm honey, and she wore it in a ponytail. She put up her bow then, and laced up her shirt with a tiny smirk. 
  "My brother will not take kindly to your interference," her voice was melodious, and it took him a moment to realize she had spoken in the common tongue. 
  "You mean he’s not expecting me? And to think, I thought the elves had better manners,” he replied flippantly. 
  "For Ni’ Kulana, you're cute," she stated simply. It was then that three other elves came into view. Darian cursed his ill luck. The elf male in the lead came forward. 
  "Please forgive my sister. She is a bit overzealous at times. But tell me, what are you doing so close to our border?" the leader asked. 
  "I did not realize I was so close. Please forgive me. I meant no harm," said the Mage, a touch of sarcasm in his tone, as he clapped his hands together making a half bow.  
  It grew tense waiting for a reply as the elf considered his words. When his response came, it was not what the Mage had expected. 
  "I am Kyler Brighton," the elf said as he extended his hand in greeting.  
  "I am Darian Brade," replied the Mage, gripping his hand firmly. 
  "Please join us for our evening meal,” Kyler offered. The other elves relaxed then, the conflict over. 
  "Please," Kyler motioned him to walk beside him in the lead, a sign of respect.  
  The other two males seemed to disappear into the brush, but the girl stayed close to Darian, openly admiring him. Kyler didn't seem to mind, so Darian kept silent. She smelled like sweet wild flowers and walked with her hands behind her back, but remained quiet and let Kyler do the talking. For the first time, he noticed the resemblance; he was as exquisite as she was. He could not tell their age, but they seemed young.  
  “So, you still have not answered my question." Darian sighed. "You must understand; we do not get many visitors here, let alone one of your kind,” Kyler explained. 
  "And just what is my kind?" asked the Mage insouciantly. 
  "Forgive me. I meant no offense. We do not get many humans that visit us, let alone a Mage of The Order," said the elf.     
  That's because humans are not necessarily welcomed here. Certainly not invited, Darian thought. However, what he said was, “How did you...?” he forgot he wore the dark blue robes of the Dregian Order. The rest of his clothes he carried in a pack. 
  "When I left Piri-Tuma, I just started walking, unsure of where to go," he lied. 
  "Piri-Tuma, the school of Mages. Why did you leave? I can tell by your robes that you are of high rank." Kyler looked directly at Darian as he finished, patiently waiting for him to gather his thoughts. 
  "I have passed the Test and earned my staff. I chose to travel. I do not wish to remain cloistered inside," Darian said, as he unconsciously touched a small rod tied on a cord wrapped about his waist.  
 At this announcement, Kyler stopped and riveted him with his green eyes. He seemed to consider this for a moment, then simply nodded and continued walking. 
  The girl walked beside him now, and Darian noticed that she had unlaced her blouse again. Suddenly, he wished he had changed his clothes before he had left. He took control over his body temperature, getting it back to where it should be. She brushed up 
  against him and smiled at him when he looked at her. That smile filled his vision and quickened his heart. Kyler appeared oblivious. 
  Abruptly, the earth took on a different appearance. The grass smelled sweeter, the flowers were brighter, and the trees taller and healthier. The forest floor was free of debris. It was then that Darian realized he was on elven land. He could feel the magic of this breathtaking place. Obviously, he had heard of Kiri A' Nouell. Everyone had, but as Kyler had been quick to point 
  out, very few had ever seen it. Even when they traded goods with the humans, they did it outside of their forest home. Why then, had Kyler been so quick to bring him here?               
  The smell of roasting venison filled the Mage’s nostrils, and he remembered that he had not eaten yet. When they finally arrived, the two male elves were already there, in addition to two others Darian had not yet seen.  
  One of the elves glared with open hostility at him and grabbed the girl’s arm, whispering harshly in the elven tongue. Kyler came between them and took him off to the side to speak with him. The girl returned to Darian’s side, undaunted. 
  “I'm Tynuviel." She gave him her most dazzling smile. Her wrist had several bracelets in gold, silver and platinum. They made a tinkling sound as she extended her hand in greeting. Darian hesitantly took it in his, and his blood seemed to boil from her touch. 
  "He doesn't seem to like me, does he?" he gestured at the irate elf. 
  "Oh, that's just Killini," she said, as if that should explain everything. "He's angry because he has proclaimed his love for me, but it is unrequited. He doesn't like you because I do."  
  It took a moment for her words to sink in. When they did, the Mage was truly stunned. Recalling his oath as he took hold of the staff, he knew he could not get involved with this beautiful woman. The laws of The Order were specific and demanded his attention. She laughed, and his discomfort passed. He knew then that he loved her desperately. He felt as though he could tell her anything.  
  Kyler came walking back to them. Whatever they said, Killini was not appeased. He glared openly at the Mage and subsequently stalked off into the trees. Kyler took in the scene before him, and then glanced back at Killini, but by then, he was gone. Kyler pulled Tynuviel aside, speaking urgently in low tones. The Mage could guess it was about him that they spoke. The conversation over, they both walked back to Darian.                                            
  "Please, join me at the fire," said Kyler not waiting for him. Tynuviel put her slender arm through Darian’s and they walked together. He wanted to ask her what they spoke of, but ran out of time. The other elves seemed not to care that she was with him, though they openly admired her. 
  "Well, you met Killini already. This is Tulani, Meriac and Plistin,” said Kyler. 
  "Well met," they said, looking from the girl to the Mage. 
  "Thank you for your hospitality. I'm Darian Brade." He thought he saw respect in their eyes. Or was it curiosity? 
  They had a meal of venison, bread, cheese and elven wine called Nykessa, which was a potent drink. There was much talk during the meal, and the elves relaxed even more. They began to tell tales, laughing and singing. Tynuviel began to sing a song in the elven tongue. Kyler was kind enough to translate for him, for he was unaware that Darian was fluent in elvish. 
 It was silent for a time when she finished. Killini did not make an appearance. The wine had warmed Darian, and Kyler moved to refill his flask, but he declined. How much had he drank already? It would not do to get drunk; that could be very dangerous.  As it was, his head swam and everything around him seemed far, far away. One by one, the elves retired for the night, except Kyler and Tynuviel. 
  "You will be safe here tonight. You need not worry. Rest well," said Kyler, moving off by himself, but not before he shot a warning glance at his sister, who pretended not to notice.  
  She looked so beautiful in the firelight, and he almost moved to kiss her. What was he doing? He must end this before it got out of hand. Somehow, when she looked at him with those big blue eyes, he forgot what it was that he had been going to say. It must be the wine, he decided. What else could it be? Darian was not accustomed to losing his composure and he prided himself in the control he exuded over every situation he had faced.  
  "Well, good night and thank you for the song. It was lovely."  
  "Good night," she said, her voice husky and her eyes filled with desire.  
  Desire for what? The Mage thought. His vision blurred and he could not think straight. He must remember not to drink so much next time. Next time? He staggered off to find his bedroll. He found a good spot; the grass was soft beneath him, and trees provided cover from the wind. He rolled himself in his blanket and was soon deep in Ru Nay’ Sha.  
  Abruptly, he came awake. Had he heard something? Then he saw her coming from the shelter of trees. His heart stopped beating. The night was deep, dark and nothing moved. She was before him, wearing a red diaphanous gown. He struggled to look elsewhere, but his eyes always returned to her slim form.  
  "Walk with me," she said as she held out her hand to help him up. He took her hand and gingerly stood, but his head was clear. The effects of the wine were gone.  
  Unseen to them both, Killini watched them from above on the branches of an elm tree. His eyes smoldered with hatred, and his hand rested on a wicked looking dagger. Silently, he followed them. 
  She led him through the trees to a spot she had chosen. There was a small fire carefully concealed, and blankets strewn on the ground. There was no doubt why she brought him here. 
  She moved to kiss him, and he pulled back, why? He knew he wanted her more than anything in his life, but somehow, he could not bring himself to get close to her. A nagging thought was in the back of his mind, but he did not want to concentrate with her so near. The pain on her face was palpable, and it nearly broke his heart. She pouted and that only made him want her more. She moved to kiss him again and this time, he did not resist. Her lips were soft and sweet, the fragrance of her hair filled him with longing. She put her slim arms around his neck and drew him near. The world as he knew it disappeared.  
  A moan escaped his lips as he bent to take her in his arms. He did not know how much time had passed, nor did it matter. This was all that mattered, being with this beautiful woman who had come to mean everything to him. He knew it made no sense, they had only just met, and he knew nothing about her, but it did not matter.  
  The kiss became more urgent, more demanding, and he let his hands roam down her back. He lifted her gown, and she made no move to resist. She ran her hands through his hair and gently kissed his neck. She began to unbutton his shirt even as he pulled the gown over her head. He ran his hands over her smooth, perfect form. The ache inside of him begged for release. He kissed her again and gently pulled her to the ground. 
  Killini had seen enough. In a rage, he flew down the tree and attacked Darian, but the Mage was already moving. He extricated himself from the girl and with a mere thought; the rod was in his hands. He spoke the command word, and the rod became a staff.    
 Mounted on its top was an ancient, elven rune with a milky white stone at its center. The stone flared to life, shooting forth a brilliant beam of white-hot energy that enveloped Killini, flinging him into the base of a tree thirty feet away.  
  Darian was already chanting the words to a spell. Tynuviel pulled her gown back on and picked up her hunting knife.  
  Kyler and Plistin came running, took in the scene, and moved to Killini without saying a word. Darian let the spell die in his throat, letting the anger drain out of him. Killini was bleeding and unconscious, but still very much alive.  
  "What happened here?" Kyler asked as he returned to his sister's side. The Mage could not read the look in his eyes and did not know where he stood with the elf now.  
  "He attacked me. Tynuviel and I... we were... I merely tried to defend myself. I did not hurt him badly," replied the Mage. Kyler looked to his sister for her side of the story.  
  She glanced at Darian, and then stated simply, "Getting to know our friend better,” she gave that smirk again. 
  "Well, I can certainly understand why Killini acted the way he did, though I do not approve. I'm sorry Darian. He's very jealous of my sister.” In elvish to his sister he said, “You should have known better. I warned you of your behavior earlier."  
  "I'm sorry about this," said the Mage, as he gestured toward the small camp and Tynuviel.  
  "Don't be. My sister is old enough to know what she wants, and it seems she has chosen you. I think we'll be good friends, Darian. I'll leave you two to... whatever." He smiled and  
  signaled Plistin to bring Killini, and they retreated.  
  Darian recalled the rules of The Order. He could not be with Tynuviel. That was the price of being a Mage. Though he had never let it stop him before, it was different this time. This time, he actually cared for the girl. He nearly swooned and forced himself to remain calm. The very idea of caring for someone like this was utterly appalling to him. And frightening. He’d never suffered such emotions before. Why now? Did the god of Mages have a sense of humor? If so, this situation was not funny.  
  She approached him and went to stroke his cheek, and he recoiled as if bitten. She looked at him curiously, a hint of hurt and anger in her eyes. 
  "I'm sorry. I can't... we can't," Darian stammered. He was conflicted. He wanted her, but the price was too high and he was not willing to pay it.  
  “You didn't seem to think so a moment ago. What changed? Did Kyler say something to you?" she asked, visibly hurt. 
  "It has nothing to do with your brother. I can't; I'm sorry." Before he was tempted further, he grabbed his things and briskly walked back to his bedroll. What had he been thinking? He almost made a dire error.  
  Kyler silently watched him, no emotion on his face. In a few moments, Tynuviel came stalking back. She walked past them all without saying a word. Kyler did not miss the look she shot at the Mage. He could guess what had happened. Or rather,  
  what didn't happen. Curiosity overcame him, and he rose to sit with Darian. 
  "So, what happened? Few men can resist her charms. Do you want to talk about it?" asked the elf leader. Darian sighed, deeply regretting the way things worked out.  
  "I told her we couldn't continue… it must have been the wine. After Killini attacked, my head cleared. I didn't know what I was doing. She doesn't understand. I tried to explain it without hurting her feelings." Kyler nodded, saying nothing and the Mage was glad for that.  
  "You are more than welcome to join us for as long as you like, unless you have other plans. A man of your talents would always be met with cordial consent," the elf said, staring out into the dark night.  
 "Thank you. I'd like that,” replied Darian, not knowing what else to say.  
  "Listen, my sister will probably not give up. She usually does not when she sees something she wants. I do not think she believes you. For that matter, neither do I." Without another word, he rose and went back to his bed.  
  Darian was unable to slip into Ru Nay’ Sha the rest of the night. He could not get the beautiful elf out of his head, or his heart. Nevertheless, the rules were clear. He removed the staff from his belt and stared at it. It shrank in size to about six inches in length. He spoke the  
  command word, Chi Ni’ Aya, and the staff grew to its normal length, six and a half feet. This represented everything he was; everything he trained so hard for all his life.  
  He knew then that he would be alone for all his days. If he was being honest with himself, deep down, he knew that things would not change just because he had left Mogan Dar. He burned her image into his mind as he closed his eyes in a silent prayer. It all seemed so unfair to him. No Mage of The Order could marry. However, they were allowed to have women visit them whenever they wanted. The Order prided themselves on providing the best female companionship for their Mages.  
  The rest of the night passed painfully slow, but he did not grow tired. He sat next to the fire, pulled out a small leather tome and tried to read. He could not concentrate on the words and symbols though.  
  Instead, he saw her face as she smiled at him. He sighed and closed the book but did not put it away. He was determined to find a way to have both. If it killed him, he would find a way. 
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  He came out of his reverie in time to watch the sunrise. Kyler was up and moving about already and the elf was calling out to him. 
  "Are you alright?" asked the elf, worry etched in his fine features. "I've been trying to get your attention for several moments now." When he approached Darian, he grimaced. "Didn't rest well, did you?" It was more of a statement than a question. 
  "No. I didn't," replied the Mage. Kyler began rummaging through the gear that Darian had stored in a patch of thick undergrowth. He seemed to find what he had been looking for. 
  "Let's eat,” he said, with such enthusiasm that Darian laughed in spite of himself, and rose to help his friend. They built up the fire and cooked some salted pork. There was bread, a block of cheese and some fruit. They washed it down with water from their leather water-skins.                                                                                       
  "So, what's on your mind my friend? I can tell something's bothering you," asked the elf half-seriously. 
  "It's nothing," Darian replied quietly. I'm in love with your sister, and I miss her so much that I feel I'm losing my mind; he thought to himself. 
 He could not tell Kyler the truth, so he kept silent. Darian and Kyler had been traveling in concert for a little over two years now, and the Mage sincerely wanted to confide in him.  
  Maybe together, they could solve this problem.  
  A warning bell sounded high and keening. Darian snatched up his staff, commanding it to return to normal size. The stone on the Staff of Power was glowing red. The elf readied his bow and kicked out the fire. 
  It grew dark suddenly, as if the sun had fallen from the sky. Kyler scanned the horizon. It remained cloudless and blue, but now the wind picked up and tore at the trees. They heard a high-pitched screech that sounded much too close, and it was getting closer by the second.  
  “Dragon!” called Kyler. “Run for cover!” he cried. His hair flew wildly and stung his eyes. He had no time to tie it back. They threw themselves to the ground behind huge boulders that were scattered close to the trees, which had grown in tightly knit groups, blocking the view from above. They could hear the beating of massive wings, so powerful it could be felt in their chests, as the beast hovered over the grove.  
  Then the massive, horned head became visible through a break in the trees. Kyler’s face paled at the sight of Morphindinaetlus, the mighty green dragon. Thick, shimmering dark green scales that mere weapons could not penetrate, covered his massive bulk. He had huge claws that could shred his victims like parchment, and his wingspan topped three hundred feet.  
  More than two centuries had passed since he last appeared. What was he doing here? The dragon hovered there a few more moments, and then raised his head, expelling a searing blast of fire. The beast let out a final scream and flew away to the north.  
  In moments, they lost sight of it altogether. They lay where they were for a few more moments collecting their thoughts. Kyler was the first to rise, and he held out his hand for the Mage. Darian firmly gripped his hand and pulled himself up. They dusted themselves off and began packing immediately.  
  “I must turn to the east and warn my people,” the elf said gravely.       
  Darian nodded, never a doubt in his mind as to where his road lay. He would accompany his friend. Kyler smiled, happy that his friend would not desert him; even when it meant running into Tynuviel.  
  The elf could not shake the feeling that the dragon’s appearance had something to do with his friend.  
  Darian couldn’t wait to see Kiri A’ Nouell again, but more importantly, he was anxious to see a certain elf maiden. Just the thought of her made his heart hammer inside his chest, from excitement, not fear. They had many days, weeks really, of travel ahead of them.  
  By the end of the day, they should reach the town Limmin. They frequented an inn there whenever they were in the area. The Copper Bottom was the nicest inn that Limmin had to offer. 
  Kyler was sweet on one of the serving girls and had been courting her when ‘ere he visited the 
  inn.     
  The day was warm, the sun bright, and the air sweet and fragrant, the kind of day when all your cares just drifted away. The packs they carried were not full, so they could set a quicker pace.  
  Kyler constantly scanned the sky searching for any sign of the dragon's return. There was nothing, and after a while, he began to relax, but he did not let down his guard.  
  They did not talk much. Through the months of traveling together, they had forged a deep friendship and the silence was a comfortable one.  
  By mid-day, they were halfway to Limmin. They were making good time, but needed to stop for a rest. They chose a spot and as they neared to a halt, Kyler felt that something was not right. His keen elven senses screamed at him. 
  He motioned to the Mage, and Darian came up beside him, staff in hand. Kyler pointed at the earth, but Darian was not sure what he was supposed to see. Kyler bent and put his hand to the earth. He did a quick study of the area and came back to the Mage. Darian could tell something was wrong even before the elf spoke. 
 "Goblins came through here three days ago, there was a scuffle. I found some blood on the dry grass. They came from the south and are heading north. They numbered around thirty. There were also some tracks…”  
  Something is wrong, Darian thought. Something about those tracks bothered the elf more than the rest. 
  "By the depressions it left, I'd say it stands at least eight feet tall and walks on the balls of its feet."  
  Darian looked at the ground again and still saw only yellowed grass dried out from too much sun and too little water. The Mage accepted the news without question. He admired the elf's tracking abilities.  
  "What now?" asked the Mage. He decided to let the elf determine their course of action. Pride was never a factor between them.  
  They both hoped that the direction the goblins went was a coincidence. The great wyrm flew off in the same direction. Their rest forgotten for the moment, they headed off north, Kyler's sharp eyes picking out the trail.  
  As it was growing dark, they neared the monster’s camp, the Valley of Rah. The elf felt a sickening twist inside. There had been many sacrifices offered up to the dark god here.  
  The fire burning was a bright beacon in the darkening sky. The goblins showed no fear, feigning all semblance of concealment. This bothered the elf more than he let on. 
  Kyler motioned for the Mage to circle left, and he would go right. As silent as death, Kyler  
  pulled a long hunting knife from his belt and moved off in a crouch. He approached the campsite cautiously.  
  They were at the northern border of the Logan Plains and the Valley of Rah lay just ahead. The night grew dark around them. Kyler was about three hundred fifty feet away from the rim when he noticed the first goblin sentry. The goblin was brutally ugly, and it carried a long rusty spear. It had a gold ring through its right ear, and the rags that covered its green body were grimy and blood stained.  
  Kyler stayed silent while the hideous creature finished its rounds. Then he made his move, the creature unaware of the elf’s presence. It was in the middle of a big yawn when Kyler slit its throat. It made a soft gurgling sound as Kyler let it fall to the earth. He cleaned his blade on the grass, sheathing it once more.     
  He crept along, scanning ahead for any movement. He circled the huge valley rim looking for signs of goblins or other dark creatures. He was halfway around when he saw the bushes move. There was no wind. He took up his ash bow and crept forward. 
  The goblin was crouched behind a thicket of dense bush in the midst of relieving itself when the arrow took him between the eyes. It toppled silently to the earth, quite dead. Kyler crept to the edge of the rim, but was unprepared for what he saw there. 
    
  Darian moved off to the left, silently grateful for the time spent with the elf. Kyler taught him how to move quietly and not be so clumsy, which came in handy when he either did not want to, or could not use his magic. Just in case, he cast a spell of silence. No need alerting the local population, he mused darkly.  
  His night vision was nowhere near the elves’. Tucking the staff back into his belt, he withdrew one of his daggers instead; the keen edge gleamed in the moonlight. He crept along without fear.  
  It wasn't long before the first goblin came out from the bushes, wiping the sleep from its eyes. The Mage loosed the fine blade, and it flew true, taking the smelly creature in the neck. 
   He canceled his spell of silence to cast an invisibility spell instead, and ran to retrieve the blade. The goblin died with a look of surprise on its ugly face, and for some reason, this was amusing to the Mage.  
  When he removed the blade, a steady stream of blood gushed from the gaping wound. He wiped the blade clean on the dead creature’s clothes and then continued to their objective.  
 The last sentry was engrossed in a gory meal. Darian was not sure what it had been and quickly decided he did not want to know.  
  "Agluk Yuk tafa," said the Mage in the goblin tongue. The creature jumped up and turned in circles trying in vain to locate the speaker. 
  "Stupid," muttered Darian. He drew his sword and chopped off its head. The body ran in circles for a few moments until it finally realized it was dead. With a sickening splat, it hit the earth, the lifeblood pouring freely from the raw wound. The Mage cleaned his blade on the grass, laughing softly to himself. The laughter died in his throat as he went to the rim and peered over into the valley. What he saw dumbfounded him. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Morphindinaetlus spread his mighty wings, knocking countless goblins sprawling. He opened his giant maw and shot forth a searing blast of fire. Anything in its wake quickly perished. He was angry, and the goblins groveled on the ground, begging mercy. 
  "Where is that spineless toad? Find Grom and bring him to me!" bellowed the great wyrm.  
  The nearest goblin ran off bowing and scraping, just glad to be out of the dragon's presence. He knew he had to be quick, or he would suffer the anger of the dragon. He found Grom, the leader of the goblins, hiding behind some rocks. He dragged him kicking and screaming back to the master.  
  Grom was the tallest and most cunning of the ugly creatures. He came to be where he was by using his wits, and by killing any that stood to oppose him. He had never feared anything before, but the green dragon terrified him. When the wyrm summoned him to Ancient Mountain, he went reluctantly. That was nigh on five years ago. He had served his terrible master faithfully, but now he had failed. He knew his life was forfeit. Grom trembled before the dragon, trying hard to remain steady, but he was losing that battle as  
  well.  
  "Where is he!" the dragon screamed at him. "You promised him to me three days ago!"  
  Grom prostrated himself. "M-m-master," the leader stammered. "We almost had him! He used sorcery to escape.” 
  "A Mage, use sorcery?" the beast feigned surprise. "How!" screamed Morphindinaetlus, his breath hot and fetid on the goblin’s face. 
  "T-t-t-teleportation!" the goblin squeaked.  
  "And the staff was with him?" the dragon asked, less hostile. 
  "Yes. He decreased our number by twenty-three as we tried to possess it!"  
  The dragon lowered his head to stare straight in Grom's eyes. The goblin thought he detected respect in that deadly gaze. Respect for the enemy. 
    
  High above, on the rim of the valley, the companions watched, speechless. Hearing nothing of the conversation, the Mage made it back to Kyler and let go of his invisibility spell. Kyler sensed his presence long before he canceled the spell. 
  Something about the display bothered the elf. However, he could not put his finger on exactly what it was. The elf still could not explain the dragon's appearance. Throw in all the goblins gathered below, of which there were hundreds, and it was a recipe for disaster.  
  The elven warrior was deep in thought when the Mage gripped his arm. On the far side of the valley, they were dragging someone or something across the ground. Kyler's curiosity was piqued. He signaled to the Mage that they would circle around to get a better look.  
  There were six poles spaced evenly apart, and the goblins were lashing their prisoner to them in a spread-eagle fashion. The elf could see that it was a man, his face bruised and swollen, his hair matted. Cuts and scrapes lined his muscular arms. 
  "What do we do now?" asked the rogue Mage.  
 "We can't leave him here," the elf echoed Darian's thoughts. They both smiled mischievously and waited for the guards to fall asleep. 
  They had a simple plan formulated. They waited for the dragon to leave and made their way down the northern wall of the valley, finding cover where they could. The guards were fast asleep and snoring loudly.  
  They could see none of the prisoner’s features, for he hung his head, and his long raven-black hair was in wild disarray. Blood dripped from a dozen fresh wounds and gathered into a puddle at his feet. He would not survive another day here. They must act quickly.   
  The prisoner raised his head and gasped in surprise and confusion at the sight of his saviors. Kyler drew his hunting knife and slit the ropes that bound the poor wretch. The prisoner fell forward into the waiting Mage’s arms.  
  Kyler put a finger to his lips, silently crept over to the sleeping guards and slit their throats. He relieved them of the prisoner’s weapons and gear, and then motioned for his companion to get going. Without another word, they began their ascent. They stopped briefly at the top to examine their charge. They bound the wounds they could, and then they were off again. 
  Darian was deep in concentration, chanting softly. Of a sudden, the ground began to fold in on itself and their surroundings blurred past. When the spell ended, they were standing on the outskirts of Limmin. The gatekeeper peered at them suspiciously.  
  "Who goes there?" he asked. 
  "Ro’ark it’s me, Kyler. We've got a wounded man here who needs attention and rest." At the sound of the elf's voice, the gatekeeper threw the lock and swung the portal open. 
  "Who is he and what happened to him?" asked Ro’ark. 
  "I don't know," the elf answered truthfully. "We rescued him from a band of goblins," he said. He did not take the time to elaborate right now. At the mention of we, the gatekeeper finally noticed the Mage and nodded respectfully.  
  Once inside, they headed for the Copper Bottom. Limmin was a simple town with hard working, humble folk. The streets were hard-packed dirt, not like the paved roads in the larger cities.  
  They passed shops shut tight against the night, a clothing shop, the Smith, and a bakery. Shermin, a robust man, was the innkeeper of the Copper Bottom. He gave them two rooms and told Destiny to bring hot water and bandages to them.  
  Had she known whose room she was going to, she would have spent more time freshening up!  
  Kyler opened the door and she almost dropped the bucket of hot water. Their eyes met, and she was sure she would melt where she stood. Though they had been on several dates now, the sight of him still made her weak.   
  "Please come in," the elf said politely, as he took the water and poured it into a basin on a table next to the bed. Kyler knew how the girl felt about him. It was all over her face every time she looked at him.  
  She was beautiful; her petite form and slender waist were very alluring. He pulled her close and hugged her tightly to him, then met her lips with his. Softly, tenderly, he kissed her and felt her breasts against his chest. Big bright eyes the color of sea foam looked up at him; her lips were thick and full. Her hair was the color of cinnamon.  
  "How have you been?" asked the elf as he dipped a rag into the water and began to clean the stranger’s wounds.  
  Only then did she notice the pale form beneath the coverlet. She was glad to see that it was not Darian. The elf and the Mage were the nicest patrons and the best tippers.  Kyler, of course, was the most handsome. They always showed her respect and never tried to pinch her bottom, though she often wished Kyler would. Although, there were other things she had in mind much more pleasurable than that.  
  "Fine," she said, as her whole face lit up with her smile. She helped Kyler clean and dress the wounds. "What happened to him?" she asked. 
 "Listen to me. You are not safe here anymore. Gather up your things and get out while  
  you can. Make your way to Al-Dan-Tir. I've seen things that I dare not discuss right now." Her smile slowly faded as she realized he was serious. 
  "What are you talking about?" she asked, a little unnerved.  
  "Darian and I stumbled on..." 
  "Water,” croaked the stranger who, until now, had remained unconscious since his rescue. The girl bent down and put a pewter cup to his lips, her ample bosom straining the cloth and threatening to break free. He greedily gulped the water down, spilling more than he drank. 
  "Easy, it's okay," she whispered soothingly. His face was purple and swollen, his lips cracked and bleeding. She removed a small jar from the apron tied at her waist and smoothed some salve over his lips. He sighed in grateful contentment and was soon gone again.  
  "Thank you for your help Destiny," said Kyler, eyeing her shapely curves, and she blushed. The way that he said her name… He pressed two silvers into her hand and walked her to the door.  
  "Will you be downstairs tonight?" she asked. "Or would you like dinner sent up?"  She hoped he would have some time to spend with her. She did not get to see him as often as she would like.  
  "Please have two meals sent up," the elf said and gave her a gold piece. She waited in the hall for her heart to slow and jumped when the Mage materialized at the top of the  
  stairs.  
  "Are you alright?" asked Darian, rushing over to her. 
  "Men!" she huffed, brushing past him and bounding down the stairs. The Mage looked around, confused, until he noticed which room she had come from. He really should speak to his friend. 
    
  In his mind, he was still a prisoner. They beat him every day for what seemed an eternity. Though in reality, it was only five days. They kept asking questions about someone he did not know. His head swam. His throat felt dry and parched.  
  They captured him five days ago on the Logan Plains, south and west of the town Limmin. He was out scouting, and they caught him unaware. He got in one good strike and drew blood. They must have thought he was someone else. The apparent goblin leader, Grom, insistently asked 'Where is it? Where is it? Do you have the staff? Do you know where it is?' He still did not understand what they wanted from him. And as for the staff, they were only useful to... 
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  The stranger awoke just as the sun dipped beneath the western horizon. He opened one eye cautiously, studying his surroundings. He was in a room on a soft bed beneath warm blankets. How had he gotten here? He opened the other eye and realized in shock that he was free.  
  The last thing he remembered was an ugly goblin beating him. His sword belt hung from the bedpost, and his clothes lay clean and neatly folded on a chair with big soft cushions. He remembered a beautiful girl with hair the color of cinnamon who offered him water and spoke comfortingly to him.  
  He closed his eyes again and thought to rest some more, when the door to his room opened and an elf stepped in, quietly closing it behind him. The stranger looked at the elf curiously. He was sure he did not know him. He would not forget a creature as exquisite as this. He felt certain this elf had rescued him. But why would he bother? 
 "You're awake. How do you feel?" asked the elf. 
  "I’ve felt better. Thank you for all you’ve done. They would've killed me for sure." 
  "What were they doing with you?" 
  "I think they thought I was someone else," said the stranger. The elf picked up a stool that stood in the corner and brought it to the bedside to seat himself.  
  "My name is Kyler. My friend and I came upon you quite by accident. Good for you we did."  
  The stranger related his tale then, and Kyler did well to hide his surprise. The stranger felt comfortable with the elven warrior, and he liked him instantly. Kyler did not mention the rogue Mage was his friend. 
  "I'm Shaz," said the stranger, extending his hand as he spoke. Kyler took it in his own, careful not to grip it too firmly. The bruises on his face were almost gone, and his wounds were healing nicely. 
  "How long have I been out?" asked Shaz. 
  "Six nights, five days," answered Kyler.  
  Shaz let loose a string of curses. The elf showed no emotion, but to the well-trained eye, his green eyes danced in wry amusement.  
  "You must be famished," Kyler stated. As if in answer, Shaz’ stomach rumbled loudly.  
  "I'll send for food and drink." The elf rose and left as quietly as he had entered.  
  When Kyler returned, Shaz sat in the chair washed and dressed. He looked like a different person. He was tall and lean, with a medium build. He wore a red tunic with a studded black leather belt wrapped about his waist, and black leather pants and boots. Black leather bracers decorated his wrists. He wore a small silver hoop in his left ear, and his freshly combed raven-black hair hung down his back past his hips. 
  "It feels good to be back up and about. You never told me why you saved me." 
  "I could not leave someone in the hands of goblin scum. You would have done the same for me," said the elf with a hint of a smile. 
  "Are you so sure?" Shaz asked in a cocky tone.  
  Before the elf could reply, the door opened and Destiny came in bearing a huge tray laden with food. There were bowls of meat stew, a loaf of freshly baked bread, a dish of fresh butter, some cheese and fruit, three tankards and a pitcher of ale. Kyler jumped up to take the tray from the girl, and she smiled her thanks, gasping as she noticed the man in the chair. 
  Shaz’ froze where he stood. The girl from his dreams, she was real! 
  "Destiny, this is Shaz," said Kyler, introducing them. 
  the elf did not miss the look on the man's face. The girl appeared indifferent and for some reason the elf could not fathom, that made him happy.  
  "It's nice to see you’re feeling better and moving about," she said politely. He was handsome, but the hunger in his eyes was unmistakable and her heart belonged to another.  
  Kyler only half listened as Shaz spouted some drivel about how he had seen her in his dreams and how beautiful she was. He then proceeded to ask her to join him later when her 
  shift was over. She glanced at Kyler and replied that she was busy. Shaz did not miss that look. 
  “Well, maybe some other time perhaps,” said Shaz. 
   "I don’t think so,” Destiny said crisply. She already figured out that this cocksure womanizer would be like all those other men downstairs, eagerly trying to pinch her or put his hands where they did not belong.  
  Kyler let go a breath that he did not realize he had been holding. He walked her out into the hallway and softly closed the door. Her thoughts scattered and she felt too hot, as though she would faint. He smiled at her, and her heart jumped through her ribs.  
 "Are you busy later?" asked Kyler softly, closing the distance between them. 
  "Depends on who’s asking," she replied; grateful for how steady her voice remained. 
  His senses screamed at him, her perfume filling his head. Suddenly, his heart felt awakened in a way he never thought possible. He looked into her eyes and knew she felt the same. He was aware of how much time he had wasted running from the truth. 
  "I'm asking. Let me take you away from here for a little while." She answered him by kissing him softly on the lips. Shocked by her forwardness she turned and ran down the stairs.  
  Kyler sighed wistfully, anxious for her shift to be over. He went back inside, seating himself on the stool, and ate.  
  "An elf and a human make an odd couple. On the other hand, maybe you just want to take her before you're back on the road to the next town, the next wench." 
  Kyler moved so fast that Shaz could barely register the movement. The elf punched him solidly on the mouth and quickly lost his appetite. 
  "Temper, temper," Shaz said mockingly as blood ran from the corner of his mouth.  
  At that moment, the Mage entered the room by way of the door. He looked from one to the other and then asked his friend what was going on. 
  "Oh he'll be fine in a moment. I made a move on his girl is all, though I didn't know it at the time," said Shaz. He rose and strapped the sword on his back and left.  
  "What was that all about?" asked Darian. 
  "He's too arrogant for his own good. He said some things I didn't agree with," said Kyler. 
  "So have I, but you never hit me. What's this really about Kyler? It’s about Destiny, isn't it?" asked the Mage. 
  "How did you make that leap?" asked the smiling elf, which was all the answer the Mage needed.  
  "It took you long enough friend," said Darian, clapping him on the back.  
  "That seems to be the common opinion around here. Where have you been?" asked the elf, gently switching the subject. 
  "Gathering supplies and horses for our upcoming journey." With a pang of guilt, Kyler remembered where they were supposed to go.  
  "I'll let her know that I can't make it tonight," he said with a sigh. 
  "You'll do no such thing. Both of you have waited too long for this. We'll return for her after this is all over," said Darian, taking the seat vacated by Shaz. They talked as they ate, and then made their way to the bathhouse to let their cares drift away with the dirt from the road. Later, back in their room, Darian pulled a small leather tome from a pouch at his waist. 
  "Where did you get that, Darian?" asked the elf. 
  "Shermin, he didn't know what it was and he thought it might be useful to me." 
  "What is it?" 
  "A spellbook. A very old spellbook. It's in elvish," said the Mage, showing the book to Kyler.  
  "Takasha!" the elf exclaimed. "Can you read it?” 
   "Of course, I’ve already started," replied the Mage magnanimously.  
  “Where did Shermin find such a treasure?" 
   “He claims a wealthy merchant left it behind in his room.” 
  "You never told me you could read the elven tongue," the elf said, feeling a newfound respect for his friend. 
  "You never asked," Darian replied, moving to the table and lighting a candle as darkness began to descend. He closed the drapes, sat down and began to read.                                                                    
 The elf took that as his cue to leave. He went straight to the common room to look for Destiny. He found her gliding along the floor with a tray full of drinks. She handled the men like a professional who had been at it a long time. She talked briefly with each and joked with them all. She managed to evade several sets of hands and shook a finger at another as she set down his ale. She walked up to the bar removing her apron as she spotted Kyler. Her knees grew weak, and she worried over what to say.  
  "I'd like to freshen up. Wait for me?" she asked, with a smile that warmed him. He nodded, and smiled that smile that had stolen her heart so long ago. Shermin ambled over to talk to him. 
  "No funny business, ye hear? She is like a daughter to me, and she truly cares for you. Please don't hurt her." 
  "That's the last thing I ever want to do," said Kyler, looking him in the eye. "It took me a long time to admit it to myself, but I care for her deeply." The innkeeper visibly relaxed.  
   "Glad I am to hear that lad. Take good care of her, ye hear? And have her home at a decent hour. She's on the morning shift don't ya’ know." The elf laughed, but it caught in his throat as he saw Destiny enter the rear door. 
  Her cinnamon hair framed her lovely face, and her eyes sparkled as she looked at Kyler.  
  She wore a low cut, green velvet gown with soft, black leather boots. The sight of her astounded him. Upon seeing them together, the customers grew loud and bawdy.  
  "You look beautiful," he said when she reached his side. He respectfully rose, and she blushed furiously. 
  "I thought we could go to my home, and I'll cook dinner. It's quiet, and we could talk."  
  She took his hand as they left the Copper Bottom. The nervousness began to fade, and she mustered the courage to look over at him. He still wore his weapons; they were part of who he was, and she could accept that. In fact, she felt safe with him.  
  The moon was full and bright and there were countless stars visible in the night sky. They walked as if they had the rest of their lives to get where they were going.  
  "Why did you wait so long for me?" the elf asked abruptly. "Surely, you could have had anyone you wished for." 
  "I thought that was obvious," she said softly. "I only want you. From the first time I saw you, I knew you were different. You have always treated me with respect." 
  "You handled Shaz well tonight.” He complimented her. “You are very good at what you do. Why did you not go with Shaz? It would have served me right,” he said, looking over at her. Her nut-brown skin seemed to shine in the moonlight, and she shivered. Kyler quickly removed his cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders. 
  "Thank you." She smiled at him, gripping his hand warmly. "I do not like that man. He makes me feel very uncomfortable. I want only you,” she said a bit huskily. 
  They arrived at her cottage, a small two story. She had flower boxes full of flowers outside each window. Thin vines scaled the brick walls, climbing to the heavens. Once inside, the elf started a fire in the hearth.  
  Destiny went to the kitchen to prepare their meal. Kyler removed a bottle of Nykessa, which he had tucked away inside his cloak and put it on the table. He helped her set the table, and then poured two glasses of wine, taking a sip from his own. She was chopping vegetables for a stew as he brought her the glass. She took a sip. 
  "Mmm, Kyler, this is delicious. What is it?" She said with a smile that seemed to light up the whole room. She lit several candles to brighten up the place.  
 “It’s called Nykessa. It’s elvish wine that we make in Kiri A’ Nouell.” 
  “What’s it like? Your home, I mean?” she asked, her eyes sparkling with excitement.  
  “Beautiful, serene. The forests are ancient. I would love to show you my favorite places, Destiny,” he breathed, as he captured her lips with his. She pressed herself into him and rejoiced at what she found. 
   She made fresh bread that she put on the hearth to bake. While they waited for the stew,  
  they sat and talked at the table. He told her stories of his home, and of when he first met Darian. She told him where she had grown up, and how she came to be at the inn. She sipped slowly at her wine; she knew it was a potent drink. 
  When the stew was ready, she spooned it into small crocks. She sliced the bread and retrieved a crock of butter from the cellar. The meal was delightful. It was a fish stew with a thick, creamy base. When the meal was over, they sat beside the fire on animal furs. 
  The firelight danced in her eyes, and her hair was ablaze with color. He put his arm around her and drew her close. He knew he had to tell her, but he did not want to spoil the moment. Finally, she broke the silence. 
  "You’re leaving again, aren't you?" she stated more than asked. Her tone was not accusatory. 
  "I must. However, I will be back for you. I promise. There's trouble brewing in the north and by Shenna, I must warn my people." She knew that he was serious; he called on the name of his goddess.  
  "You spoke of this once before. What have you found?" she asked. 
  "The goblins are banding together just north of the Logan Plains, and..." he hesitated only a second before telling her everything. “And the green dragon Morphindinaetlus is here again."  
  At the mention of the dragon, she sucked in her breath sharply. She was not yet born the last time the mighty dragon came forth to make war on the peoples of Corillia. She had not seen twenty winters yet.  
  Besides, humans were not long of life, he thought with a pang of guilt. This must be why his kin did not often take a human lover. The pain of their loss… He shook his head as if to dislodge the troubling thoughts.   
  "You know I cannot promise you anything. I want to, but... my duty keeps me on the road a lot," the elf said sadly.  
  "I know,” she replied softly. "All I've ever wanted is what time you can give to me." He looked into her eyes and removed a ring from his finger, putting it on hers. 
  "I love you Destiny. I will be back for you, if you'll have me." 
   She leaned over and kissed him softly. He pulled her to him and kissed her again. She felt good in his arms, her breasts crushed against his chest. Gently, he laid her on the soft fur, removing his weapons. He laid down next to her and held her in his arms for long moments.  
  "Kyler." The way she said his name made him heady. He kissed her again, passionately, stroking her face. He began to let his hands roam freely about her body. Gently, slowly, he slid his hand under her dress, caressing her thigh as she moaned. Covering her mouth with his, he moved his hand higher to her tender flesh, and she cried out in pleasure.    
  “Kyler,” she said again, more urgently. 
  “Yes,” He said as he moved to her belly and below. 
  “Kyler please, make love to me.” He kissed her again, his passion mounting. She began to undo his shirt, desperately pulling it off. There on the fur, in front of the warm blaze they made love. 
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   The sun streamed in through the windows, and Kyler yawned and lazily stretched. He looked over at Destiny still sleeping. She is so beautiful, he thought, smiling to himself. He gently ran his hands over her body, drinking in the sight of her. It would be a long time before he saw her again. Suddenly, duty became as heavy as a mountain. She moaned softly at his touch and slowly opened her eyes, flashing that smile she shared only with him.  
  "So, it wasn't a dream," she whispered softly. 
  "No. I'm really here," he said, taking her in his arms. He kissed her, deeply regretting his journey. He tenderly nibbled her ear and kissed her neck.  
  "If you keep this up, we'll miss breakfast," she said in a light tone. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. 
  "Who needs breakfast?" Kyler said, kissing her in a way that made the world fade into the background. The sounds of her filled his head and urged him on. 
  Finally, they rose. She poured water into separate basins, so they could brush their teeth and wash up. While she made breakfast, she constantly had to pinch herself. She could not believe that Kyler was here. 
   She marveled at the ring that he had given her. It was obviously of elven make. A wide  
  band of silvery metal with deep-blue sapphires lining the band set deep so that they were flush with the ring.  
  She knew it was priceless and could not believe he would give this treasure away. She had always admired it from afar, and now he had given it to her. She could scarcely believe it. She jumped as he came up behind her and put his arms around her. She leaned into him. 
  "You know I have to leave today,” he said sadly. 
  "Yes, but I choose not to think of that now. Not while you're still here with me. Let's make the most of it. Do you really think we're in danger?" she asked, turning around to look him in the eye. 
  "Goblins are stupid, spiteful creatures. They kill each other as often as they kill humans, but for some reason, they are banding together and with their numbers, they could surely overrun Corillia. I must go to Kiri A’ Nouell and speak to Tyvale, head of the elven council. From there, I do not know where my road leads. It may be months before I see you again." The pain in his eyes broke her heart.  
  "Kyler, you must do this. I will be here waiting when you return." 
  "I know, but I do not know how long I will be gone and when I will be able to return for you. You are so beautiful." 
  "There is no one else for me. My heart belongs to you. It always has." They took their time with breakfast, knowing they must soon return to the inn.  
  After breakfast, they left the cottage, and she locked the door. They walked hand in hand down the cobblestone walkway.  
  Their hearts were heavy, and they received many strange looks from passersby. They took no notice, as they were fully absorbed in each other. When they reached the inn, Shermin was out on the porch. A smile broke his face in two at the sight of the approaching couple. 
  The summer air was warm and the sun bright as if mocking their sadness. Butterflies flitted from flower to flower and bees buzzed in the background.  
  "Well, I best get back to work, hear?" said the innkeeper, going back inside. 
 "I’ll miss you," Kyler said softly, as he took her in his arms, holding her tight. He stroked her hair, kissing her on the forehead.  
  "I love you Kyler," she said simply. 
  "I know. I'll return soon, I hope." He kissed her then, as if all the love he felt for her was in this one kiss. 
  "I have to go," he said, releasing her.  
  They walked into the inn together. There were a few people scattered in the common room. She knew it would be crowded before long. She turned as if to say something more, but  
  the elf was gone. She briefly wondered if she would ever see him again and silently berated herself for such thoughts. She looked at the ring he’d given her and knew he would return. 
  The elf sprinted lightly up the stairs. When he reached the top of the landing, he heard voices rising in a fever pitch. He opened the door to the room he shared with Darian and saw a fight was in progress. He quickly moved to break it up.  
  "Hey! What's the matter with you two?" asked Kyler, coming between them. 
  "You were right. He is arrogant!" exclaimed the Mage. 
  "Maybe, but you have no right to order me around. I go where I want," said Shaz, eyes blazing. 
  "What's this about?" asked the elf. 
  "I'm coming with you," said Shaz, holding up a hand to stop any objection. “Hey, the way I see it, they held me prisoner, not either of you. That makes it personal to me. They’re looking for some Mage, and unless I miss my guess, this charlatan is a Mage, at least in his own mind. What say you Kyler?” asked Shaz. 
  “Darian, he’s right. They did take him prisoner. He has a right to know why. Besides, we could benefit from another blade to guard our backs.” Turning to Shaz, he said, “As for this charlatan, he could turn you to a pile of ash with a mere thought. So don’t push him further.” The warning in the elf’s voice was unmistakable. 
  “Another blade to guard our backs! Have you lost your mind? We can’t trust him! I don’t, and I don’t see how you could. Do you even know how to use that fancy blade you carry Shaz? C’mon Kyler! Goblins snuck up on him! Goblins!” Darian was in a rage. Kyler had never seen him like this before. He knew the situation was quickly getting out of hand and he had to do something. 
  “Please excuse us for a moment,” Kyler said to Shaz. Pointing at the door, he forced the Mage to follow, stepping out into the hall. 
  “Darian,” the elf said, looking him in the eye. “What’s the real problem? I’ve never seen you like this before and it scares me.” 
  “I can’t stand this man. How do we even know he can fight? Maybe he carries that thing to impress the ladies.” 
  “What happened?” asked Kyler, not backing down.  
  “We were discussing our next moves and he became belligerent, demanding that we do things his way. I told him it didn’t work like that; it should be a group decision. Then I may have said something on the order of ‘You are not coming with us, you dolt!’ of which he took offense to. Though I cannot fathom why as it’s the simple truth. You and me have been travelling together for a while now Kyler and we understand each other and know how things should be done. He only cares for himself and I fear if we bring him along, he’s going to cause more trouble than what he’s worth.” 
  “I sense a warrior spirit within him. I think he will prove himself useful. I think he uses his tough attitude to cover up his insecurity,” said the perceptive elf. He put a hand on his friend’s arm. 
  “He must be pretty insecure,” said the Mage with a straight face.  
 "Darian, have I ever been wrong before?" asked the elf. 
  "Well there was that one time...” the Mage began. The fire drained out of him with Kyler’s calm demeanor and they both laughed.  
  "Alright, I guess you're right. We could use another pair of hands." 
  "No more arguing. We have to trust each other and get along if we plan on traveling together," said the elf. Darian rolled his eyes contemptuously. 
  "He started it. It's a good thing you came in when you did. I was losing my temper. That's not a good thing for a Mage to do." 
  "Don't let him get under your skin. Half the time, that's all he wants. I don't think he means what he says. He just does it to see how far you can be pushed." 
  "Like a child, how reassuring. I’ll keep this in mind while I’m kickin’ his ass!” His tone softened, “I noticed you did not come back last night. How'd it go?" asked Darian. 
  "It was nice. We talked and I lost track of time," said the elf, his smile telling the Mage more than he intended. 
  "Is that right?" Darian said jokingly, and Kyler smiled. With matters decided, they went back inside. Shaz was sitting on the bed nearest the window. When they entered, he looked at the Mage with something bordering on animosity.  
  "We both agree that you should come along," said the elf. 
  "How nice of you," said Shaz, his brown eyes flat. "I say we go back to the valley and see what they're up to," he suggested. 
  "No. We go to Kiri A’ Nouell. I need to speak to the head of the elven council." 
  "I don't give a damn about the elves!" Shaz said heatedly. Kyler flushed in anger. 
  “Still sensing that warrior spirit?” muttered Darian and Kyler shot him a baleful look.  
  "Then go off on your own. But I promise you, Darian and I will not be there to rescue you again," said the elf harshly.  
  Shaz hand flew to his belt to rest on the bone handle of a long knife. The Mage was the faster. He cast a spell, quickly freezing Shaz in place. 
  "I like him much better now, don't you? Can we leave him like this?" the Mage asked as he went to take the knife from Shaz’s hands.       
  Once he had the knife, he released the spell. Shaz could not imagine how Darian had come by his blade. Kyler stood with his arms crossed on his chest. Shaz seemed to think better of trying again. 
  "We leave now. Are you with us or not?" asked the elf, looking at the fiery Shaz. 
  "I'm in," he said, glaring at the Mage. He did not like to appear foolish. He did not like Darian, not at all. There was more to him he was sure. How the elf suffered his friend-ship; he would never know. 
  They slipped out before Destiny saw them leave. Kyler felt that it was better that way. It was hard enough to leave her. If he saw her now, he just might stay. How could this have happened? He was an elf, trained in battle and battle strategies. He was a tracker, a warrior. How could love have crept up on him? How had he not seen this coming?  
  They made it to the stable behind the inn and collected the horses that the Mage had acquired. They tied down their provisions, along with some of their gear and soon were on their way. 
  The day was warm already, and the sun was not yet high in the sky. When they came to the town gates, Kyler dismounted and went to speak to Ro’ark. 
  "What's he doing now?" said Shaz impertinently. 
  "That's none of your concern," Darian replied acidly. Shaz looked as if he would try to strike him down and the Mage only laughed. 
 "Did I miss something?" asked the elf as he mounted up. 
  "Nothing of importance," said the Mage, issuing a silent threat to the newcomer. Shaz did not take the bait. He would best the Mage he swore to himself. His wounded pride would accept nothing less. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
    
  Tynuviel was high up in a silver birch. Lately, disturbing reports about some unknown predator were surfacing and a few border guards had gone missing.  
  She whistled once, swift and high. A moment later, Plistin answered quick and low. They had seen nothing, but they would not desert their post.  
  She worried for the two elves that were missing. That left only one other alternative.  
  Not for the first time, she wished her brother were here. Kyler would know what to do. He always did.  
  She thought briefly of Darian, as she did at least once a day. Why she still thought of him; she did not know. The last time she saw him, she was so angry with him, she hoped she would never see him again. He had hurt her more deeply than she thought possible. She had thought he loved her. How she was mistaken! She could not explain why, but she still loved him, and she missed him so much! The ache inside of her had not diminished. She was sure it would not until she saw him once more. She did not think he would come back here again. Not knowing she was here.  
  Her thoughts scattered, as three hundred yards out, the trees shook violently, and the ground trembled beneath her. She whistled sharply twice, that was the signal. Again, Plistin answered, he was about ten yards away from her. Whatever it was; it was closing fast.  
  It was two hundred yards away now. There were only five of them, and she did not think they would be able to stop it. She took the small horn from her belt, put it to her lips and blew three blasts. She hoped the others would get here in time. She silently said a prayer to Starshenna to watch over them and give them strength to vanquish this foe. One hundred yards, she readied her bow. She could see nothing, then suddenly, she saw it; huge and black, it blended with the shadows. It was fully eight feet tall. Huge, bat-like wings folded on its back, and it walked on the balls of its feet. There were no fingers or toes, just claws and teeth.  
  The great maw split open, yellow mucus dripping from its fangs. Shaggy, green hair covered its massive head. A thick, scaly hide covered its body and made it impervious to most attacks. The torso was the size of two large oak trees, and huge, powerfully muscled legs tore up the earth. 
  How had it gotten into the forest? She could feel the evil of it. It was palpable. Tynuviel had never seen anything like this before. She began to fire arrow after arrow, hoping to score a hit. They all bounced off harmlessly, the thick hide repelling the deadly attack. In a heartbeat, Plistin was beside her. They would face this evil together.  
  Meriac came bursting through the trees, blood dripping freely from a gash in his  
  ribs, His left arm hanging useless. 
  “Retreat! Get back! Get back!” he frantically yelled at them. “Our weapons are useless against this beast. We must get back to safety.”     
  Killini fired a volley of arrows; one buried itself deep in the creature’s left eye. The beast threw back its head, howling in agony, raking its claws in a wicked slash but the elf was too quick. Killini dove in a forward roll as the claws ripped the air above his head. He jumped up and started running. He spotted Tynuviel and saw that she was unharmed.  
  “Takasha! You’re alright,” he said. She let him take her arm and lead her away. They were  
 about thirty yards away from the walkways when Tynuviel noticed Genia break from cover. He was trying to catch up to them, but it was too late. The beast saw him. The monster almost squashed him with its huge, clawed appendage. Genia dodged at the last second. 
  “Genia hurry! You can make it!” cried Tynuviel as she ran toward him.  
  He was about five yards away, running recklessly when the beast swiped savagely with its claws. Genia seemed so tiny compared to this thing. The claws ripped through Genia as if he were paper, his blood spattered across Tynuviel’s face and body. 
  “No!” screamed Tynuviel.  
  Killini pulled her away as the tears streamed down her face. She could not believe he was gone, ripped apart right in front of her. She wanted to stop and fight this evil thing, but Killini dragged her along.  
  “We can’t help him now!” cried Killini. “We must keep moving. We’re almost there.”  
  She could not even see where she was anymore; her tears blurred her vision. Just ahead, the crystalline elven buildings were visible in the treetops. The monster roared in fury, flinging the lifeless form at the fleeing elves. The body hit a tree with a sickening wet sound, and Tynuviel screamed in rage.  
  Meriac stumbled and went down. Plistin rushed to his side, the monster closing fast. 
  “Leave me friend. You must save yourself,” said Meriac weakly. He had lost so much blood! 
  “Never! I will stay with you and fight ‘til my last breath,” said Plistin. 
  “Then you will surely die,” said Meriac, losing consciousness.  
  “I will not leave you, friend.” Plistin turned, firing his arrows as fast as he could, but they did no harm.  
  He picked up Meriac and started dragging him along, but it was slow going and the monster was reaching for them. The beast swung its arm in a downward stroke catching Plistin on the side, ripping him open and exposing bone.  The elf screamed, but stumbled on. Killini shoved Tynuviel forward, turned, and ran back for the others. 
  “Plistin!” cried Killini, rushing up to help him. Then he saw Meriac, and his heart fell. “Plistin! Let him go! He’s dead! We must get to safety quickly.” 
  “No! He’s not dead. Have to… save him…” his breath came in ragged gasps, and Killini knew they would lose Plistin as well if they could not get him to the Shak Ta’ Ru; elven healers. 
    
  Upon hearing the war horn, Tyvale sent reinforcements to help. He hoped they would be in time. He also sent for the Ghinkar, the elven battle Mages. They would need powerful magic to defeat this enemy. He saw it in a vision. It was an ancient evil. He had gone to consult with  
  Kinistaya, the oldest elf among them, who had confirmed Tyvale’s worst fears.  
  The Dorgansi were as ancient as the elves. They were born in the Brish To’ Nah, the beginning, and sent forth in the Niv Dol’ Meh, the war of Faerie creatures against demons. What was one doing here now? They had all been banished to Ac Ti’ Loh, Oblivion.  
  He lifted up a prayer to Starshenna, hoping she would be with them during this difficult battle. Where are Kyler and his Shivvendari companion Darian?  Tyvale thought.  
  Desperately, he wished that they were here, as the Mage was greatly respected in Kiri A’ Nouell. He truly was a powerful ally, and that staff! Tyvale had never seen anything like it. The ancient elven rune that crowned the staff and the milky orb within was a breathtaking sight. Tyvale had never seen another Mage staff equal to it. The others were plain in comparison.  
  The Ghinkar assembled on a circular walkway that surrounded a huge, ancient tree. In the thousands of years the elves had resided in the forest, their secure walkways remained intact. Retractable stairways climbed around the trees, rising ever higher in the forest canopy. In millennia, none had breached their security. However, the elves knew all things must pass from existence in due time.  
 The Ghinkai, the head of the battle Mages, was Kiriasti. He called them all together in a tight circle and bade them to link their power with him. They could see the Dorgansi approaching quickly. The border guard stood no chance against this monster.  
  Once joined, Kiriasti was in command of all their power. He sent forth a searing blast of lightning, scoring a wicked hit on the left wing of the monster and shredding it like paper. The beast howled in rage and agony, coming on in renewed fury.  
    
  Tynuviel could see the walkways now and knew she would be safe. She worried for Plistin, Meriac, and even Killini. Though they had their differences, they were still kin and kind. She could see Tyvale now, and she screamed his name frantically. Immediately, he called to Koria to lower the stairway. She met the reinforcements on her way to Tyvale and told them to go no further. She explained the battle briefly and told them the others were on their way.  
  Killini finally got through to Plistin and got him to release Meriac. “Can you run?” asked Killini. 
  “I think so,” answered Plistin. 
  “Go in front of me, and I’ll try to hold it off as long as I can.” 
  Suddenly, the sky seemed to rip apart as lightning tore through the heavens. It struck the beast in the left wing, rendering it useless. The beast swung about in a blind rage, missing Killini’s vulnerable head by scant inches. Killini felt the rush of air from the beast’s mighty swing and it persuaded him to run faster. They reached the stairway, and Koria pulled them up just as the  
  monster slashed at Killini with those wicked claws.  
  Even with one eye blinded by an arrow and his left wing useless, the Dorgansi would not give up. The beast kicked at the tree with its powerful legs, but the tree would not give. It did not even vibrate from the blow.  
  Kiriasti sent forth an arrow of fire to pierce the wicked beast in the breast. The smell of burning flesh rose in the early-morning air. Upon the elves’ return, he stopped the reinforcements. They could do nothing. Their only hope was the Ghinkar. They must not fail.  
  Kiriasti took out a blue orb from his robes. A very powerful weapon in its own right, but linked as they were, he wondered at its power.  
  He began to sing to it, and it grew brighter and brighter until it seemed the sun paled in comparison. He held the power in check, letting it build.  
  When the orb seemed on the verge of exploding, Kiriasti released the power. White-hot energy shot forth, enveloping the Dorgansi. The monster writhed and screamed, trying to get away, but the orb would not release it. The light was so intense the elves had to shield their eyes or become blind by it.  
  A scream, high and keening, pulled at their heartstrings, and when the light faded, the beast was gone. Disintegrated. However, one of the Ghinkar died as well. Too much power. It was Kiriasti’s youngest mage. It was also his daughter. 
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 The day grew cloudy and overcast. Soon a steady drizzle began to fall. The Mage pulled his Shryvven, his Mage cloak, from his saddlebag and put it on, pulling the deep cowl over his head. It gave him a menacing look. The air crackled with the tension between the companions.  
  Kyler donned his fine, forest green cloak, pulling up the cowl to ward off the chill and the rain. Shaz was cursing loudly, about the weather, his companions and anything else in general. Darian, riding beside the elf began to chuckle. Shaz rode behind them and with the rain, he did not hear. Kyler shared a smile with his friend.  
  In rolled big black clouds, the drizzle turning to a deluge. The Mage made a small gesture, shielding him and Kyler from the worst of the storm. He did not even consider protecting Shaz.  
  They did not bother to stop at midday, deciding instead to keep moving, hoping to reach the much bigger town of Marubiel. It was a town of outlaws and cutthroats so they would have to be very careful.  
  Maybe we can pay someone to take Shaz off our hands, thought Darian with a wicked grin. 
   Darian only used his magic when they most needed it. It would not do to have an exhausted Mage in a battle. Magical creatures could feel the vibration in the Weave from spell 
  casting and it would attract undue attention. 
  It continued to rain throughout the day. Finally, they had to stop and rest the horses. The Kalishar River sliced across the vast expanse of land between Limmin and Marubiel before turning south to Kiri A’ Nouell. They could fill their waterskins and give their mounts fresh water.  
  They found shelter from the weather beneath a cluster of pines. Kyler went right to work on the horses, making sure that they had food and water, then he brushed them down. They dug a pit for a fire and soon had a nice size blaze going.  
  Outside, the rain showed no sign of letting up. They regrettably decided it would be best to wait out the storm. They removed their wet clothing, drying it on low hanging branches, and then sat before the fire warming their hands. They retrieved blankets from their saddlebags, which they had wrapped in well-oiled cloth to keep them dry. They sat around the fire, no one saying a word. Shaz was trying so hard not to look at the Mage that it was obvious. After a while, the silence became awkward. 
  “Shaz, what do you do?” asked Kyler, sincerely interested.  
  “Bounty hunter,” he replied. 
  “That’s a fine blade you carry,” Kyler said, admiring his sword.  
  “Thanks. I got it in Al-Dan-Tir. I bought it from the dwarves of Thunder Peak. People want elven or dwarven made blades much more than man forged steel. Few, however, can afford such a sword,” he replied. 
  The Mage did not enter the conversation. He would try to keep his promise to the elf. He removed himself completely. Taking a change of clothes out of his bags, he began to dress, apparently not ashamed of his nakedness. He donned a dark-red tunic stitched in gold thread and dark-blue pants of fine cut and make. 
  “Your friend over there sure thinks a lot of himself. Look how he dresses in all his finery,” said Shaz sarcastically.  
  “He’s deserving of it. He also deserves respect,” said the elf. 
  “Respect! From me? Never!” replied the bounty hunter acidly. 
  “You humans and your pride, it’s no wonder why your life span is so short. You burn yourselves out in hate and anger,” said Kyler without malice.  
  Shaz sighed, making a strangled sound. He was turning red like metal left in the forge fire too long. He was straining to keep himself calm. 
  “You are only proving my point. You have no reason to be so angry. I am merely  
  making an observation,” The elf said, a slight smile touching his face. 
  “You obviously are someone of character. How did you get mixed up with that fop any- 
 how?” asked Shaz, trying to pay the elf a compliment.  
  “That fop has saved my life several times. He is my friend,” stated the elf.  
  “Oh I see, two against one.” 
  “Are you so blind with pride you cannot see? No one is against you, except yourself. Can you not see he is a great ally? A Mage of The Order, do you not know what that means? Can you be that dense?” asked Kyler.  
  Shaz looked disappointed. He truly liked and respected the elf, but there were limits. The Mage was certainly well beyond his limits, so he kept his thoughts to himself.  
  Darian had moved off by himself to study the spellbook Shermin had given him. He had already read a good portion of it, Kyler noticed. The elf was glad they were friends. He would not wish to face off against the Mage. He was not altogether sure who would win.  
  “We should get on our spare clothes. These will not dry before morning,” the elf said, striding over to the saddlebags. He removed a finely stitched dark-green tunic and soft brown pants.  
  Shaz was lost in thought for some time, mulling over Kyler’s words. He pulled on a white linen shirt and black pants.  
  They decided to make a stew of fresh vegetables that they picked up in Limmin and Kyler caught a rabbit to add to the pot. They ate in silence, seated around the fire.  
  “If you’re so powerful, couldn’t you just blink us there or something?” Shaz asked of the Mage. 
  “It would be best to save my abilities until they are really needed,” replied the Mage without even looking up. 
  “Even the all-powerful Mage has limits,” Shaz retorted. 
  “Anytime you want me, I’m right here. I’ll not cower in a corner if that’s what you’re thinking,” said the Mage, riveting Shaz with those silvery grey eyes.  
  The bounty hunter stood and drew his sword, pointing it at Darian. As Shaz attacked, the Mage made a small gesture with his hands, and the blade went wide of the mark. 
  “Gonna’ hide behind your magic Mage? Or are you gonna’ fight like a man!” Shaz  
  roared angrily.  
  Kyler did not want to get involved; he believed Darian should teach this one a lesson. The Mage withdrew his staff and used it to block strike after strike from the bounty hunter. He whirled to the right, kicking out with his left leg and caught Shaz under the chin, dropping him instantly. 
  Pride is a funny thing. It overrules good common sense. Shaz got right back up, albeit a little shakily. He took his time, circling carefully, watching and waiting for the perfect moment. 
  “You do know how to use that thing. I was beginning to think it only ornamentation. Have you learned a lesson? Or do you want some more?” Darian asked with a laugh.  
  The elf could not help but smile. The remark had the desired effect. Shaz charged the Mage, but Darian had anticipated this and sidestepped out of the way. He brought his staff crashing down behind Shaz’ knees, and he dropped to the ground groaning. 
  The Mage turned his back on the fallen man, making his way back to Kyler. Shaz, thinking he had an advantage, charged the Mage, sword raised.  
  The Mage made no move to protect himself, and Shaz was in such a rage he didn’t stop to consider what this could mean. He brought his two-handed blade in a downward chop to cleave the smart-ass Mage in two.  
  It was as if the blade hit an iron wall. The blade vibrated so badly he had to let it go. His arms went numb from the force of the blow. The bastard called up a shield to protect himself! Shaz screamed his frustration. 
  “Listen you little imbecile!” the Mage roared, turning to confront Shaz. “You are no match for me! Stop this idiocy before I kill you! We should be working together. We are on the same side.” Darian had not even broken a sweat, but Shaz was drenched from the effort. 
 Shaz looked to the elf for support, but Kyler intently studied a patch of ground at his feet, paying them no mind. Shaz snatched up his fallen blade, limping over to seat himself on a rock jutting up from the earth.  
  Kyler and Darian left him to his thoughts. They sat alone by the fire and spoke in low tones.  
  “I’m sorry. I tried to keep my word, but this one makes it so difficult!” The Mage said heatedly. 
  “I know. Let us hope he has learned his lesson, but somehow, I don’t think he has. I see fire in him and too much pride,” the elf remarked. 
  “So much for that warrior spirit. I’ll take the first watch. You get some rest.”  
  “Wake me for the second,” said the elf, ignoring the Mage’s comment.  
  Shaz did not move, and he still sat in the same position. Darian built up the fire, listening to the steady sound of the rain. He cast a simple ward around their camp and removed the small leather-bound tome he received from Shermin and began studying it intently. He possessed an opaque stone that glowed brightly, which helped him to read in the growing darkness. The words and symbols that decorated the pages were very familiar to him. He had learned all forms of the elven tongue in Piri-Tuma, though it was not part of his studies. There was not a Mage in Piri-Tuma that could teach it anymore. 
    
  When he last visited Kiri A’ Nouell, he studied with the Ghinkar. They actually taught each other. Kiriasti was a powerful mage in his own right, but they both knew instantly that Darian was the stronger. The Ghinkai did not hide his surprise. 
  “This boy is young!” He said. He greatly respected the Shivvendari Mage, even tried to persuade him to stay, which was unheard of, but Darian had politely declined, saying he would travel with Kyler.     
  Everyone could see that the elf and the Mage had become fast friends. Kiriasti also knew there was a layer to Darian that Kyler had no idea existed; he had tried to speak of it to the Mage. Darian had not been ready to listen, and he was not ready even now. 
    
  Darian woke Kyler for the second watch. Shaz finally gave up and fell asleep. The Mage did not even notice. The elf made his rounds around the perimeter of their camp. He spotted a grey wolf trotting toward them. He held his hand out for the animal to smell. He did not act threatening. He whispered in elvish to it and the big wolf walked up to the elf, sniffing him. When it was satisfied, it whined, looking up at Kyler.  
  “Hungry, huh?” he took some dried meat out of his pack and fed it to the wolf. The meat quickly disappeared. Kyler rummaged in his pack again, coming up with an apple and the wolf made quick work of that as well.  
  Kyler ran his hands over the animal. Its coat was soft and thick. When he was satisfied, he seated himself on the rock and pulled his knees up to his chest. The grey wolf lay at the elf’s feet, head on its paws.                    
  He looked up at the moon and stars, thinking of Destiny. He could not wait to see her again, to tell her how much he loved her. It had been just over two weeks already and it felt like months. How will I tell father?  He thought. He will not be pleased. Both of his children were in love with Ni’ Kulana. Though it did not translate too well, it meant human or non-elf.  
  It was not that the elves hated humans. On the contrary, they had established good relations, even opened up a somewhat steady trading relationship, albeit with limits. When it came to marriage and courtship, the elves usually stayed within their own ranks. It was almost unheard of to see the two races inter-marry. Sometimes, an elf would take a human for a lover, but they rarely married. 
   He pushed those thoughts away. Rising, he walked the perimeter of the camp again, the  
  wolf close on his heels. The rain began to slow, finally stopping altogether. The horses grew nervous at the wolf’s approach. He stroked each one on the neck and whispered soothingly in each ear to calm them down. 
  He woke Shaz for the final watch, and the bounty hunter rose silently, for once at a loss 
  for words. He nodded to the elf letting him know he would be fine. That is, until he spotted the wolf. He froze in place as the animal bared its teeth. Kyler stroked its head, speaking in elvish to it. The wolf turned away, following Kyler back to his bedroll.  
  The bounty hunter woke them at dawn. To Kyler’s dismay, he noticed the grey wolf was gone. They ate a hastily prepared breakfast, packed their gear and were off again. The ground was sodden from all the rain. Tiny puddles dotted the ground where it could not absorb any more.     
  They rode under a cloud heavy sky, and it dampened their mood. The air was chill and had a sinister feeling. Shaz remained silent, not yet ready for another confrontation. The road was muddy, and the horses became mired in it. It took them much longer than they had intended, it was growing dark when they reached the city gates of Marubiel.  
  They entered without incident, but not without notice. The city guards were whispering among themselves and pointing at Kyler and the Mage. For the most part, they paid Shaz no mind.  
  They entered the west gate. No matter how many times Kyler came here, it never lost its impact. This part was seedy, the buildings dilapidated, shabby and badly in need of some paint. Demolition would be even better. The air smelled like rot and garbage, a putrid stench that mingled with the smell of unwashed bodies and sex.  
  The men, who stood outside, watched with wariness as they fingered their blades. The small company did not escape their notice. Only the presence of the Mage held them in check. For the tall Mage looked menacing and dangerous. Much more than a match for the likes of them.  
  They rode through the city to its center, where the nicer inns were, and hopefully less trouble too. They came to a sign that read the Platinum Pony. They removed their gear, turned the reins over to a stable hand and went inside. The innkeeper was a portly, balding man with a beaming smile.  
  “Hello, what may I do for you?” he asked. 
  “Two rooms please. One with two beds,” Kyler replied politely. 
  “Yes, yes of course. That I can do. Will you be taking a meal?” 
  “Yes, but first we’d like to bathe,” said the elf. 
  “Of course, of course, I’ll have C.J. show you to your rooms. If you need anything else, Dirk’s the name. Don’t you forget,” said the innkeeper.  
  “Thank you, Dirk,” said Kyler.  
  The innkeeper looked a little nervous. He kept rubbing his hands together and wiping his apron. His eyes went back and forth from Kyler to Darian. It seemed no matter where they went they were bound to draw attention to themselves. A Mage of The Order and an elf were strange company. Darian always took it in stride, never letting it bother him. It seemed not everyone had forgotten the Mages. There were still those who recognized them and knew who they were. Darian wondered if that was a good thing.  
  C.J. finally arrived. She was tall and buxom with long golden hair and piercing blue eyes. She was pretty of face and slender of figure. The dress she wore left little to the imagination. She gazed at each of them in turn before settling on Shaz. 
  “It’s been awhile. I thought you forgot about me.” She spoke to Shaz in a sultry tone.  
  “Forget about you? Never. Come see me when you get off.” He replied, feeling a little better about himself. Maybe the elf wasn’t her type.  
 She took them to the upper floor, giving them two rooms right next to each other. She let Shaz take her in his arms as he kissed her. Then she was gone, going back to work.  
  Kyler and Darian went to take a bath. As they sat in the hot water soaking, Shaz entered.  
  “I’m glad you’re here.” He said, taking them both in his riveting gaze.  
  “Before you say anything, please, let me speak. I have been a lousy companion. I have not shown you any gratitude for saving my life. I’ve been over critical, and I’m sorry. I understand if you want no part of me.”  
  Without waiting for a response, he started walking to the far side of the bathhouse. Green eyes met grey, and Darian blew an exasperated breath.  
  “Shaz, wait,” the Mage called. “Why don’t you join us?” He did his best to look sincere, but wasn’t sure if he succeeded. 
   Shaz turned, shocked. He thought it would have been the elf to speak first. This was easier than he had expected it to be. They bought it. He was one of them now. Now he would be able to undermine Darian and maybe get a chance at besting him. The bounty hunter hated the Mage and wanted to pay him back in full for the beating he’d taken.  
  He grinned and walked back, removing his clothes. He immersed himself in a copper tub that sat next to the other two. When his head broke the surface, he found Kyler smiling at him. The Mage was lying back with his eyes closed. 
  “I said some pretty harsh things. I sometimes talk before I think,” said Shaz, trying to sound sincere. 
  “We all do at one time or another,” replied Kyler. 
  “I don’t,” Darian said, looking at Kyler. Kyler and Shaz looked at him in disbelief.  
  “What?” he said to their stricken faces. “Well I don’t.” 
  “As long as you are sincere, do your utmost to get along, and do what’s best for the group that’s all anyone can ask,” continued the elf as if there had been no interruption.  
  Shaz looked to Darian, but he lay there and did not make a comment. Shaz observed the Mage. He was muscular, not scrawny, like every other Mage he had seen; which come to think of it, were few. There was something different about Darian. He had no fear of anything, and that was something the bounty hunter could respect.  
  “You’re still here?” the Mage asked, opening his eyes.  
  Shaz laughed, and the Mage and elf joined in. Instantly, it seemed as if he was one of them. For some reason, being one of them was very important to Shaz. For so long he relied on only himself. He was a loner with no friends.  
  Being a bounty hunter was a cutthroat business and Shaz was very good at what he did. He wanted their approval and their respect, especially Kyler’s. Nevertheless, old habits die hard, and he still did not like the Shivvendar. Their personalities clashed and the Mage’s superior attitude was hard to swallow. To Shaz it seemed as though the Mage thought he was better than everyone else and he didn’t understand how the elf could tolerate it. 
  They decided to go to the common room for dinner. Since the bathhouse was connected, they did not have far to go. When they walked into the common room, all eyes turned to the newcomers. 
  The Platinum Pony was a respectable inn, the patrons being merchants and the well to do. For the most part, the rabble stayed clear.  
  They found a table in the far corner. It was more secluded, so they would be able to talk more freely. A pretty, young serving girl came over to take their order. She could not take her eyes off Kyler. She flirted with him incessantly throughout the evening, not deterred when he did not respond. Both Shaz and the Mage watched her walk away every time, enjoying her shapely form. 
 “How do you do that?” asked Shaz. 
  “Do what?” the elf replied. 
  “Get all the girls,” Shaz said.  
  “I seem to recall a certain young girl kissing you earlier, not me,” Kyler remarked. 
  “And glad I am for that! I was beginning to think I had lost my boyish charm,” said Shaz. Darian, who had been sipping his ale, spit it out at Shaz’ comment.               
  “What do we do after you speak to the head of the council?” asked Shaz in a serious tone.  
  “I don’t know. We’ll see when we get there.” 
  “I’ve never been to Kiri A’ Nouell before. I’m looking forward to this,” said Shaz eagerly. 
  “So am I,” whispered Darian.  
  Kyler watched his friend for a moment before going back to his ale. The girl came back with the food and winked at Kyler. They ordered more ale and began to eat.               
  The meal consisted of thick slices of meat in brown gravy, whipped potatoes, fresh bread and yellow cheese. When the meal was finished, they rose one by one to retire to their rooms. The elf was last, and the girl came out of nowhere.  
  “Can I get you anything else?” she asked, moving closer. 
  “No. Thank you,” replied the elf as she put her hands on his chest. 
  “I’ve never seen you here before. Are you staying in town for a little while?” she asked, looking into his eyes. 
  “No. We’re leaving in the morning,” he replied, removing her hands.  
  “I get off in a few minutes. Would you like some company?” she asked, tilting her head. 
  “No. Please, I don’t even know you,” said the elf. 
  “My name is Missy,” she said, moving closer once more. Her perfume filled his head. She was touching him again, but not on his chest.  He removed her hands again.  
  “Missy, you’re a beautiful girl.” She beamed at the compliment. “But I’m spoken for already. I’m sorry.” 
  “She doesn’t have to know. I could take you to my room out the back door,” she said in a pleading tone. 
  “I would know. I’m sorry. Good-night,” Kyler said, turning to leave. Missy watched him go, unable to believe he turned her down.  
  Kyler made it to their room without further incident. He related the whole story to Darian, who listened and shook his head, smiling. The Mage put his book away so they could sit at the table and talk.  
  They retired late and were in Ru Nay’ Sha when they heard a knock on the door. Kyler rose to answer it. It was Dirk the innkeeper, wanting to know how their stay was so far, and if they needed anything before he went to bed. Kyler told him no, bolted the door and came back to bed, a bit perturbed at being disturbed so late.  
  A few moments later, they heard a knock on Shaz’s door and assumed it was Dirk. They heard the table crashing over, and they heard laughter. Shaz had company, and her screams of pleasure lasted long into the night.  
  Finally, Darian had to enact a sound shield around their room so that they could rest. Kyler removed the pillow from over his head and smiled his thanks to Darian.  
  “I know what we agreed on, but that was definitely needed.” The Mage remarked from across the room.  
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  6 
    
   
    
    
    
    
  The sunlight streaming in through the windows gently woke them. They rose, dressed and went to the common room for breakfast. They were almost through with their meal when Shaz came down, his eyes bright; seeming more relaxed than they ever saw him. 
  “Morning!” he said, happily seating himself at the table. 
  “Morning,” they replied, genuinely amused.  
  “If you wish to remain behind, we understand,” said the elf.  
  “Remain behind, why would you think that? You mean C.J.? Oh no, don’t get the wrong idea, I see her every time I come through here. We’re not serious or anything,” he replied.  
  He noticed at once the disapproval on the elf’s face. He could not understand why. It could not be that he had spent the night with C.J.? Surely, he did such things. What business was it of theirs anyway?  
  The remainder of the meal passed in silence, and soon after, they were on their way again. Kyler was anxious to see Kiri A’ Nouell once more. He had been gone many months now, and he longed to be back among his people. He conjured images of his favorite places, the many waterfalls and gardens that he frequented when he was home. He wanted to share these places with Destiny, but he was being foolish. The elves would never welcome her there. She was Ni’ Kulana. They would never understand his feelings for her, but Tynuviel would.  
  Suddenly, he wanted to speak with his sister. She would understand because she loved Darian. They really must work to get that resolved. Surely, they could find a way to be together. If only Darian confided in him. After all the time they had spent together, he should trust Kyler with any problem. He suspected there was a lot about the Mage that he did not know. Darian was thickly layered in secrets, and he did not let them go easily. 
  The sun was struggling against the clouds, trying to break free. They would camp out in the open tonight because there was not another town for many miles. The day passed easily; Shaz entertained them with stories of his past, and they laughed and joked like old friends.  
  “Say Darian, how did you get to become a Mage so quickly? I know of Mages that have been around a lot longer and you outrank them.”  
  Kyler knew Shaz was entering dangerous territory. Whenever conversation turned to the Mage’s past, he became a stone wall. He obviously did not like to talk about his time spent at Piri-Tuma.  
  “I paid attention and studied hard,” he replied noncommittally. 
  “Right,” Shaz said sarcastically.  
  The elf shot him a warning look and shook his head. In effect, telling him to drop this line of questioning. Shaz didn’t understand why Darian was so touchy about this subject. He thought the Mage would be proud of his accomplishments.  
  Darian seemed just as glad to pretend he was not who and what he really was. Why would that be? Shaz thought. Did Kyler know everything about the Mage, or had the Mage locked him out as well? He would ask later if he could get the elf alone long enough without drawing attention to them. He didn’t want the Mage to get angry and turn him into something. He enjoyed being a man and how good a woman could make him feel. 
  It was growing dark when at last, the clouds drifted away and the moon and stars emerged. The air no longer smelled of impending rain. They would have to stop for the night. They left the road and moved back fifty yards to a well-known campsite. There was a fire pit, neatly stacked wood for a fire and logs for sitting. 
   They tethered the horses and Darian built a fire. Kyler went off into the trees to catch something for dinner. He returned a short while later with two birds. He cleaned and dressed them, putting them on sharpened sticks to roast over the flames. Shaz sat on the ground with his back to the log; he put his hands behind his head and sighed deeply.   
 Darian laughed, and Kyler joined in.  
  “What’s so funny you two?” Shaz asked.  
  “You,” the Mage replied.  
  Shaz let the joke slide easily off him. Being with C.J. really helped to relax him. 
  Kyler told them stories of Kiri A’ Nouell and of his people. Shaz was fully absorbed, but the Mage seemed preoccupied. Darian retired early, and it gave Shaz the chance to confront the elf about their companion.  
  “Why is he so touchy about his past?” asked Shaz. 
  “I don’t know. He has been like that since I’ve known him. I think something may have happened to him that he does not wish to be reminded of,” the elf said quietly.  
  “Why does he not wear his robes?” 
  “For the same reasons, I’m guessing. There’s a lot about him that he chooses to keep carefully concealed. I feel that when he’s ready, he’ll tell me,” replied Kyler. 
  In the morning, they ate quickly, eager to get back on the road. The sun was shining brightly, quickly raising their spirits. The horses’ steps even seemed lighter and they almost forgot the reason for their travel.  
  The smell of wild flowers drifted across the wind and butterflies flocked to them before flying away once more. The summer air was warm and quickly began to dry up any evidence of the recent rain.  
  Gently rolling hills dotted the landscape, bursting with wildflowers of all colors. They should reach the next city by nightfall. Along the way, they would pass a small farming community. It was nearing midday, and they were getting ready to stop and rest. 
  “Darian!” Kyler called, pointing some distance ahead. 
  “What is it?” the Mage asked, hearing the urgency in his friends’ tone. Then he saw the pillars of black smoke rising in the air and he knew there was trouble. 
  “Riders!” the elf called. “Let us go and meet them. All speed!” he called, pressing his knees to his horse.  
  They galloped off, hoping they would be in time to be of help. They were about one mile from the community when they met the riders, women clutching their children. There were no men. The Mage and the elf shared a look and knew the men were defending their homes. 
  “What’s happened?” asked Kyler of the first woman. 
   “Goblins!” she cried. “Goblins and a huge beast straight out of a nightmare. They attacked a short while ago. Please, will you help us?” she asked. 
  “We’re on our way.” Kyler promised. The woman breathed a sigh of relief through her tears and when she laid eyes on the Mage, she felt a surge of hope. For the tall, dark stranger could be none other than a Mage of The Order. Though he did not wear his robes, his bearing and his features told her what he was. Unlike many humans, she had not forgotten the Shivvendar and the allies they were since time began. Though they detached themselves from Corillia long ago, it could not remain so. It was unnatural. Looking at him now, she saw how at ease he was. He had power, power she could feel. She felt drawn to him in a way she had not thought possible. He winked at her and she felt a warmth flush through her.  
  They pushed their mounts to their limits, riding hard to reach the cluster of farms. The smell of charred wood hung thick in the air, making it difficult to draw breath. When they reached the first farm, they saw the destruction. There were less than fifty houses and many of them were aflame. The fields were burning as well, destroying the crops. Bodies lay scattered everywhere, goblin and human alike. 
  Kyler stood on the back of his horse and drew his bow, his elven heritage keeping him steady. He spotted his target, a sneaky goblin creeping up behind a farmer fighting off another of the smelly creatures. The arrow took the goblin in the throat, and it fell to the earth writhing, trying to draw a breath that would not come. The man had not known how close death had been. He fired off one more arrow, taking a goblin in the eye. He put up his bow to grab a low-hanging branch. He swung up, climbing onto a nearby roof. He could pick his targets more carefully up here.  
 Shaz jumped down from his horse and into the fray. He came to the aid of a younger boy who was over-matched. The only thing that had kept him alive thus far was desperation. He faced off against two goblins, one with a rusty sword and the other with a spiked club.  
  The bounty hunter’s face was grim as he drew his sword. The one with the rusty sword turned to face this new enemy. Shaz gripped his blade and brought it in a downward chop. The smelly creature brought up the puny sword to block and Shaz’ sword cleaved the blade in two, driving through the creature and nearly cutting it in half.     
  While the other goblin was preoccupied with the young boy, Shaz poked his sword through its back, the tip emerging from the chest, black blood dripping to the ground. The goblin had a confused look on its face, not understanding what had happened. The boy stared awestruck, following Shaz. 
  Darian was chanting the words to a spell called Soul Stealer, his hands going through the intricate weaves and patterns. When he released the magic, it took the form of blue snakelike fingers of flame. They raced through the air to pierce the goblins in the heart. It was a powerful spell, and about twenty-five of the creatures died from it. 
  Kyler was in awe as he witnessed the deadly attack by the Mage. He thought of how lucky he was that Darian was on his side. Instantly, he knew he was not alone. Purely on instinct, he rolled to the left just as an axe connected with the roof where he had lain. He dropped his bow, drawing his long sword instead. The blade gleamed and sang as he drew it forth. The elf could not hide his surprise at the figure crouched there ready to strike. It was not a goblin, but a much more cunning foe. Fire dwarves! What in Shenna’s name were they doing here? 
  The edge of its blade dripped gore from its previous victim. The elf steadied his breathing and waited for the dwarf to make the first move. The dwarf was less than half his height with bright red skin, greasy black hair and beard and dark of eye. The dwarf had a helmet on his head and chain mail of mithril.  
  The dwarf charged him, axe held high. Kyler anticipated, sidestepping out of harm’s way. The elf held the blade upright before his face. With his other hand, he motioned the dwarf to come in closer as he crouched, ready to strike. The dwarf came on, and Kyler struck out with his sword. It bounced off the mithril links flying wide of the mark.  
  Had the dwarf faced anything but an elf, the dwarf would have been the victor. The elf’s speed saved him, and he recovered quickly. As the dwarf made a backward slash to expose the hated elf’s ribs, Kyler spun, slashing upward, driving his blade into the armpit of the dwarf and severing the arm. Blood spouted like a fountain hitting Kyler, spattering his clothes and face.  
  The dwarf howled in agony and came on, taking up a club instead. The elf threw himself to the ground accepting a blow from the dwarf and dealt death in return. The club caught him a glancing blow on the ribs as he stabbed out with his sword skewering the ugly dwarf in the neck. He viciously turned the blade to open the wound further and the dwarf collapsed in a lifeless heap. He barely had time to draw breath when he saw the huge beast emerge from one of the burning barns, two limp forms clutched in its claws.  
  Darian saw the elf fighting the fire dwarf and knew he could handle it. He looked elsewhere for where he could do the most damage. The ground began to tremble. All thoughts of Kyler flew from his head as he saw the huge beast emerging from a nearby barn. Dorgansi! It must have sensed his magic. 
  “What the…” he began. 
  He took up his staff, beginning to chant his next spell. This was for him alone. None of these people could help him. He withdrew a pinch of Faerie dust from his belt pouch, holding it between his index finger and thumb of his left hand. At the critical time, he tapped his staff on the ground, threw the dust in the air and waved the staff in a dizzying pattern through it.  
 The stone flared to life and came free of the staff. It became a giant ball of flame with the stone at its center as it flew faster than the eye could follow. The monster raised its arm in a feeble attempt to block the blow. The magic burned through the arm, then tore through the head. The head of the monster exploded in a shower of blood and brain matter, finally toppling heavily into the burning barn.  
  The spell spent; the stone reappeared on the staff. Everyone felt a profound respect for Darian at this moment. Not normally a man of prayer, Shaz said a prayer of thanks that he had called a truce with the Mage, for now at least. Witnessing the Dorgansi’s demise, the remaining monsters fled. Even the fire dwarves wanted no part of the Mage. Kyler remained on the roof, his arrows cutting into the ranks of the fleeing horde.  
  At last, Kyler leapt down from the roof to land lightly on the ground. He came to stand beside his friend as all the folk shouted their thanks and praised the three companions.  
  “I guess one person really can make a difference,” said Shaz.  
  The elf merely nodded. He looked around at the devastation. They had lost much, but they had also saved much.  
  The elf was truly perplexed. Why attack such a small community? Just for the pure pleasure of killing, he thought. He worried for his homeland. Had they attacked there as well? He was even more anxious to get home now. He said a prayer to Starshenna to keep Destiny safe. If something happened to her and he was not there to protect her… 
  They rode the horses hard, trying desperately to reach Mishkalan. It was one of the largest cities of Corillia. The battle had cost them precious time, but not one of them complained. They all knew they did what was right.  
  It was fully dark by the time they reached the city gates. Two guards stood outside, weapons drawn. At the sight of the riders, they became stiffly alert. Kyler climbed down from the saddle and approached the guards. 
  “No one enters after dark. You should know that milord.” One guard said, addressing the elf. 
  “Boris, I need to speak to Gornin,” the elf replied. 
  “Milord, the captain of the guard is a very busy man,” Boris said. 
  “Yes, I know. He will want to hear what I have to say. Tell him Kyler Brighton of Kiri A’ Nouell is here to speak to him,” said the elf confidently.  
  “Yes milord. Right away!” the guard rushed away in a huff.  
  They were not kept waiting long. Apparently, the name of Kyler Brighton and Kiri A’ Nouell was important enough to make the captain of the guard come running. He swung the gate wide to admit them, giving the guards a stern look that spoke volumes. 
  “I’m sorry you were kept waiting out here. I was in the main guardhouse and came as soon as I could.” 
  “Can we talk in private?” asked the elf, eyeing the guards.  
  “Of course,” Boris said as he held out his hand to show them the way. 
    Mishkalan was a beautiful city. The buildings were all made of stone with roofs of pitch  
  and tile. The wide cobblestone city streets were kept very clean. The guards made sure this city was safe for travelers and merchants alike as most of their commerce came from them. 
  He took them through city streets, past shops with their doors shut tight for the night. Most of the city was asleep. Only the inns and brothels remained open for business. He took them to his private chambers inside the main guardhouse.  
  “Now, what can I do for you Kyler?” asked Gornin, staring intently at the odd trio.  
  “Morphindinaetlus is loose again. He’s collecting goblins, fire dwarves and the gods only know what else. There is trouble brewing, Gornin. We just rode in from the farming community south and west of here and the monsters were pillaging and burning the homes, even the crops. We arrived in time to lend what aid we could. What perplexed me most was the beast we found there. Gornin, it was a Dorgansi.” The elf said quietly. 
 “There must be some mistake! The goblins and fire dwarves never work together. They hate each other. And the dragon hasn’t appeared in more than two centuries. As for the Dorgansi, they have been banished.” The shock on his face told Kyler that it wasn’t that Gornin disbelieved him, he was terrified.  
  “There is no mistake. I fought the beast myself,” said Darian. Gornin felt a new respect for the Mage.  
  “What do we do now?” asked the captain of the guard. 
  “We’re on our way to Kiri A’ Nouell. I must speak to the elven council. From there, I dare not guess. Be on your guard. There is no telling what they mean to do next. Be assured, we’ll send word once we know our position.” 
  “I do not doubt you Kyler. The elves always stand and fight by our side. What of the dwarves? Any word? We could certainly use their aid,” said Gornin seriously.  
  “I know nothing of the dwarves. I am certain word will be sent. They will come. They always do,” said the elf. 
  Gornin escorted them to an inn, making sure they had good rooms at a fair price. Kyler tried to object, but the captain held up his hand to stifle it. They stowed their gear in their rooms and went straight to the common room.     
  They took their time with their meal. Kyler had asked the captain to join them, but he politely declined, saying he must get back to work.  
  Kyler and Darian retired to their room while Shaz went to the brothel that just happened to be across from them. The elf and the Mage vowed to thank Gornin for that when next they met.  
  The elf frowned in distaste. He could not imagine lying with a woman like that, not know-ing how many came before, not to mention disease and sickness. He must remember that not all  
  people upheld the same moral code as the elves.  
  He thought back to his childhood and all the strict training he had undergone. The finest elven weapons master trained him. In the beginning, his training was harsh. 
    
  Kyler was determined to beat Chrystyn this day. He had been training hard for almost a year now. The sun had not risen yet as he made his way to the training ground. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and he went into a guarded crouch.  
  Chrystyn dropped silently from a silver birch, his golden hair catching the first rays of sun as they faced off. He went into his battle stance, weaving his sword and trying to intimidate his opponent. In the first weeks, it worked. Now, Kyler could look beyond it. He was calm; he was one with his blade.  
  It was then that Chrystyn rushed him, sensing his weakness. Kyler brought up his blade to block and the clang of steel on steel created an eerily metallic song. Chrystyn nodded his approval and moved in again. 
  This time he went into a forward roll, striking Kyler on the groin with the flat of his blade. Kyler went down hard, rolling on the ground and moaning painfully.  
  When at last he arose, the weapons’ master was long gone. He limped off, intending to take a walk before going home. He could not believe Chrystyn had beaten him so easily again. Would he ever be as good as the weapons’ master?  
  He gingerly made his way to one of his favorite places. He could hear the rush of water as it tumbled over the rocks to fall far below. He made his way down the gentle slope to a slab of rock jutting up from the earth. He could feel the cold spray on his face as he sat down. Just being here lessened his pain.  
  He thought the lesson through once more, trying to identify his mistakes. If he could identify them, he could learn from them and possibly prevent a repeat.  
  “Sometimes our problems fade with the setting sun,” offered Kinistaya, settling easily next to Kyler. Kyler did not notice his approach. Though Kinistaya was the oldest living elf, he still had his strength and agility. His age was undeterminable and his appearance, youthful. His dark hair he tied back with a leather cord.  
 “What troubles you Kyler?” asked the ancient elf. 
  “Chrystyn, I was so sure that I could beat him today. Yet, before I knew what happened, he beat me quite easily,” the young elf said, his eyes downcast. 
  “And quite painfully so I hear,” replied Kinistaya. Kyler nodded, acutely aware of the pain in his groin again. 
  “Ah the rashness of youth! You have much to learn yet and many more years of training  
  ahead of you. Yet you seem to think that in a mere season, you can beat the man who trains the elves. Do you think the Monarch would let him train his army if you could best him so quickly?” Kyler blushed furiously at the quiet reprimand. He knew what the ancient elf was saying was true. 
  “Chrystyn used to think as you do when he was in training. He thought he could take on Corillia. He made many mistakes, as will you. It is all a part of learning.” Kinistaya smiled at the shock on Kyler’s fair features. “Yes Kyler, I was the weapons’ master before Chrystyn, before your father promoted me to be his advisor. You must be patient. You have a natural skill that most elves must learn. You were born with it. Take heart and know that Chrystyn is proud of how you progress.”  
  Kinistaya rose and put his hand on Kyler’s shoulder. He stood there for a moment, looking at the young elf before him. He tutored Kyler the rest of the day. Kinistaya pointed out his strengths and weaknesses. He showed the young elf how to correct his mistakes. Then they sat and talked until the sun began to set.  
  Kyler’s spirits were high as he made his way home. He never knew Kinistaya had been the weapons’ master! After today, he had a newfound respect for the ancient elf. He took the elf’s advice to heart. He would be patient and more alert. 
    
  Kyler smiled at the memory as he slipped into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
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  Morphindinaetlus was angry. The Mage had escaped yet again. His spies confirmed his suspicions; he was out of the area. There was a town not far from the Valley of Rah. It was time those people were made to talk. He gathered up a sizable force of goblins, with Grom leading them, fire dwarves and an ugly, but fierce species of demon known as Pit Shrykes. The dragon took to the air to clear the way for his minions. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Kiriasti cradled his daughter’s head in his lap. He wanted to scream, but no sound would come. Tears streamed down his face as he stroked her hair. She looked peaceful, as if she merely slept. He wished that it were so. How would he tell his dear Malayna that their daughter was gone? Tyvale put a comforting hand on his shoulder, but all he wanted right now was for his precious daughter to open her eyes and smile at him. 
  O Shenna! Was victory worth the cost? Why could it not have been him instead? He was satisfied with his life; hers had just begun. Rain began to fall, lightly at first, and then quickly turned to a steady downpour that matched his dark mood.  
 “There is nothing more you can do for her, Kiriasti. Please come inside, you do yourself no good here.” Kiriasti was astonished to see the speaker. It was none other than Galavad, the Ac Quay’ A himself! The Ghinkai rose, gently lifting his daughter. 
  “How is Plistin? Did he make it?” asked Kiriasti hoarsely. 
  “Yes. He will be fine, but I worry for you. Malayna is waiting for you. She needs you,” said the Monarch. 
  “It’s my fault she died. I drew too much power, and the magic drained her life force.” 
  “You saved us all. We owe you much. Had you not done what you did, surely more elves would have been lost. All told, we lost five. Give her to me and go be with your family. Know that I am deeply sorry for your loss. I’ll personally make sure that she is properly prepared,” said Galavad. The battle mage let go of his daughter reluctantly, unable to come to terms with her death. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
      
  The Copper Bottom was busier than usual. There was not a seat left in the place and still patrons filed in ordering drinks, laughing and talking loudly.  
  Destiny was pulling a double shift tonight. She didn’t mind; it helped keep her mind off Kyler. How she missed him! She wondered when she would see him again. Several weeks had passed already. She had not been feeling so well lately, and she worried because she missed her third moon cycle. How will I tell Kyler that I’m pregnant? Will he be happy or will he leave me? She thought, as she looked down to her gently swelling belly.  
   She bounced from table to table, her tray heavy leaden. She was so tired she could not wait for her break. She did not remember another time when there were so many people crowded in here. She deftly maneuvered to avoid the drunken men’s grabbing hands. She recognized most of the patrons, but there were many new faces as well. When at last her break came, she sat on a sack of flour and promptly fell asleep. She awoke to Nayna shaking her. Nayna was the other serving girl working with her tonight. 
   “Glad you should be ‘twas me who found you! Shermin’s been calling for ya girl,” Nayna  
  said.  
  “I’m sorry Nay. I was just so tired. I did not mean to fall asleep, just wanted to rest a bit,” Destiny replied with a yawn.  
  “It’s alright. I’ll tell him ye was checkin’ stocks. He asked me to, but since you’re back here anyway…” Destiny laughed and gave her friend a hug. 
  “I’ll check the stocks, and I’ll be right out. Thanks Nay.” Destiny said, still smiling. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  The Pit Shryke watched the exchange. The orders were explicit—watch only, no killing. The hatred was hard to keep in check, the eyes blazing red with the fires of desire. The desire to taste human blood, but the thing feared the master. The Pit Shryke reluctantly let the woman go back to work. How he would like to hear that one scream in pain as it rent the flesh from her bones. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  At last, her double shift ended, and she wearily removed her apron and began to walk home. It seemed longer without Kyler to accompany her. The late-night air was chill, and she rubbed her bare arms, trying to keep warm. It was late summer, but on the Plains, the nights were cool. The night was so quiet; no night birds sang, and no insects hummed.  
 The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She felt as if she was being pursued and repeatedly looked behind her as she ran the rest of the way to her house. 
  Once inside, she slammed and locked the door and immediately lit several candles. The shadows played tricks on her, and she felt as though she were not alone. 
   “Kyler, is that you?” She asked hesitantly. She could hear no sound, no movement. Her skin began to crawl, and she thought she heard someone whisper her name. 
  “Darian?” she whispered hoarsely. A shadow detached itself from the other shadows dancing in the flickering candlelight to saunter up behind her and slide his hand up her dress to feel the tender flesh beneath.  
  “Tell me of Darian.” The shadow hissed.  
  She gasped, the scream dying in her throat, as the intruder silenced her, his hand covering her mouth as he spun her around to face him. She began to tremble, and tears leaked from her eyes. The man groping her, if that’s what he was, was evil. She could see it in his eyes, and hear it in his voice. 
  He was perhaps the most hideous creature she had ever beheld; his face was horribly scarred, as if severely burned. The hair on the left side of his face had been burned away to expose the withered, melted scalp beneath. He was big, strong and she harbored no illusions about trying to escape his vice grip.  
  “Yes, tell me of Darian.” He hissed, as something skittered across the room in the darkness. She openly glared at the man but made no move to reply. 
  “Oh, I have many ways to loosen your tongue girl. We can do this quickly or painfully, but you will tell me what I wish to know,” he croaked.  
  She set her jaw firmly, refusing to utter a word. Giving up Darian would surely mean giving up Kyler, and that was something she was not prepared to do. The ugly man laughed. 
  “Ah, we do it the fun way. Good. Good,” he purred. He reached over and ripped the front of her dress, exposing her breasts. He grasped her nipple between his index finger and thumb, twisting it viciously.     
  She screamed and he backhanded her across the face. Blood oozed from the corner of her mouth. He rose, tied her hands behind her back, and tied her legs to the chair. She closed her eyes and thought of Kyler.  
  As if he had been reading her mind he said, “Not as gentle as the elf, am I?” At the look of surprise on her face, he chuckled lewdly. “Oh yes, I know of you and the elf. Now tell me of the Mage!”  
  His yellow eyes violated her thoughts, and she shuddered involuntarily. He ripped her dress from hem to hip, and she bit her lip and cried when he touched her. His touch defiled her and she wished she could take a hot bath to soak it away. But there would be no hot bath for her. Instinctively, she knew she would never leave this room alive. He snapped his fingers and from the darkened corner on the other side of the room, a terrifying sight emerged.  
  The creatures were coal black, blacker than deep night, with shining green eyes. They had no hair, and their lips were peeled back to reveal row upon row of razor-sharp teeth, in addition to two sets of fangs. Drool dripped from their mouths, their tongues flicking out to lick bloodless lips.  
  Destiny wanted to scream, but her throat locked up and only a minimal croak emerged. She closed her eyes and pictured Kyler, remembering the way he touched her. She truly wished 
  he were here now to save her. Hot tears sprang anew to her eyes at the realization she would never see him again. She shuddered as the hideous creature cackled.  
  “Do you know of the Pit Shrykes? You will soon enough. Again, I ask you, where is the Mage? Tell me where he is and I will let you live. Does your life mean so little to you? What about the life of your unborn child, hmmmm?” he asked, surprised that this delicate creature had not broken yet. His rank breath made her want to vomit and the smell of his unwashed body made her ill.  
 He untied her bonds and threw her to the floor. She tried to rise, but he kicked her hard in the abdomen. She coughed, gasping for breath as he tore her clothes off.  
  Her screams would go unheard through the silence ward he had cast. The last thing she saw was the ring Kyler had given her and through her anguish, she was able to smile. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Though they were in a hurry, in the morning Darian and Kyler washed, dressed and went out to walk the streets of Mishkalan. Shaz had not yet returned from his foray. People clogged the streets, making it impossible to take the horses. They passed by fishmongers, fruit stands, a bakery and countless other stands. 
  All at once, the elf knew someone or something was following them. He risked a glance at the Mage and could see in his eyes that he knew as well. He casually laid a hand on the hilt of a dagger tucked in his belt. Whoever it was; they took great care to remain invisible to their eyes, but not their senses. The elf did not wish to let on that they knew. His instincts told him they were in no danger.              
  They stopped at a bakery and bought some cinnamon cakes for breakfast. They ate as they walked, their pursuer not far behind. They purchased some needed supplies to see them to Kiri A’ Nouell.  
  Then Darian announced he must get some things and headed in the direction of a shop that sold unique items. The hard to find, the very expensive, the one of a kind, and magical items were all sold here.    
  Kyler was surprised at the shopkeeper—a beautiful elf maiden. He did not remember seeing her before. They’d visited this shop more than once on their trips, and she was not the proprietor. He would have remembered a face as beautiful as hers and instantly felt guilty for  
  the inappropriate thoughts. 
  “Where is Barman?” inquired the Mage. 
  “He had a family emergency and needed someone to watch over his shop. I am a friend of the family,” she responded and her easy manner put them both at ease at once.  
  Darian gave her his list of items, and she raised her silver eyebrows at one of them. She said nothing as she gathered the items he requested. She eyed Kyler curiously, openly admiring his fine features. He was trying very hard not to look at her. The attraction was obvious, to her if not to him as well.  
  “Where are you headed?” she asked in her musical voice. “Are you headed home?” she pointedly looked to Kyler for an answer. 
  “Yes,” he replied, looking into her violet eyes. Surely, she could not be from his home. He would never have forgotten so beautiful a face. He tried hard to look away but found he could not. 
  “I trust Calisha did not alarm you? When I heard of your appearance in the city, I had to be sure. Please, take no offense,” she said, gesturing behind them. When they turned, they knew at once that this was their pursuer.  
  It was a creature of Faerie—able to change appearance at will. No one knew what the Crebellan’s true form was. Crebellan, in the common tongue, meant creature of mist. He was in elf form right now; blonde hair tied back.  
  “Not to worry lady, we are not offended,” said Kyler, with equal parts respect and admiration. “Though, I am surprised that anyone took note of our passing.” The elf maiden laughed merrily at that.  
  “Let us not remain strangers. I am Nephraete.” She held out her hand and as Kyler took it in his, she seemed to sway, her eyes far away. 
  “Make haste to Kiri A’ Nouell, our people need you. You cannot reclaim the past for it is gone. Look to the future and our people. Take heart! Your companion is a true friend. His road will become dark, and you must help him find his way back. Only then can we stand united and vanquish our enemies.”  
 Then she turned to Darian. “Your love is not lost. Do not let go yet. Hope remains. Look out! Your enemies know your road. They are almost upon you! For you, a great sacrifice has been made, a candle snuffed out, blackness. Alas! You have made a powerful enemy. He would take from you that which you treasure most. An unholy alliance was forged; the mighty wyrm flies free. Many will die.” She trailed off. She looked very weak and swayed on her feet. Kyler was beside her in an instant, helping her to a chair. He filled a pewter cup with water from a pitcher resting on a small table.  
  “Are you alright?” asked Kyler, his fine features etched in worry. Darian looked too stunned to speak.  
  “Yes, I’ll be fine in a moment. The visions just leave me feeling weak, thank you.” She smiled at him, taking his hand in her own, he did not resist. Her silver hair glimmered in the sunlight like stars in a night sky. Her violet eyes held him, and he could not look away.  
  “Hey! I’ve been looking all over for you,” Shaz shouted from several shops away. Darian snorted, apparently over the effects of Nephraete’s words.  
  “Damn!  I thought we lost him.” Then to Shaz, “You were the one that stayed out all night,” said Darian with a smirk.  
  “And what a night it was. You two should have joined me, releases the tension. Especially you,” Shaz replied, jabbing a finger at Darian’s chest. “You need to lighten up and have some fun.” Shaz went on, oblivious of the dark clouds swarming in the Mage’s eyes. 
  “I do not, nor have I ever, paid for sex. Women give themselves to me freely,” the Mage admitted. The bounty hunter mimicked him and rolled his eyes. Darian laughed inwardly. If only Shaz knew how many women Darian had in his bed at one time or another. He would never have been so bold as to suggest that the Mage needed sex. If anything, he would have said he’d had enough for a lifetime and leave some for the rest of them.  
  As they made their way back to their rooms, the Mage and the elf remained quiet, going over Nephraete’s words in their minds. Shaz talked incessantly, but they paid him no mind. They needed to speak alone about a few things. Once back in their room, they secured the door and began to pack. 
  “Darian, what do you think she meant by all that?” asked the elf. 
  “She’s T Ama’ Ro. I’m sorry I got you and your people mixed up in all this,” answered the Mage.  
  “What are you talking about?” asked Kyler, a little worried about what the Mage would say.  
  “I haven’t been completely honest with you, about many things. I didn’t come upon Kiri A’ Nouell by accident. I knew exactly where I was and what I was doing. I just didn’t expect to make a friend. Your friendship means everything to me and what I have to tell you now may change that.”  
  Darian held up his hand to stop the elf from speaking. “Please, allow me to speak before I change my mind. I left Piri-Tuma not because I earned my staff and wanted to travel as I told you that day. During my Test, I saw many things. I cannot tell you what I saw, but I can tell you that someone is after me. I fear they will not give up until they succeed, or I am dead.” He smiled bitterly at the confused look Kyler gave him. 
  “In order to accomplish what I must, I cannot allow myself any distractions, which could prove fatal. It’s just too dangerous, and I will not risk Tynuviel’s life. One of my own is after me Kyler. They want my staff. Morphindinaetlus’s appearance is not a coincidence. The unholy alliance, he has allied himself with a powerful being. To control the Mighty Green, you must be dominant indeed. I still do not know the identity of the one that seeks me. No other staff holds more power than mine. It has unique properties that no Mage has ever seen before. I have many magical items that I keep secret. Hopefully, they remain a secret still, especially from my enemies.” Kyler gripped the Mages arm. 
 “My friend, your enemies are my enemies,” assured the elf and was amazed when he saw tears spring to Darian’s eyes, which the Mage quickly suppressed. Darian rarely let his emotions show and now was no different.   
  “I understand many things now. You came to Kiri A’ Nouell because you knew no one would find you there. The one thing you did not count on was me. Falling in love with my sister was not part of your plan either, I would guess. Why haven’t you told me these things before now?” asked the elf. “You know I would stand by you.”  
  “Do I? How could I have known, not knowing what I would do if our positions were reversed? I tried to tell you many times, but I always lost my nerve. You are the only friend I have remaining. I once had a good friend at Piri-Tuma; Raschel was his name. We entered the school at the same time. We were the same age and were in all the same classes together. We became very close, but he died during the Test of Power, and somehow, I blame myself, though I know I’m being foolish. I keep thinking maybe if I had tutored him…” The pain in his friend’s eyes struck a chord in the elf’s very being. 
   “There is nothing you could have done. You must know this,” Kyler reasoned, though he had no way of knowing if the words he spoke held any truth. “If you explain this to Tynuviel, she’ll understand. She will wait for you.” 
  “I tell you and you alone. No one else may know. I risk everything in telling you, yet I do not wish to endanger you. Besides, by the time this is all over, I most likely will be dead. We need to discuss one more thing. Do I use my magic to bring us to Kiri A’ Nouell? Nephraete said make haste, they may need us.” 
  “I agree. I think there is no way around it, but the final decision is yours, Darian. I do not presume to govern its use. Do we bring Shaz?” asked the elf. 
  “I would leave that up to you. It is your homeland, your people. Will they accept another outsider?” 
  “If we don’t bring him, he’ll likely follow us there anyway,” answered Kyler with a smile. 
  “Yes, but the magical barrier will kill him if he dares try to enter. Hey! That’s it!” 
  “Darian, this is no time for jokes.” 
  “Who said I was joking?” asked the Mage, but the look the elf gave him forced him to reconsider. “Fine, let us leave at once,” replied the Mage.  
  The elf went to sell their horses and was about to retrieve the bounty hunter, but he heard a noise on the other side of the door that gave him pause. He knocked loudly. After a few moments, two scantily clad women came out, and Shaz emerged. 
  “This had better be good, elf,” he said gruffly. 
  “We’re leaving now. Meet us in our room in five minutes. If you’re not there we leave without you,” replied the elf, his tone stern. He turned on his heel and walked away leaving Shaz in the doorway half dressed. 
  Kyler returned to the Mage, “I told him that we’re leaving at once, and if he’s not here we’re leaving without him.”  
  Just then, the door opened and Shaz came striding in. Darian frowned. He’d hoped they’d finally get rid of the gigantic pain in the ass. 
  Darian began chanting the words to the teleportation spell. He motioned them into a tight circle. A black speck appeared in the air before them, widening as the chant hit the climax. They stepped in, and the portal closed. Every fiber of Shaz’ being was on fire. The air seemed streaky and there were spots before his eyes. An overwhelming sense of vertigo swept through Shaz, making him violently ill.  
  They could see brightness approaching quickly. All this took place in milliseconds. Then the portal began to open, and Kyler knew they were a few miles from his home. Shaz fell to the ground, vomiting uncontrollably.  
 “That happens sometimes,” Darian said, with an evil grin.  
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  When they were nearing the legendary forest, it seemed to explode into song. 
    
    
  Lura Shantia O’ Valari 
  Nan ti’ Lumanesti 
  Volan Kindara Ta vini Osh 
  Furana tin Dey O’ Shi 
    
    
  Ku’ Larai Flutara tia Lazhana 
  Gustan Callari Sofan 
  Kelban Terani tia Fotana nishi 
  Fura Ti’ Nama calo 
    
    
    
  Com Ba’ Loh Ixa Flan 
  Cah Ni’ Loa Takana oblan 
  Mak Ta’ Nilo tir ona Vera 
  Shenna tas Ni’ Chuay 
    
  Bah’ Kino tir Shan Ti’ Lau 
  Mixhi tir Os Ta’ Lowe 
  Kiri A’ Nouell tir La Ma’ tia 
  Kulana Mo’ Han! 
    
  Thousands of smiling faces met them at the border. The elves were so excited; they were all talking at once. Tynuviel pushed her way through the throng and threw herself into Kyler’s waiting arms. When she released him, she looked to Darian, unable to keep the smile off her face. He smiled back at her and embraced her, lovingly stroking her hair and caressing her face. 
  “I’ve missed you,” he whispered into her ear, drawing her into a passionate kiss. He was unable to help himself. He knew he was being foolish and sending mixed signals, but with her so near… 
  “I’ve missed you, too,” she said, entwining her fingers in his. They all walked together through the forest, slowly making their way to the inner realm.  
  The celebration went long into the night. There were fine tables set with meats and cheeses, fresh loaves of bread, wine, cakes and much more.               
  Tynuviel sat between Darian and Kyler as they all told their stories. At the mention of the Dorgansi battle, the Mage and Kyler exchanged worried looks, for they both had hoped Kiri A’ Nouell would remain untouched.  
  “Kyler!” He heard his name and as he searched for the speaker, someone wrapped him in a bear hug. 
  “Trighton!” Kyler said, laughing. Trighton was a good friend of his. They had grown up together and had always been close. When Kyler decided to travel with the Shivvendari Mage, it had hurt him deeply.                
  Trighton’s hair was the color of polished bronze, and his eyes were azure. His good looks and charisma had won him the choice of many elven females, because Kyler would always attract the most attention. Every maiden wanted Kyler and they could not understand why Kyler remained alone. Trighton nodded to the Mage, neither respectfully nor disdainfully. 
  He noticed how Tynuviel clung to the Mage and it disgusted him. He was Ni’ Kulana, not an elf. Though he knew the Mage’s life span would mirror the elves’, he still thought they should 
  should marry within their own ranks. 
 Kyler introduced Shaz and Trighton flashed him a tight smile, not at all happy about another outsider in his home. The ancient forest filled Shaz with reverence. This place was more captivating than he had imagined. The elves were beautiful people that tended to the land and only the foolish would consider them weak. They were the best bowmen, and their sword skill was far superior to all the races of Corillia. 
  It seemed as though through the course of the night, the whole elven population had come to greet Kyler. Now the Mage understood why. He was not the only one to keep secrets. He hoped his enchanted tome had recorded the song. The magical tome never ran out of pages and yet never grew in size. It burned the flowing elven script onto its pages there to remain forever, unless the owner knew how to clear the contents. Though he understood the elven tongue and could speak and write it as well, a very difficult task indeed, he wanted to go over the song again, to read it without distraction. The noise of the celebration had cut down his ability to hear the whole thing clearly. 
  The celebration was nearing its end and so he rose, holding his hand out for Tynuviel. They walked hand in hand, saying nothing, needing nothing but the closeness of each other. It had been so long! It seemed like only yesterday that they last saw each other. When they arrived at her door, they just looked into each other’s eyes. 
  “Would you like to come inside?” She asked, already knowing the answer. 
  “You know I can’t. Nothing has changed Tynuviel. You know that I love you. I just cannot get involved right now. There are some things that I must see to.”  
  The explanation sounded weak voiced aloud. He was not sure how she would accept it, if at all. He dare not tell her the truth. It was bad enough he had told Kyler some things. Though the elf still knew next to nothing, and the Mage intended to keep it that way. He needed the elf, and that sob story about Raschel seemed to work with the compassionate Kyler. Tynuviel merely nodded and turned to go inside, but he caught her arm. 
  “Maybe after this is all over we could…that is if you…Tynuviel I…”  
  He just could not seem to find the words. She seemed to understand for she smiled at him. He drew her to him, kissing her softly. The world seemed to spin away, and he lost all track of time. He held her tight and guided her to her door. With her back to the door, he kissed her again, urgently and she did not fight him. It took all of his discipline to release her and not go inside. Though he truly wished to, he knew that he could not. Not now, and although he would not utter the words aloud, maybe not ever, to even think  
  them pained him. He wanted her badly, needed her; the ache was burning him alive. 
  He returned to the rooms that Galavad had provided for him and settled into a comfort- 
  able chair. He had to take his mind off Tynuviel. He wanted to go to her, but knew that to be foolish indeed.  
  He removed the enchanted leather tome from an inner pocket of his Shryvven. He sighed deeply as he thought of Tynuviel one last time. Then he opened the book. The words magically transcribed when he had spoken the command word.  
    
  Welcome home O weary traveler 
  You who walk among the stars 
  ‘Tis good to see our kinsman returned 
  We felt your presence from afar! 
    
  The birds they sing and tell of your passing 
  The gentle breeze whispers your name 
  The earth rejoices at the sound of your footfalls 
  You who can all animals tame! 
    
  ‘Tis time for the celebration 
  Take heart! He has returned unharmed 
  The sword he wears so casually at his hip 
 Was forged by Shenna herself! 
    
  His hair spun from gold 
  All who look upon him know 
  That he is the pride of Kiri A’ Nouell 
  The prince of all the elves! 
   
  Darian easily translated it to the common tongue for he was fluent in their language. He had always known that Kyler was special, but to be the son of the Monarch Galavad! That meant that Tynuviel… His heart began to beat rapidly now. They were going to speak with the elven council in a weeks’ time and Galavad would be there. When he was finally able to meditate, it was fitful. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Morphindinaetlus knew Darian was not many days ahead of him and his small army. The human woman had not told them anything, though his faithful servant had released the Pit Shrykes on her. She possessed an inner strength the dragon could not understand.  
  He followed their trail all the way to the town Marubiel. He would find the Mage, and when he did, he would strip him of the Staff of Power and rend his body with his terrible claws. No, maybe he would capture him and torture him for an eternity. Once captured, he could drain him of his magical energy. A sweet punishment indeed and one he intended to exact. He could not allow so powerful an enemy to exist and keep his magic. The Mage would surely rain destruction down on the dragon's head. 
  His master only wanted the staff. The Mage was his to do with as he pleased afterwards. Of course, the elf would never let the Mage remain a prisoner for long. That suited the great wyrm. He had not killed an elf in many long years. He would surely enjoy killing this one. It would hurt the whole elven population. The Monarch’s son! The dragon chuckled to himself. Yes, he would enjoy killing the Mage and the elf. Just for sport, he set several homes aflame with his fiery breath on the way back to Ancient Mountain. 
  The wyrm arrived at Marubiel ahead of his small detachment. He preferred it this way; he did not wish to cause alarm. No, he would send in his faithful servant to do his bidding. He wished to speak to a certain elf maiden in Mishkalan. He sent his ugly servant to the Platinum Pony to speak to a wench there. They would learn what they could. He flew off in the direction of Mishkalan. He planned to be back by the time that his servant was finished here in Marubiel.  
  Now, Morphindinaetlus was a magical creature, and magic he did possess. He cast a morph spell and changed his appearance to that of the elf Kyler. He strode openly down the streets, passing booths and hawkers ‘til he came to the one he was searching for. He roared in anger as he saw the shop shut tight and the elf was nowhere in sight. The bitch eluded him! She must have known he was coming. Destroying her store, he became incensed when he found the tiny store empty. She had known far enough in advance to pack her things.  
  Unbeknownst to the dragon, the Crebellan watched the display. The Crebellan was a creature of Faerie as ancient as time. It was also immune to magic and could therefore see through the dragon’s disguise. He watched and waited, then changed his form to a bird and followed the great wyrm back to Marubiel and to the Platinum Pony. He wondered what business the dragon could have here but remained silent as he followed the image of Kyler. He sensed the silence ward around the room and knew there was trouble. He knew he should return to Nephraete, but his curiosity was piqued. He wanted to find out who the person was and why they had them locked away. He changed his appearance to that of a picture hanging on the wall.  
  Sweat dampened C.J.’s hair as she struggled to remain conscious. She had never felt such pain and just wanted to make it stop.  
 “Where is the Mage?” asked the ugly man. 
  “I--- don’t--- know,” she rasped. 
  “I see.” The deformed creature said with a smile.  
  “No! No wait! What does he look like?” cried C.J. 
  “He travels with an elf. They may have picked up another traveling companion. The Mage does not wear the robes of his order; he wears fine cut clothes.” C.J.’s mind was in a whirl. Could he be looking for Shaz’ two companions? She did not wish to tell this toad anything, but neither did she wish to die. 
  “They… they were here—nigh on five nights ago. They were here for one night only and were gone by morning’s light. Please! That’s all I know. They did not say where they were headed.” 
  “Good,” purred the ugly wretch into her ear. He moved so close that she could feel his hot, fetid breath on her skin. She shuddered at his touch, but she had lived through worse. If he decided to take her, she was determined not to fight. She wanted to live above all else. For a very tense moment, she thought he would move to kiss her, but instead he reached behind her to cut her bonds. 
  The dragon was a little disappointed. He would have liked to see her die. They were out the door and gone as quickly as they had come. Once outside, the dragon resumed his natural form and took to the air. The people in the streets ran screaming, searching for a safe place to hide. The dragon paid them no heed. His gaze was on the east, for their path was now clear to him.  
  They fled to Kiri A’ Nouell, to his most hated enemies. The elves! He knew better than to tangle with them now. The time was not at hand. He did not have enough power yet. His army was not big enough, for the elves were far too numerous. He wanted to annihilate them. Soon, he promised. Soon. He took to the sky and cut sharply to the west. In a few moments, he vanished from sight. 
  Calisha went to find Nephraete. She would want to know what he had found out. He tuned his senses to her and followed them straight to her. He traveled for a day and a night without stopping until he came upon her scent. She was close by and well hidden. He taught her well, but she was no match for him. He was as ancient as time itself, and it took him little time to find her.  
  “Calisha, it’s you,” she said, relief filling her soft voice. 
  “Mistress, I followed the dragon. He used a polymorph spell to turn into the elven prince.” 
  “What? How is this possible?” she asked in shock. 
  “The dragon is an ancient beast and he has some magical ability. This is why he craves the Mage; he intends to drain him of his power slowly, painfully until ultimately, he meets his demise.” 
  “We must find them and warn them.” 
  “Are you sure this is wise?” asked the Crebellan. 
  “How can you ask me such a thing?” 
  “Your father would not be pleased, mistress.” 
  “We’re not in Kaleika Bay anymore, Calisha. Nor do I wish to ever return. Please, you’ve always been there for me; you’re my friend and I trust you. I feel this is the best course of action. Will you come with me?” 
  “Of course, you could not keep me away. We are inseparable you and I, forever. Does the elf prince know how you feel?” 
   “No. He… No. We should leave right away.” Calisha could read the pain in her eyes and was sorry he brought it up. He set the course for them, and she followed him without further comment.    
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  Morning dawned bright and warm in the elven homeland. Tynuviel had not been able to sleep, not really. Knowing Darian was so close and yet completely unreachable was driving her mad. She wanted him desperately, to share his bed and his life, to be the one he depended on.  
  He started to say something the other night. She knew there was much more to the story than he had told her. In fact, Darian told her next to nothing at all. Just some lame excuse she could not even remember. She sighed as she threw off the covers and rose to bathe in the warm springs. She gathered up her things and made her way to the small trail that led off into the trees. There was a bath inside her rooms, but she much preferred the warm springs and the open air. 
  To the untrained eye, the forest looked impenetrable. As you came upon the tightly knit trees, a small opening lay carefully concealed. She pushed the branches apart and stepped through. The trail was not a clear path; it was covered with small plants and flowers, which she deftly avoided stepping on. It was a beautiful place. She loved her home and would gladly give her life in its defense. 
  The elves were well versed in plants, flowers and animals. They were masters of nature and people from all over Corillia consulted with them.  
    Occasionally, they would bring their sick to the Shak Ta’ Ru, elven healers, stationed 
  outside the forest, and they would use their knowledge of plants and herbs to heal them; and their magic if the wounds were life threatening. The elves were widely respected, though most rarely ventured far from their forest paradise.  
  The spring she sought lay at the bottom of a bowl-shaped valley. She made her way down the narrow trail easily. She stripped off her clothes and dove in, for it was quite deep. The hot water caressed her naked flesh, and she stayed under for a long time. When she emerged, Darian was just entering the water but when he saw her, he froze. 
  “Tynuviel… what are…? I’m sorry; I had no idea you were here,” he lied. She enjoyed how uncomfortable he became in front of her. She let her eyes play over every inch of him, truly grateful for this moment fate had given her. 
  “Don’t be silly. There’s enough water here for us both,” she replied. He seemed comfortable with his body, as he made no move to cover himself. He was well muscled with a chiseled body and strong muscular arms and legs. He made no move to leave, just stood there looking at her.  
  “I… shouldn’t… it isn’t…” He sighed deeply, appearing to gather his thoughts. He wanted it to look like he was uncomfortable with the situation. When in reality, nothing could be farther from the truth.    
  She splashed water at him playfully, flirting with him. Darian was torn. He really wanted to go to her, to be with her now in this beautiful, peaceful place. He also could not risk going into the water with her. He did not trust himself in this situation. He knew he would not be able to resist her. Why then, had he followed her here in the first place? What did he think would have happened? Stupid, stupid, stupid! He silently berated himself. 
  Eventually, she gave up trying and finished bathing. She left the water slowly, letting him see her beauty. She dressed unhurriedly and made appreciative sounds as she gazed at his naked form. He turned as if to say something more, but looked into her eyes and let it go unsaid. Quietly, he turned and dove into the water. 
 Kyler came down the trail, removing his weapons belt. When he came to the water and saw Tynuviel, he blushed involuntarily.  
  “I’m sorry. I had no idea you two were here,” Kyler said. 
  “I was just leaving,” his sister replied icily.  
  Kyler could see the pain in her eyes and could guess the source readily enough. Kyler watched her go, wishing there was something he could do to make her feel better.  
  “Nothing happened. We just talked,” Darian said hurriedly, misreading the look in the elf’s eyes.  
  Kyler removed the rest of his clothes and dove into the water. They raced each other  
  across the springs a few times, but the elf always won. After several laps, they sat on a smooth flat rock that lay inches below the surface of the water. For long moments, they said nothing. 
  From out in the forest they heard the laughter of many maidens. Kyler sighed. It would be difficult to get back to shore without dozens of eyes seeing them. He smiled to himself. He was home. Kyler was used to it by now; women were always following him, wanting more than he could give them. Sometimes they argued over him as if he had no say in the matter.  
  There was only one woman for him, but then a strange thing happened, try as he might he was not able to recall Destiny’s face. In place of hers was not who he had expected. In his mind’s eye, the only face that came to him was a slender elf with gleaming silver hair, dressed in a white gown belted at the waist in circlets of silver. Her violet eyes saw through to his soul. It was the face of the seer. He could not understand. She must have done something to him. There could be no other explanation.  
  Then it seemed as if she was trying to tell him something, looking behind her worriedly. She threw her hands up before her face and screamed. Kyler shook his head trying to clear it. When the vision was gone, Destiny’s image returned once more. He breathed a sigh of relief. Darian had been so deep in thought he took no note of the strange happenings. 
  “Kyler, I do not know how much longer I can resist your sister. I want you to know that I care for her deeply, and to dishonor her or you is not my intention. I wish…” he trailed off, unsure of what else to say.  
  “Darian, I know you care for her. I worry not for her honor. I know you, and you will do right by her. Just make sure you do it quickly; else I fear you will lose her forever. I know another who takes a great interest in her. I watched them last night for a while after you left her at the door,” said the elf, looking over at his friend as he spoke. 
  “Who is it?” Darian asked a little sharply. He knew he had no right, had no claim on her. She was free to do as she wished, but he could not help the feelings he was experiencing. He wanted her desperately, but knew that now was not the time. Kyler studied him carefully, watching as his face went through the transformations. When he was sure the Mage had regained his composure, he spoke. 
  “It’s Trighton. He has been after her for a while and now that you’re back, he’s coming on stronger. I will not get into what they said, that’s personal between them and does not concern you. Watch yourself around that one. He’ll not hurt you, for fear of wrath from the crown, but… We’d better get going. We can’t be late for our meeting with my father and the rest of the council.” 
  They were about to stand when the giggling began anew. They forgot about their unseen admirers.  
  “Don’t worry, I’ve a spell for that,” the Mage said reassuringly. They heard the disappointed sighs as they came ashore and began to dress. The invisibility spell worked wonders. 
    
  Tynuviel walked back up the trail disappointed, but with a smile on her lovely face. It was clear to her that he loved her, and that was all that mattered. 
 “I was hoping I’d catch up to you. I went by your chambers… I thought we could walk together,” said Trighton, giving her his most dazzling smile. His heart soared as she smiled back at him.               
  “You came by my room?” she asked, and he nodded. “I’d like to walk with you,” she said, and he beamed at that. “Trighton, in these past months we’ve become very close. You’re a good friend, and I value that friendship.”  
  At that comment, his smile melted away, and he stared at his feet as they walked. He had felt certain that she was beginning to have feelings for him… but friendship? That was not what he was looking for. He wanted much, much more. He did not intend to give up, especially after last night. He knew the Mage was not in her life yet as he had watched them from a concealed spot. He wanted this woman more than he wanted anyone else. He lifted his gaze to meet hers, reached over and clasped her hand in his. 
  “Tynuviel…we need to talk. These last months have been special. I feel close to you as well but…” They slowed to a stop, and she gazed up into his eyes, deep azure pools. She felt she could get lost in them. Shenna! He was handsome. What was she thinking? This was her friend, nothing more. 
  He put his arm around her, put his left hand in the small of her back and pulled her close. With his right hand, he stroked her face.  
  Her mind was reeling. What was he doing? This was her friend, she confided in him. He was moving again, his face nearer… nearer. He put the thumb of his right hand on her chin and his index finger under her chin. She could smell the leather of his clothes, smell his scent like the woods and his hair like a sun kissed breeze.  
  She didn’t really understand why she let him kiss her, but his lips found hers and she reveled at the intimate contact. How she needed it! He kissed her neck then returned to her lips. His hands went to her breasts and her hands found their way inside his breeches. Her pent-up emotions came flooding through her, threatening to drown her. Darian drove her to distraction and… With that, she broke off the kiss.  
   “Trighton, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I just don’t have those feelings for you. I love Darian, you know this.” She could see the disappointment in his eyes. She couldn’t believe this was happening. It was like a nightmare; he was her friend. She’d hurt him, she knew, and  
  she hated it.  
  “I thought… you… I’m sorry.” His voice was raw with need. He turned and walked away from her.  
  “Trighton, wait!” She called, but he never stopped. 
  “Are you alright?” asked Tireniel. He witnessed part of what passed between them and came over immediately. Tynuviel and Tireniel had a long-standing friendship. He was there for her whenever she needed him. He always comforted her after Darian’s departures. He made her feel like herself again, and she smiled gratefully up at him. 
  “No Tireniel, I’m not,” she replied rather forlornly. How did she let herself get into this mess? Darian and Trighton, she loved them both, each in a different way, and knew not what to do. She may not be human, but she still had feelings. “Trighton, it seems, harbors deeper feelings than simple friendship.” 
  “Ahh, who could blame him?” asked Tireniel, his ice-blue eyes shining in the sunlight.  
  “Be serious, would you?” she laughed. 
  “I am, completely. You do not see yourself the way we do.” 
  “Who are we?” She asked, amused but curious. 
  “The entire male population. May I walk with you?” he asked, smiling disarmingly.  
  “Of course, I’m on my way to the council meeting.” They chatted easily, passing the time quickly. He saw her safely to her destination, and then went to complete his tasks. 
   
  The palace was a breathtaking sight. It was at the heart of the elf community. Huge windows like unseeing eyes greeted them as they rounded the last corner. Shaz drew in his breath sharply. Never had he seen such beauty! The elves constructed the palace, along with the rest of the community up in the trees. Deadly archers lined the parapets and could rain death down on their enemies while keeping a safe distance. Shaz saw the ramps they used during times of war, and they led to small holes that the slender elves had no trouble slipping through if needed.  
  Once inside, they threw a switch and the opening became magically sealed. Though Morphindinaetlus had tried, he was never able to break through to the palace. That was the last time they saw the dragon until recently. The elves held no illusions; he would be back to try again. 
  They were not idle in his absence, however. They reinforced the formidable protective shield, with Darian’s help of course. Their enemies would be hard-pressed to find a way in now. 
  Darian leaned over and put his finger under Shaz’ chin. Darian was sure Shaz had no idea how stupid he looked. Shaz clamped his mouth shut with an audible click and nodded his thanks to the Mage. He inhaled deeply the scent of the flowers planted beside the walkway.  
  There were roses, pansies, geraniums and many other rare and exotic breeds unique to Kiri A’ Nouell. The bushes and trees were well groomed, and everything was lush with life. Shaz was the first to reach the guards, and they blocked his path. Though they were slender, they looked fierce and strong.  
  “It’s alright Asa, he’s with me,” stated Kyler to the highest-ranking officer. 
  “Ni’ Kulana Ti’ ona bon?” asked Asa, and Kyler smiled, keeping his humor in reserve.  
  “What did he say?” asked Shaz, a little perturbed that they would not speak in the common tongue. Asa looked him in the eye and sneered. 
  “I asked if he was babysitting you.” Shaz looked as if he would get in trouble, so the Mage put his arm around Shaz’ shoulder, urging him on. He forced his own laughter down, knowing they should not humiliate the bounty hunter, though nothing would please Darian more. Shaz forgot about the impertinent guard when they strode into the great hall. 
  The great hall had a cathedral ceiling with battle scenes painted by a talented hand; that was not what held Shaz’ attention though. The bounty hunter could not believe his eyes. The floor was made of an unknown opaque material. He could not tell what it was made from. There was beautiful script flowing down the borders of the walkway. The elves were ingenious builders. He’d never seen anything like it. He hurried to catch up so as not to be left behind. 
  A cream-colored marble stand held fresh flowers, the aroma caressing the senses and the soul. There were windows with beautiful stained glass, and paintings decorating the walls. Arriving at the council room door, the escort stood aside.  
  The council room looked plain compared to the great hall. An oak table sat in the center of the room. It could easily hold fifty people. Two tapestries hung on either side of the table; one of a terrible battle between the elves and the Dorgansi centuries before, the other of the waterfalls and the forest. The elves believed there must always be balance, keeping them focused on their never-ending responsibility. 
  Kyler went down the line of elves already gathered there. Tynuviel sat distracted, wringing her hands, her mind clearly on something else. Trighton sat across from her, watching her carefully. 
  Kiriasti sat deep in conversation with Kinistaya. Chrystyn was there as well, and a light sparkled in his eyes as he looked at Kyler. He rose and made his way over to shake the prince’s hand warmly.           
  “It’s good to see you Kyler; you look well.” The weapons master said in the tongue of the elves. Upon seeing Darian, he continued in elvish. “Darian! It’s been a long time.” The weapons master shook the Mage’s hand warmly. 
 “Chrystyn, this is Shaz. It’s a long story that we do not wish to repeat. You will hear his  
  tale in full during the meeting,” Kyler said in the common tongue for Shaz’ benefit.  
  Kyler halted in his tracks upon seeing Nephraete. She wore a fine velvet gown of deep blue that made her silver hair sparkle. A silver belt encircled her slender waist and silver slippers peeked out from under her gown. She smiled as their eyes met. He forgot to breathe, and his heart hammered inside his chest. He did not understand what she was doing there. He thought of Destiny, so far away… 
   “Beautiful, isn’t she?” asked Chrystyn in elvish. “I’ve been talking to her, and she’s very pleasant.” Kyler nodded, not saying a word as he made his way over to her.  
  “We meet again,” she said in the elven tongue.  
  “So it would seem,” replied Kyler with a smile, taking a seat beside her. “What are you doing here?” 
  “I am here to speak with the Monarch, your father.” So, she knew! Suddenly, he was at a loss for words. 
  “What are they saying?” asked Shaz, not at all appreciating everyone talking in a tongue he did not understand. I really need to learn someday, he thought to himself. 
  Darian had not been listening. His eyes were on Tynuviel. Something was wrong; he saw Trighton watching her as well. He remembered Kyler’s words of warning then and decided to keep an eye on his rival while he was here. Tynuviel looked at him then, their eyes met, and he smiled at her. She returned his smile and motioned him to come and sit with her.  
  Trighton turned in his seat, saw the Mage and frowned. Trighton was apparently not happy about the Mage being there at all. Then he saw the human, and he grunted in disgust. It was bad enough to let the Shivvendari in here, but Ni’ Kulana! That was going too far. The council room had never before allowed entrance to the race of man. To Trighton’s way of thinking, they may as well allow goblins and orcs! His thoughts ended abruptly as the great doors swung open.  
  Kinistaya rose and gave the formal greeting, again in the elven tongue to Shaz’s dismay. The ancient elf then announced the Monarch and his consort. All elves, Darian as well, were standing with their arms crossed on their chests, fists resting on shoulders.  
  Shaz figured since they didn’t have the decency to speak the common tongue, he knew that they could, then he wasn’t going to show respect by duplicating their actions. More than one elf frowned at his behavior.  
  The Monarch and his consort arrived at their seats to stand before the gathering. The queen swept her gaze across those gathered and when her eyes met Shaz, he could not maintain it. It seemed to pierce right through him on many levels, boring into his soul. Though it only lasted mere seconds, he felt stripped bare, naked. Galavad gave a slight nod, and they all took their seats.  
  “We will all speak the common tongue for the remainder of this council,” said Galavad, nodding to Shaz.  
  Shaz opened his mouth to say something, but Darian elbowed him hard in the ribs. His mouth shut with an audible click, and he grimaced.  
  Though the elves were on friendly terms with all the goodly races, they still did not decide things hastily. They intended to hear the travelers’ stories told in full.  
  Kyler shifted uncomfortably in his seat, which was next to the king. He knew he would have to tell his father of Destiny and his plans to marry her. He decided to tell him in private. That way, the king’s explosive anger would be contained. 
   Tyvale rose from his seat. “We will now hear from Darian.” The Ac Quay’ Ya made the final decision, but Tyvale presided over the council. He announced the speakers, asked questions and was more or less in command. The Mage, a bit taken aback at being announced first, was trying to decide quickly how much he should tell them. 
 “All in the room know me, so I would keep it short.” 
  “Not this time friend. You will tell your tale in full. Given the amount of trust we must put into our growing relationship, we will have no secrets,” responded Tyvale. 
  “As you wish,” Darian said, sighing aloud. He told them little of Mogan Dar, where he came from or of the Shivvendari, the Mages. He spoke little of his growing up or of his teaching and training. He said nothing of the Test of Power or his visions and was careful to ward his mind, as he knew that the elves could scan his thoughts.  
  He also knew that most of the elves present, king included, knew of his love for Tynuviel. He told them his version of the recent events as sparingly as possible. He did not like being the focal point of this meeting. At the mention of Morphindinaetlus, there were several gasps, but then they fell silent once more.  
  Shaz could not take his eyes from Tynuviel and Nephraete; how beautiful and delicate they were. He forced himself to look elsewhere. He could not put an age to any present, they all seemed young and yet, ageless.  
  He could sense the tension between Darian and the elf whose name he thought to be Trighton. The way that they both looked at Tynuviel, he understood that tension. They were both in love with her, it was in their eyes.  
  He made his living studying people and hunting them. He could read people better than most. He could tell she had feelings for them both. Poor bastards! She didn’t hide it with the Mage, just stared at him, letting her eyes roam. The time or two that her eyes met the elf’s, he could see pain there and confusion. The council meeting might not be so bad after all, he thought to himself, almost smiling. The council room held fifty people and out of those fifty, only three  
  were female. So, what does that mean? The bounty hunter thought.  
  Darian was still talking, a lot of nonsense that had nothing to do with why they were here. If he didn’t know any better, he would think Darian did not want to speak of his past or his time in Mogan Dar. The Mage was deflecting. Tuning him out, he scanned the faces again, they were all intent on the Mage.  
  These elves! They were all beautiful and exotic; the males included. For a brief moment, he wondered how much easier it would be to bed women if he looked like that! Elven faces with soft, angular features, delicate noses, high cheekbones, pointed ears, long slender fingers… And their eyes! Their eyes ranged in color from simple brown, blue and green, to more exotic colors like gold, lavender, black, amber and grey. He had always pictured elves as diminutive creatures with pale skin and golden hair, not so!  
  Nephraete had silver hair. Not silver as in grey with age, but shining, lustrous silver. Some elves had brown hair, some black, some blonde. Even one elf he sensed was rather old, Kinistaya, he thought his name was; his hair was not grey, but still dark. Suddenly, he envied these people very much. They were an immortal people, while he would grow old and die. Now he understood why they rarely inter-married. 
   He glanced at Kyler, wondering anew why he chose a human woman. If the rest of the elven females were as breathtaking as the three present, he had to question the elf’s sanity. At last, the Mage finished and sat down.               
  “This is troubling news indeed,” said Tyvale. “That the great wyrm is awake again…” he trailed off.  
  “We knew this day would come again. It seems that it is upon us now. We have a responsibility to the peoples of Corillia as well as our own,” said Galavad. The queen squeezed her husband’s hand in silent support. “Let us now hear from my son Kyler.” 
  Then Kyler began to speak. Kyler gave his account in full, except of course, for Destiny. Now was not the time. 
 Shaz noticed that through Kyler’s story, Nephraete’s eyes never left him. He saw the respect that these elves had for him. Nephraete… she felt so much more.  
  There were gaps in the elf’s story. He did not even mention Destiny, why? Just as quickly, he had his answer. The Monarch would not approve. Shaz knew it instinctively. He did not understand why the elf would risk going against his father. What motives could Kyler possibly have?  
  Shaz did nothing without reason. Kyler’s behavior seemed foolish to the bounty hunter. He did not understand love, having never been in love. His intimate encounters with women were for physical pleasures alone – his. He cared nothing for any of them, even C.J. 
  At this point in his life, he was incapable of love. When he came out of his contemplation, he noticed it had grown very quiet and the Monarch’s son was sitting at the table again.  
  “What does Nephraete, daughter of Thelarki, ask of this council?” asked Galavad.  
  Thelarki? Well, that would mean… Kyler could not catch his breath. It did not make any sense. Nephraete must be Tara Ku’ Mai. Roughly translated, The Water People.  
  Long ago, a great rift separated the elves. Some no longer wished to remain in the elven forest of Kiri A’ Nouell. They longed for the open water, open spaces, to feel the salt air on their faces. A great number of elves split and departed for the ocean, disappearing, vanishing, until now.  
  “What I ask is only this, whatever the decision of this council; I ask that you let me accompany Kyler and Darian. I am T Ama’ Ro, a seer, and can be of great service to them. It is a long journey from Kaleika Bay. I fled my father’s house...” At this admission, there were shocked gasps from many present. 
  “He held me captive in my room for days at a time. He became obsessed with my visions. After my mother died… He was not the same elf I once knew. I began to have the visions a year ago. I did not share them with Thelarki. Calisha helped me to escape. I knew I needed to reach Kiri A’ Nouell to warn you and offer what aid I could,” she finished quietly.  
  “We are honored by your presence,” said Tiriel, Galavad’s consort. “It seems we have few options,” she went on. 
  “What say you, Kinistaya?” asked Galavad. 
  Kinistaya remained quiet for a long time, thinking. He knew they must act quickly, but this decision would affect the whole of the elven race and all of Corillia.  
  “I think we should send messengers to the dwarves. We’ll need help, and the humans will not be enough to staunch the flow of this disaster unfolding,” the oldest elf replied.  
  “Then we must decide who goes,” said Galavad.  
  “I will go,” said Kyler, rising from his seat.  
  “And I,” said Darian.  
  “I could think of none better suited to this task,” said Galavad. “But I fear two is not enough. These are dangerous times. Nephraete, you will go as well.” She nodded in acceptance, her violet eyes shining.  
  Kyler groaned inwardly. Kyler sensed something magical about Nephraete that he did not yet comprehend. Almost as if she were bewitching him.  
  “Kyler, I will leave it up to you to choose the others,” said the Monarch, showing great trust in his young son. “You will leave in ten days. Kinistaya, you will gather the needed supplies. This council is adjourned,” said Galavad.  
  Asa jumped out of his seat and went to Kyler’s side. “I would go with you,” he stated simply.  
  “No. Father needs you here,” replied the young prince.  
  “You’re my brother! Why should Ni’ Kulana and Shivvendar accompany you and not me? I can protect you,” argued Asa. Before Kyler could reply, Nephraete touched his arm. 
  “Let him come,” she said quietly. “You will need him close,” she said, her eyes distant.  
 To any that did not know her, she appeared blind, but she was far from it. Her violet eyes sparkled with life. Kyler gave up his argument. He would never win against those two! 
  “Alright Asa, but you make sure you leave mother and father well protected. Chamlen, Lorin and Kiel.” Kyler called out, and they made their way over to the slowly expanding group.  
  “This time you’re not leaving without me,” said Trighton. Kyler nodded and smiled as he clapped his friend on the back. Then he glanced apologetically at Darian. 
  “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Tynuviel, I’ll need you as well.” Tynuviel did not hear him; her thoughts turned inward. A lone tear traced its way down her lovely face. The Mage seemed about to protest, but went to her instead. Trighton started to follow, but Kyler held him back.  
  “Trighton, I need you to find Tireniel for me. I would like for him to accompany us.”  
  Trighton nodded, glancing longingly at Tynuviel. He saw that the Mage was stroking her face, tenderly wiping her tears away. Grimacing, he turned away and went to do his prince’s bidding.  
  Kyler could have easily done it himself as he knew where Tireniel was. The elf thought the Mage and his sister needed some time alone. He hated sending Trighton away like that because Kyler knew that his friend cared for her as well.  
  He gritted his teeth and went in search of his father. This would be a painful meeting, he knew. As he walked down the corridor on his way to his parents’ chambers, Kinistaya fell into step beside him.  
  “What troubles you, son?” asked the wise elf in their native tongue. 
  “It is something I must tell father,” Kyler replied. 
  “And you do not wish to do so.” The ancient stated.  
  “He will be very angry with me. Almost makes me glad that I will be away for a while,” the young elf said. 
  “Whatever it is, can it be so bad?” asked Kinistaya.  
  “I’ve fallen in love, and I asked her to marry me.” 
  “That is cause for celebration, surely your father…” but Kyler cut him short. 
  “Ni’ Kulana, Kinistaya. Ni’ Kulana!” Now it was Kinistaya’s turn to stare. He said nothing for a long while and when he finally spoke, he was calm, soothing. 
  “The heart knows not the difference. Surely, your father will understand. I will go with you if you wish,” the ancient reassured. They walked on in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. At last, they came to the Monarch’s chambers.  
  “Dyvana, can you tell the Monarch that we wish to speak with him?” asked Kyler quietly.  
  The guard nodded, knocking on the door. Galavad opened it almost immediately. 
  “Yes, what is it Dyvana?” asked the king. 
  “Kinistaya and Kyler wish to speak with you,” replied the guard. 
  Galavad opened the door wide, bidding them entry. He was tall and imposing, his hair golden and his eyes green. He was slender, as all elves were, yet well built.  
  “Ah my son,” he said, hugging Kyler close. “It is good that you have returned. We have missed you, your mother and I.” 
  Tiriel seemed to float across the space separating them, moving so smoothly and taking her son in her arms. Her long dark hair shimmered in the sunlight through the open windows.  
  “I’m glad both of you are here. I need to talk to you.” The seriousness of his tone told them it was important. They seated themselves at a table in the corner of the room, Tiriel pouring Nykessa for them all.  
  “I’ve fallen in love, father.” The Monarch beamed and Tiriel clapped her hands, smiling all the while. “With a human, her name is Destiny, and I’ve asked her to marry me.” Kyler finished in a rush before losing his nerve.  
  The Monarch’s smile faded away replaced by a look of pure horror, quickly turning to anger. The king noticed Kyler’s ring missing, his birthright. His face flushed red with uncontrollable fury. Before he could say anything, the queen spoke.  
 “We would very much like to meet her, Kyler,” she said with a sincere warm smile as she elbowed her husband hard in the ribs. He glared at his wife. 
  “Are you mad? Tiriel, this is serious,” replied the Monarch.  
  “Indeed, it is.”  
  “He is to be king one day. He cannot take a human for a wife! He has a responsibility to our people. Now, if you had said Nephraete, I would say good choice. It might bring our people together once more. It’s obvious she cares for you.” 
  “Do my feelings mean nothing to you?” asked Kyler, hurt and angry; not sure which he felt stronger.  
  “Of course they do son, but you must understand my position. Your relationship with this woman is forbidden,” stated the king flatly. “Please tell me you did not consummate your love to this woman,” pleaded the king. 
  “Yes. I gave her my ring as a symbol until we could make it formal.” 
  “Galavad, he has many years before he will be king, if ever. Let him have his wife, I can see he loves her deeply. Besides,” she whispered into his ear, “she is human and will not see but seventy years. What is that to a people who witness the birth and death of generation upon generation?” pleaded Kyler’s mother. All the fire left his father abruptly, as he gazed at Tiriel. For her, Galavad would do anything.  
  “Alright son, alert the dwarves and return to us with your bride,” said Galavad, smiling warmly at his son.  
  “Thank you, mother, father,” Kyler said as he hugged them both. He never imagined it would go so well. Thank Shenna for his mother. If not for her, who can say how it would have ended? 
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  “Now, where were we?” asked Galavad as he took Tiriel in his arms. He kissed her deeply, running his hands over her slim form. He deftly untied the dress she wore and it slid silently to the floor. 
  Much later, as they lay in each other’s arms, their energy spent for the moment, the queen turned to her husband. 
  “Gal, I’m pregnant,” she stated simply.  
  “What?” he asked, sitting bolt upright. 
  “I’m pregnant,” she repeated with a wistful smile. “I thought you would be pleased.” 
  “I am. You just took me by surprise,” he said, knowing he had hurt her feelings. “How long?” he asked with a warm smile. 
  “Three moon cycles, no more,” she replied.  
  “We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us,” he said.  
    
  Kyler stepped outside of his parents’ room and gripped Kinistaya’s hand in thanks. 
  “I wish you well in all that you do. May Shenna guide your footsteps and bring you safely home,” Kinistaya said. Then he was gone.  
  Kyler made his way to his chambers. All he thought of was being with Destiny again. He had never asked for the responsibility his father had bestowed upon him. Asa was older than he was, though he knew that meant nothing to the elves. They did not choose their successor as the humans did, the first-born male. Instead, the king chose whom he thought was best to replace him.  
 Yes, he was prince, but that did not mean that he would ever become king. After all, the elves were immortal. They were also immune to human sickness and disease. What were the odds that something would happen to his father? He had ruled peacefully for centuries already, and Kyler was happy with his life the way it was. He liked traveling with Darian and being in charge of his life.  
  Suddenly, he had a terrible feeling. Something was wrong. He could sense it, taste it in the air. Destiny! He thought. I must go to her. He left his rooms and went to find the Mage. As he was passing his sister’s room, he heard raised voices. Just as he was about to knock, the door opened and out Trighton came, nearly bowling him over. His face was flushed, eyes blazing, mouth drawn in a tight line. He barely paused before leaving.  
  “What was that about?” asked Kyler gently, as his eyes fell on his sister’s tear-stained face.  
  “He’s very angry with me. I’m afraid I hurt him. I… We…” unusually at a loss for words, she wrung her hands gesturing for him to enter. They seated themselves on her favorite couch. Kyler waited patiently, letting her take her time.  
  “In the months that you and Darian have been gone, Trighton and I have become…close. I guess somewhere along the way he fell in love with me. But I love Darian. It’s… I don’t know what to do. I never meant to hurt him.” She told her brother everything that had passed between her and Trighton, then rested her head on Kyler’s shoulder and wept softly. 
  “You promised him nothing. He has no right to be angry with you,” Kyler said soothingly. He was upset with Trighton’s actions and needed to speak to him soon.  
  Much later, the young elven prince went to find Darian. The feeling of dread only became stronger with each step he took. He was certain something terrible had happened, but did not want to concentrate on it.  
  He knocked softly on the Mage’s door, which was set apart from the others out of respect for his privacy. There was no answer. He still had not told the Mage what Nephraete said about Morphindinaetlus shifting his form. He was reluctant to go to Asa; unsure of how he would feel upon learning his younger brother had a human lover. His sister was in no shape to help him right now. That left… 
  The elven prince made his way to another secluded apartment of rooms. He hoped she was not there as much as he hoped she was. He hesitated to get her involved. Finally, after long moments of burning indecision, he gently knocked. Hearing no sounds from within, he prepared to go when the door opened.  
  “Kyler, what are you doing here?” Nephraete asked softly.  
  Soft candlelight spilled out into the hallway, setting her silver hair ablaze with soft light. She wore a silver gown that clung to her slender form, soft silver slippers peeking out from the hem of her dress. Her skin looked so smooth with a rosy hue as if she had just come from the bath.   
  The sight of her filled his vision, her scent permeated his very being, making him weak in the knees. Her violet eyes penetrated his soul and seemed to see right through him. Suddenly, he was at a loss for words and did not know what to do. She stood aside to let him in and her dress parted to reveal a shapely leg.  
  “Kyler, is everything alright?” she asked, sounding concerned. “Would you care for a drink?” she said, looking into his eyes.  
  “Yes, thank you,” he replied, not trusting himself to say more. As he crossed the threshold into her rooms, a smile touched her lips as she closed the door. 
  “Please, sit. My rooms are yours,” she said with a small, respectful nod. Retrieving two glasses, she poured wine into each and handed one to Kyler. He was clearly upset, his mind on something else. He was so handsome, the candlelight setting his golden hair aglow… She must not allow herself to become distracted.  
 His lips looked so soft and she wondered how they would feel on hers. She seated herself across from him, though she would have liked to be closer, she knew this was not what he wanted. At least not right now.  
  His eyes were troubled, he did not speak for some time, and she risked letting her mind touch his. An image of a human girl came to her… A name…Destiny. So, that’s it, she thought. She knew at once that he was in love with her and yet… gently, like a lover’s caress, she let her mind touch his again.  
  He had mixed feelings; emotions roiling within him like storm tossed waves. Another image… It was she! So stunned was she that the connection was lost. Had the handsome elf not been so troubled, she never would have dared to touch his mind. She never would have gotten close! 
  He looked up and their eyes met. Color splashed her cheeks but she refused to look away. Does he know? She wondered. Had he let her get inside on purpose? She decided to let him play his hand first. 
  “Nephraete, I need your help. I fear someone I care deeply for is in grave danger. I cannot find Darian and I dare not go to my brother.” 
  She rose smoothly and knelt before him, taking his hand in hers. “I will do what you ask of me, though I do not know what you expect of me.” Gently, he lifted her chin, looking into her eyes.  
  “I expect nothing but your loyalty,” he said so softly, she barely heard him. 
  “You already have it,” she replied, her heart hammering in her chest. 
  “I need to get to Limmin as quickly as possible. Will you accompany me?” 
  “What of the others?” 
  “I fear this cannot wait,” Kyler replied. 
  “What of the council ruling?” 
  “It will take some time to gather all that is needed. I will leave a note for Darian so he will know where to find us. Then we will return here and go meet with the dwarves.” 
  “What of your father? Will he approve?”  
  “I do not have the time to waste. Will you go with me?” he asked, his face close to hers.  
  “Yes. I will go with you,” she replied, turning away. “I must pack a few things.” But he was already gone. Hurriedly, she changed and threw some clothes and other things into her haversack and went in search of the handsome prince. She went to his room, but he was not there. She found him slipping a note under Darian’s door.  
    
  Darian waited until he was sure the elf prince was gone. Canceling his invisibility spell, he went to the door and picked up the note. He read it thoroughly, smiling to himself. Things could not have worked out better, thought the Mage. This would give him the time to do the things he had planned. Then, maybe he would meet up with Kyler and Nephraete.  
  Stroking his chin, deep in thought, he did not regret ignoring Kyler’s summons. What he had planned was much more important.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
      
  Morphindinaetlus followed the Mage’s trail. He would not be deterred. The Mage was crafty, intelligent, and a worthy opponent. He used his magic sparingly. The dragon could smell it, taste it in the air. He hungered to bleed the Mage dry. He would then be powerful indeed! To have control over his own magic alone, he was formidable, add the Mage’s magic as well and he would be unstoppable.  
  An otherworldly hunger ravaged his belly. Passing over a small farming community, he swooped down great and terrible, gathering two large cows in his claws. After finishing his grisly feast, he flew on toward the city of Marubiel. 
 Stopping outside the city, he changed his form into Kyler’s, and gained access to the city. The scent of the Mage was growing fainter as it had been days since they had been here. His dragon senses were keen, akin to the elves, though in some things his were far superior. He followed the Mage’s trail back to the Platinum Pony and went inside. A serving girl caught sight of him and sauntered over, hips swaying.  
  “Did you change your mind? Are you gonna take me up on my offer?” she asked huskily, wrapping her arms around his neck. Her sweet perfume was intoxicating, her hands all over him.  
  His arousal was complete and immediate. He crushed his borrowed lips to hers, drinking her life force slowly, so she would not be aware.  
  The polymorph spell was powerful; he owned the body of the elf. She took who she thought was Kyler back to her room. As he made love to her, he felt the ebb and flow of her life in his hands, power coursing through him. When his lust was sated, her lifeless husk he cast away like so much refuse. He waited until he heard footsteps in the hall, making sure other patrons saw Kyler leaving the wench’s room. Humans are so easy to manipulate, he chuckled softly to himself. Soon he would have not only the Mage, but the elf prince as well. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
     
  Darian called up a gate and stepped quietly from the elven homeland into another plane of existence. A difficult task bypassing the elves magical wards and protective magic. It felt good to be home, it had been a long time. His tower was severely warded. No one had tried to breach it while he’d been gone. Good, he thought, they have not found me yet. He relaxed as much as a Mage of The Order ever did. He flung himself on his huge soft bed, throwing his pack to the floor. When he finished making his list of things to gather, he slipped into meditation. When he awoke, he felt refreshed and relaxed, his spells replenished. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  The Dark Mage sat in his study alone, cowl pulled close, hiding his identity. Casting a spell of far-seeing, that was magically tuned to whoever or whatever he wished, he spied the dragon in elf form, coupling with a human. She rode him harder than the Knights of Shorlan rode their mounts into battle. He watched as the dragon drained her very life and then sent a telepathic command to the creature. Sensing the communication, the dragon’s head shot up. It was uncanny how much he looked like the elf, even the color of his eyes!  
  “How do we stand?” the Mage sent, a hint of amusement in his voice.  
  “I am closing in, only days behind them. The Mage uses his magic very sparingly. I know they were here, she recognized Kyler,” Morphindinaetlus said with a sneer, nodding to the lifeless form on the floor. 
  “Keep me informed,” the Mage replied, releasing the spell. He sat back in his chair, folding his hands before him. He knew the Mighty wyrm had his own motives, but as long as they did not interfere with his own plans, he did not care. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Casting a gate spell, Darian left his tower, his supplies stored safely in his magical haversack. He was careful not to use his magic unless a situation demanded it. The enemy and any other magical being would feel it.  
  He had a difficult road ahead of him, a dangerous one indeed. He was secure in the knowledge that the elf did not know where he was and could not follow. As much as he would like the elf’s assistance, it was far too dangerous. Darian could not risk Kyler coming to Mogan Dar and possibly finding out more truths that he would rather keep hidden. He made sure that he cast his gate several miles outside the elves’ community, so as not to alert the border guard.   
 He wore the robes of his order now, cowl pulled close. He needed the benefits it gave him. No weapon could pierce the magical hide. It was also immune to all but the most powerful spells. His Shryvven would grant him invisibility should he will it to do so. 
  He was not afraid, though he did miss the elf’s companionship. It would be a long, dark road without him. However, he had been through much worse. Like his teaching, training, and the tests. That was something he was not prepared to share with Kyler, though he knew the elf was curious. Maybe someday he would tell him… but for now…  
  He thought of Tynuviel, how good she felt in his arms, her lips on his. When this was all  
  over, assuming he did not die, he would take her to his tower and make love to her for days. Then a curious thought struck him, what if she doesn’t want me then?  
  What would he do if she were with Trighton? Pain knifed through his heart at the realization that she may lose interest. Gods! He thought, life can be so complicated! He would have to take his chances. For her, he would walk through fire, with his Shryvven, because it would protect him of course. That didn’t lessen his commitment, did it?  
  He heard riders approaching. Willing his cloak to make him invisible, he dove in the tall grass off the side of the road. When the riders appeared, Darian relaxed a bit. There were only two, but… One was a bard, perhaps a traveling minstrel. He had several instruments tied down to his horse.  
  The other was the one Darian watched closely. He had a manner about him; the way he carried himself. Nothing escaped his dark gaze. The horses stopped right where the Mage was hiding. If he were a damned human, he would be nervous, covered in sweat. He was neither. He was a Mage of The Order. He feared nothing.  
  The tall stranger with the dark, calculating eyes jumped from his mount and began searching the area. He sniffed the air, bent low to inspect the earth, sifting it through long, slender fingers.  
  Somehow, he was on Darian’s trail, following it all the way back to where he emerged from the gate. This set the Mage’s teeth on edge. He called to mind several powerful spells, readying them just in case.  
  “What is it Mord…” began the minstrel, but the other cut him off.   
  “Never speak my name aloud!” said the other, storm clouds brewing behind his eyes.  
  “What have you found?” asked the minstrel contemptuously. 
  “Magic, don’t you feel it? Taste it in the air? There is a Mage around here. He cannot be far. Let us follow his trail; it leads to gold I’m sure.” 
  “Will you try to pick his pockets then?” asked the minstrel, mirth dancing in his eyes.  
  So, thought Darian, a thief; for that was surely what the tall one was; and a minstrel. What an odd couple, he smirked at the thought. What were he and Kyler, if not an odd pair as well? 
   How could a mere thief have sensed his presence? Only another magical being should have been able to do so. Darian cast a simple cantrip at the thief. If he was cloaked in illusion, Darian would know. His spell revealed nothing.  
  Darian ground his teeth in frustration, cursing under his breath. He could not cast another gate spell. He was not totally familiar with this area. A Mage must know his starting point and his destination or risk certain death.  
  In his time at Piri-Tuma, he’d been witness to many Mage’s mistakes. One he remembered  
  clearly. The Master was ordered to cast a gate spell to Al-Dan-Tir. He did so, however, he miscalculated his end point and his upper body merged with a rock. The Order of course, left him there to die. It was his stupidity that killed him, they said. They were better off without such a weakling. 
 The thief moved slowly, studying the ground intently. “He must not have come down this way. I see no tracks, no sign of his passing. Damn magic users!” the thief cursed.  The Mage chuckled to himself. The time he spent with the elves had surely benefited him.  
  Of a sudden the sky darkened, the sun blotted out by a huge shadow. Darian looked skyward and saw… Morphindinaetlus! The dragon was circling in the sky searching… searching… for him, the Mage knew.  
  The minstrel and the thief jumped into the tall grass, an elbow’s reach from the Mage. The horses stomped their hooves, screeching in dismay, until the minstrel was able to calm them down.  
  Above, the dragon roared in anger, then flew north and quickly disappeared. Out of danger now, the two riders rode off heading west, coming very close to the elves’ border.  
  As he relaxed, the Mage laughed at the irony of the situation. If they only knew how close they had been to their goal. Invisible still, the Mage emerged from the tall grass, and kept going. Morphindinaetlus must have been close to sense his magic. Damn it! He thought. I must be more careful!  
  He knew what he had to do once he was in Mogan Dar, but was loathe to do it. Delvishan had warned him to stay away, but he needed information. They would never look for him right under their very noses. The Mages had become arrogant and sloppy. All he knew was that one of his own was after him. He did not know their identity. He did not know whom he could trust. He needed to talk to Aganor, his mentor and the highest-ranking Mage of his order. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Branson Thundershield sat on his throne, his dwarven attendants surrounding him. He was sampling a batch of ale his clan had brewed and after twelve tankards, he was quite sure he liked it. He was a young king, not quite one hundred yet. His father had been killed in a goblin raid several years ago, and he had held the throne ever since.  
  He was troubled though; Stryker and Kibblewolf had just returned from Al-Dan-Tir and reported seeing signs of heavy goblin activity. Already, he ordered his clan to shore up the defenses and begin preparing for war. He knew it was only a matter of time. Had he known the scope of it, he would have been more troubled.  
  He contemplated sending a detachment to the elves, but thought better of it. He knew magic guarded their ancient forest home. The dwarves would never get there; the magical wards would kill them before they were able to reach Galavad. Still, he felt it was his duty to do something. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Kyler and Nephraete slipped away at deep night, making their way quickly and silently past the night watch. Their elven cloaks made them invisible, blending them with the night’s shadows.  
  Passing through the wards, he concentrated on blending them in with the magic. He knew the secrets of the magic and how to manipulate it. This knowledge served him well now.  
  Nephraete remained by his side, clutching his hand in silence. He sensed she had an idea of what he was doing and was grateful she did not speak. Her small hand felt good in his, cool against his hot flesh.  
  Once they were through, he did not let go of her hand and she did not ask for its release. They kept their cowls up and kept to the shadows. The less they were seen, the better. They had agreed that they should keep on the move as much as possible and not stay at any inns along the way. 
  They did not need much rest; they were not humans, after all. They carried only what they needed to get to Limmin. Kyler led her to a secluded spot where he had previously tied two horses. They moved swiftly as there was no one about at such a late hour.  
 They arrived near Mishkalan under a cloud heavy sky. They went out of their way to avoid the town. They could not spare any time for distraction.  
  Kyler’s apprehension grew with each league the horses covered. He chided himself for his uncustomary behavior. He was an elf! He should not let things get to him like this. He could barely concentrate. He knew he should only be thinking of Destiny, but Nephraete was looming large in his thoughts. This time, if Destiny would not leave with him, he would make sure she was safe before returning home.  
  It had taken weeks to reach Kiri A’ Nouell. They had been in the elven homeland close to two months now. The need to see her again and make sure she was alright nearly overwhelmed him. They were far enough from Mishkalan that Kyler felt it was safe to stop and rest the horses.  
  Kyler took note of the changing of the season. The Plains, once lush with the life of summer, were now preparing for the onslaught of the long winter months ahead. It was late summer and autumn would be upon them before they returned to Kiri A’ Nouell. Farmers were preparing for the last harvest of the year and the scent of pumpkin spice was in the air.  
  The grass, once green, now had turned a sickly yellow. The trees were beginning to shed their leaves for the cold months coming. Only the coniferous trees retained their bounty.  
  Nephraete watched him closely, easily reading the emotions that were flitting across his handsome face. How she wanted to take him in her arms! To tenderly kiss his brow and wipe away his despair. For she knew what they would find when they arrived at their destination. She had seen it. Sometimes, she hated her ability and felt it was a curse. Few would desire to make a life with her, even among her own people. In fact, T Ama’ Ro took their Crebellan as their lover.  
  She was sure the handsome prince was different, though she knew his heart belonged to another. Yet, of all people to accompany him, he had chosen her. When she looked up, he was looking at her, eyes cloudy with indecision. Her heart reached out to him, but she did not know what to do. 
  He stood, walked over to her and sat beside her. Her heart hammered in her chest, sounding loud to her ears. He took her hand in his, saying nothing for some time. She did not want to ruin the moment; her skin came alive at his touch. He made her feel things she never thought were possible. She was in love with him, she knew, and it pained her because it was unrequited. Their friendship grew as the days flew past, but it was not what she wanted. She wanted so much more!  
  How ironic, she thought. I can see so many things, catch glimpses of others’ lives, but my own future remains unknown to me. Kyler let his fingertips gently stroke her hand. Somehow, fate had brought them together, they could not stay away from each other and yet… Tenderly, he touched her face, looking deep into her eyes.  
  “Nephraete… I’ve done something incredibly rash, I…” he trailed off putting his head in his hands. The moment was gone now, the spell broken. 
  The inner turmoil that consumed him was unbearable. He was tormented with every moment spent in Nephraete’s presence and yet, he wouldn’t have it any other way. Over the days they had spent traveling together, Kyler had begun to harbor deeper feelings than mere friendship for the seer. He was unable to reconcile what he was feeling. He’d been so sure he was in love with Destiny and yet, when he looked at the seer, he knew he’d been mistaken.  
  “I fell in love with a young girl and asked her to marry me. Father was so upset. I’ve never seen him so angry! If he knew where we were right now… I just have an overwhelming feeling that she needs me. That if I don’t hurry… If something happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself.” 
   “Never, is a long time for an elf.” The seer replied, without a trace of humor in her voice.  
 “Indeed. We should keep moving. We’ve still a long way to go.” Wordlessly, they rode on. 
  Nephraete could not help but wonder what could have passed between them, what she wanted most to happen. She felt a part of him wanted it as well. But he was fighting it, he was committed to Destiny. She admired him for it and hated herself for feeling what she did. They rode in silence for some time, neither knowing what to say. The day was chill, the sun did not emerge, and before long, it began to rain, slow and steady. 
  Days passed them by in much the same manner, until one day the sun emerged from behind the clouds. They were nearing their destination. They were so close now that Kyler’s anxiety began to show. Something’s wrong, he thought. Nothing felt right. His surroundings were telling a story, but he was too absorbed in his own fears to pay any heed. 
  The town of Limmin appeared on the horizon, a dark stain against the clear blue sky. Kyler gently pressed his knees against his horse’s flesh, galloping toward the town. Thick black smoke rose in the sky, blotting out the sun. The Copper Bottom was heavily damaged, much of the roof gone, burned. The fields and crops were gone as well. The smoky air held a tinge of magic to the sensitive elves’ nostrils. 
  “Morphindinaetlus! He’s been here,” the handsome elf exclaimed. At the sound of Kyler’s voice, Shermin turned and met his gaze. There were tears in his eyes as he wrung his hands, giving an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Kyler urged his horse onward, to Destiny’s cottage. 
  What he found there knocked the wind from his lungs. The once bright, warm cottage was cold and lifeless; an empty shell. Kyler felt evil here, it was palpable. Briefly, he hesitated before crossing over the threshold. The dragon had been here as well; the inside was destroyed by an unnatural fire.  
  Tears he was not even aware he was shedding traced a path through the ash smudged on his face. When he found Destiny’s body, it was only recognizable by the ring on her finger, his ring. He gently removed it from her crisp flesh to place it on his left index finger. Her belly was torn; it appeared as if something had been removed… Frantically, his eyes searched the gloom until… There, tucked in the corner, he saw it; a cradle with a small still form. His mind reeled. This was his child!  
  “No!” The scream that erupted from him tore the Magical Fabric. Every magical being within five leagues could feel the disruption.  
  The scream rent Nephraete’s heart, leaving her ears ringing. She wanted to go to him, but felt Kyler needed distance right now. Her vision had not prepared her for this, and her own eyes burned as hot tears fell freely. Nephraete’s heart ached in time with Kyler’s. This was a terrible, dark deed. It was unthinkable. She could not fathom the depth of the prince’s pain.  
  He sunk to the floor amidst the filth and wept uncontrollably, his shoulders shaking with the force of it. Nephraete could stand it no longer. She went to him, holding him as he wept. His arms encircled her waist and he held her close. After a long while, he stopped crying but did not let go of her.  
  “This is my fault. I should have taken her with me,” he whispered so softly, her sharp ears barely caught it. She pushed him back gently to look into his eyes. 
  “This was not your fault. You cannot be everywhere, elf prince. You cannot possibly stop all of the evil in this world.” She stood, then clasped his hand and helped him rise.  
  “Come, let us put them to rest and do the elven Rites of Passage,” she said, not letting his hand go.  
  Kyler dug the graves while Nephraete spoke the words in their ancient tongue. Then she danced and sang while Kyler wept. It was almost dark when they were finished. Shermin stood watching them, drying his tears with a soft cloth. 
 “They came upon us five nights past. The dragon burned our crops and anythin’ else in his path. They was lookin’ fer you and the Mage. They would not believe we did not know what’d become o’ you. Even had we known, we never woulda’ told ‘em. Pure evil, that. By the time I know what they was doin’, well, it was too late now. I got here, the house burnin’ ‘n all. I tried to get inside but the heat… n’ I call t’ her, no answer. Took almost two full days for the fire t’ die out n’ I went inside n’ found ‘em both. I left things the way they was. I had a feeling you’d be back. I’m sorry boy. Boy, now there’s a funny thing. I call you boy and you’re probably double my age at least. Well, that’s that then. I should get back, rebuilding n’ all. You’re always welcome Kyler, if ever you’re in these parts again. Ma’am,” he acknowledged Nephraete, clasped Kyler’s hand and left for the Copper Bottom. 
  Kyler knelt by the gravesite. She could hear him whispering softly, but she dared not intrude. He drew his belt knife and slid the keen blade across the flesh of his hand, letting the blood drip to the ground. Nephraete stayed back, giving him his privacy. Nothing she could do for him, nothing she could say, could ease the pain of his loss. She could be there for him when he needed to talk, to be a friend and maybe someday, when his heart was mended, his lover.  
  “Nephraete, thank you for coming with me. I don’t know what I would have done had I been alone. You’re a good friend,” he knelt in front of her, clasping her hand. He raised it to his lips and kissed it tenderly.  
  “There’s no reason to stay here now, we should return home,” he told her. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  “Where could he be? I hope he has not done anything rash. If he’s gone after that girl I’ll…” the king’s argument was cut off by his wife. 
  “You’ll what? He can take care of himself. Would you rather he let her die?” 
  “Yes, I would. He is to be Ac Quay’ A one day and he needs to start being more responsible.”  
  “Do you hear yourself? Letting innocent people die, that’s being responsible? If he’s to be king, isn’t his responsibility to protect the innocent?” she asked, trying to reason with her husband, who was visibly upset. “We must assume that Darian is with him, he would not have left without him.” 
   “Then the Mage is gone as well?” the king asked, surprised.  
  “He has not been seen for several days. In fact, they both disappeared around the same time. They have been inseparable since they met. What do you think we should do?” Tiriel asked. 
  “There is not much we can do, but wait for them to return. Kyler is leading the expedition, that’s why I am so angry. His responsibility is to his people first. What is he thinking, running off after that girl? For surely that is where he would have gone. He is an elf! His duty is to Kiri A’ Nouell!” the king finished heatedly. 
  “We must trust our son, Galavad. He must have his reasons; it was important enough to him that he snuck away.” 
  “He should have said something.” 
  “Look at your reaction, so angry and he knows it. He won’t confide in you. Not about her.” The king was defeated and he knew it, so he drew her close and held her tight. 
    
  Tynuviel sat on the ground, knees drawn up, staring out at the waterfall. She knew Darian was no longer in the forest, she could feel his absence and it made her feel empty and cold inside.  
  “You’re hard to track down. I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Trighton said as he sat down next to her. They sat like that for some time, saying nothing. They had become very close friends and needed no words. After some time, Trighton put his arm around Tynuviel and pulled her close. She put her head on his shoulder, snuggling against him. 
 “I’m sorry about the way I’ve been acting. You never promised me anything. I know you’re in love with the Mage. I was just hoping…  I’m upset and things are really complicated now when they shouldn’t be.” 
  “I know. I just wish he would confide in me. I wish we could be together. He said maybe when this is all over, but why not now? Trighton, I’m so sorry about the other day. What happened between us can never happen again,” she said quietly. 
  “I want you to be happy. I wanted it to be with me, though. I should have known better. It’s been a long time. How long you gonna’ wait?” asked Trighton, a slight edge to his voice. 
  “As long as it takes, I guess,” replied Tynuviel. 
  It was very late when Trighton helped her up and hand in hand, they walked to her apartment.  
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  As night fell, Darian was approaching his destination. He cast several powerful spells of protection on himself, leaving the most powerful for last. He went slowly so he would make no mistakes. As if he was capable of such a thing. He wove in contingency plans should certain things come to pass. He did not know who was after him or whom he could trust, so he felt it was better not to go to Piri-Tuma.  
  He approached the gates of Mogan Dar, cowl pulled close. He felt certain he could slip in unnoticed. He knew the password. He doubted they’d changed it. The Order was too arrogant. They posted Journeymen to watch the gates and check any visitors or merchants. But not the Mages. They could come and go as they pleased. They went through a different gate where they must utter the password to enter. He whispered the password then held his breath, waiting.  
  The gate opened, admitting the rogue Mage. He made his way to the far east side of the city via a street named for a previous Shangmarrum, Falcose Dordinon.  
  The grey stone building was four stories high with windows on three sides of its outer walls. He went to his rooms that he kept here in case he returned. These were also heavily warded. No one had been here since he left, all his wards were still in place. They must not have looked for me too hard, he thought.  
  He cast a minor cantrip and all the dust disappeared. From here, he could safely spy and try to find out who was in league with the dragon. For now, though, he threw his things on a leather chair and lay down on his big soft bed. Moments later, he slipped into Ru Nay’ Sha.  
  In his trance-like state, his mind roamed free and he thought of Tynuviel. Gods she was beautiful! He burned with desire for her. Since the first time he laid eyes on her, he knew he wanted her. Being a Mage of The Order had its privileges, and Darian had his share of beautiful women. That was one of the benefits to their highest-ranking Mages. Darian always had plenty of women to pleasure him and cater to his every whim. 
 Tynuviel was different. He was in love with her, though he knew he had done a piss poor job of showing her. Once he could straighten out his life, he would do nothing but show her, if it was not too late.     
  If Trighton got in his way, he would burn him to ash. The mere thought of the handsome elf angered him. Of all the elves in the forest, why did Trighton have to pick the one he was in love with? Sometimes, he thought Trighton did it on purpose just to spite him.     
  Darian knew the elf was jealous of Kyler’s friendship with him. He knew that Trighton felt spurned by his childhood friend. Kyler had chosen an outsider. A Ni’ Kulana. The Mage and the elf had become close. Closer than any of Kyler’s other friends.  
  What would he do if Tynuviel loved Trighton? He could hardly blame her. He hadn’t given her any reason not to. He pushed her away every time she tried to get close. It was instinct, he told himself, but he knew this wasn’t so. He was terrified! He had never been in love before and it unnerved him. He didn’t know how to act, what to say. Every time she was near him, his thoughts scattered and he was unable to concentrate.  
  Many women were a part of his life at one time or another. But they were just physical relationships, no love involved, at least not on his part. There was more to it than that and he knew it. Their love was forbidden. If The Order found out, her life was forfeit. They would stop at nothing to see him dead as well. They would not take this lightly. This was something he shared with no one. He was willing to give up everything for her, The Order, his prestige, everything. But a Mage did not just walk away from The Order. There were repercussions… 
  Sometimes he felt foolish for pushing her away. Would it have been so bad if he had made love to her that night? Something deep inside him kept restraining him. Damn the visions! Damn the Mages! Damn the whole Order! 
  Awareness returned to him abruptly, his eyes opened and he readied a spell. There it was again, a soft shuffling noise. Quietly, he rose from the bed and moved to the door. A faint odor of perfume and Darian knew who it was. 
  “Darian, are you there? It’s me, Gayla. Please, if you’re in there, I need to talk to you,” she  
  whispered.  
  Darian did not want to let her in, but he needed information. Gayla had been his favorite girl, and he suspected she wanted more than talk. He cast three minor cantrips in rapid succession. The first to see if she was alone. Second, to see if there were any magical items on her person. And lastly, to see if anyone was spying on her. 
  He opened the door to admit her. The room was dark; he made a small gesture lighting a candle to chase away the night’s shadows. When she could see, and was sure it was he, she threw herself into his arms. He could feel her firm breasts crushed against his chest. 
  “I’ve been so worried about you! No one has been talking. They won’t speculate on what happened. No one knows where you are. I took a chance coming here. Please protect me. They’re trying to kill me.” She kissed his neck, sliding her hands over his body with practiced ease. When she tried to kiss him again, he stopped her. 
  “Gayla, please stop. Much has changed since last we met. I’m not the same man.” 
  “You’re as handsome as ever, and you feel the same to me,” she said with a wicked grin, as she slid her hand between his legs. “Ooh, someone hasn’t been taking very good care of you,” she purred, sliding out of her dress with lust shining in her eyes. 
  “I’ve missed you Darian,” she whispered, lying down on the bed where they made love so many times before. 
  “Get dressed,” he said more gruffly than he’d intended. “I need information. What you do not know, you will find out for me,” he said, throwing her clothes on the bed. 
 “What’s going on Darian? You never turned me down before. Don’t you want me? How long has it been since you made love? I know you cannot go long without the touch of a woman.” 
  “Not this time Gayla. Just information. I told you, I’m not the same man,” he said forcefully, anger clouding his vision. He did not understand why he was so angry, though he found it difficult to refuse her charms. It had been so long… 
  She dressed slowly, a pout forming on her beautiful face. He was tempted to give in to her allure. Gods knew it had been too long already. For all he knew, Tynuviel and Trighton could be together right now. He watched her smooth, heart-shaped ass as she bent to put her slippers on. He almost, almost went to her then. It took all his control to restrain himself. He wanted Tynuviel, not this wench. He would save his energy for her.  
  If Trighton got in his way, he would change his religion. This brought a smile to the Mage’s face. 
  “What do you wish to know?” she asked as she sat in the leather chair, crossing her long, curvaceous legs.  
  “Who’s after me?” he asked, sitting across from her.  
  “What are you talking about?”  
  “Someone is looking for me. Who?” 
  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. No one knows what happened to you, and no one talks about it. It’s almost like you never were. Someone is working very hard to keep your disappearance quiet.”  
  Maybe that’s why his place had been left untouched. He asked her many more questions, some she knew the answers to and some she did not. The room grew quiet as Darian contemplated all that she had told him.  
  She rose from her chair and glided across the floor to straddle him. She kissed his neck, nibbled his ear. She ran her tongue across his lips as he opened his mouth. At first, she thought he might yell at her. Instead, he kissed her. The kiss became urgent, demanding and she moaned softly as he ran his hands over her bottom. He slid the dress off her shoulders, exposing her bare breasts. He kissed them hungrily, sliding his hand between her legs. She undid his shirt, running her hands over his tightly muscled frame.  
  He opened his eyes freezing in shock as he saw Gayla, eyes clouded with passion. What the hell was he doing? He had been thinking of Tynuviel and almost betrayed her. What he had done already was bad enough. He stood abruptly, dumping Gayla on the floor as he adjusted his trousers. 
  “Get out,” he said in a harsh tone. 
  “But…” she began. 
  “Get out!” he commanded her, a hint of magic in his words. Hurriedly, she threw herself together and ran out, not even bothering to shut the door behind her. 
  He closed the door and drew himself a bath, needing to get her scent and the feel of her off him. Afterwards, he felt normal again, more himself. He tore the sheets off the bed and put fresh ones on. Only then was he able to relax.  
  He sat down in his leather chair. From his haversack, he extracted a large opal and set it on a chrome stand, which was covered with runes and symbols. 
  He cast a spell and the stone glowed with soft light. The milky orb cleared, revealing the halls of Piri-Tuma. He saw Mortin, a truly mediocre journeyman, coming down the hall. He still had not become a Mage.  
  Darian had come into training and soared through the ranks, becoming the most powerful Mage the school had ever produced. Mortin was right where he had been when Darian began his training so long ago. Mortin hated Darian and was jealous of everything he had accomplished. Darian followed him down the hall to Aganor’s study. He knocked and waited patiently for admittance. 
  “Mortin, please sit,” said the highest-ranking Mage of Darian’s order. “Have you learned  
  anything of Darian’s disappearance?” he asked with a hint of contempt in his voice.  
 “No Master,” said Mortin with the proper amount of respect and humility.  
  “It is very important that we find him. The Dregian order needs his strength and expertise. Without him, our order will fall from first place for the first time since its creation. It is imperative that we find him, and quickly. You have three days to turn up some new information or there will be serious consequences. You are dismissed.”   
  Mortin left, grumbling about the unfairness of the situation. Darian smiled at the other’s discomfort, returning to Aganor’s study. 
   Aganor sat at his desk, one hand stroking his chin deep in thought. He cast his fingers over the orb on his desk, uttering the command word. Darian knew he had nothing to worry about; his wards and protective magic were far superior to anything Aganor had. Aganor’s only hope was to catch Darian unaware, for he was beginning to suspect his mentor. 
  “Show me where Darian is,” he commanded the orb. The orb remained cloudy. “Curse it! Where is he! Damnation!” he cursed. “I must find him before it’s too late.” There was a knock on his door.  
  “Enter,” he said. A woman entered, locking the door behind her. Aganor swept everything from his desk as she sauntered over to him. He kissed her as he put his hands on her slender waist, easily lifting her to put her on his lap. At this, Darian cut the connection. He was not a pervert after all. 
   What was he thinking leaving Kyler, the forest, and more importantly, Tynuviel? He wanted to go back, but he had found out nothing yet. He needed to know what they were up against, and going back would not tell him. He was exhausted, he had traveled for days, it was late and he was tired. He was so tired he felt he could sleep like a damned human. He undressed and lay down, quickly slipping into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  There was no fanfare as Kyler and Nephraete returned to Kiri A’ Nouell. They did not return in secret. The Monarch would already know of their absence by now.  
  “Kyler, where have you been?” asked Asa, calling down from the outpost. 
  “They’re dead Asa! Morphindinaetlus burned the town. He burned them both, tore the baby from her and…”  
  “Kyler, what are you talking about? What’s happened?” asked Asa, concerned, running down to Kyler. Then he realized what had happened and he grabbed Kyler, hugging him close.  
  “I’m sorry little brother. I know you loved her. Father told me, he was so angry with you. I told him to let you be. If you love her, then he should be happy for you. The council… Where is Darian?” asked Asa, looking around.  
  “We left him a note. We couldn’t find him before we left… He’s not here?” asked Kyler, alarmed, a cold dread filling him. 
  “No. He disappeared around the same time as you. We haven’t seen him in weeks.” 
  “Nephraete, I have to go. I know where he has gone and he’ll need me.” 
  “Kyler, you can’t go after the Mage. We have to meet with the dwarves. Father is already upset and he wants you before the council now.” 
  “Now?” he asked, shocked.  
  “He said immediately upon your return. Besides, this time you’re not going to leave me behind,” said Asa, putting his arm around his little brother.  
  When Galavad entered the council room, Kyler saw the storm clouds in his eyes. He met his father’s glare and did not look away. Nephraete sat beside Kyler, squeezing his hand under the table, lending what support she could.  
  “Kyler, please tell this council what you felt was so important that you defied the ruling and haven’t been seen in weeks,” the Monarch said sternly.  
  Kyler stood, telling them in painful detail all that he and Nephraete had witnessed. Tears ran freely down his cheeks, though somehow, he forced the words out. 
 “Enough! Direct your questions to me. He should not be made to relive these horrible events,” said Nephraete, angry with Galavad for making an example of his son.  
  All eyes turned to look at her. The room was silent, shocked. Kyler’s story and Nephraete’s reaction were enough to soften the Monarch’s visage.  
  After the meeting, Nephraete asked Kyler back to her room for a drink. Once they were sitting on her divan, Kyler spoke. 
  “Nephraete, thank you for everything. What you did back there…” he trailed off, picking up Nephraete’s hand in his. “I’m so thankful that you were there for me. I don’t know what I would have done…” 
  “Kyler… I… You would have done the same for me. Friends are always there for each other,” she finished lamely, unable to look him in the eye. She felt hot and her pulse quickened at his touch. He turned her face so he could see her.  
  “I get the feeling you want to tell me something. You can tell me anything. You know that, don’t you?” 
  “Not this Kyler. Not now, the timing’s not right. Maybe it never will be.” 
  “Nephraete… If things were different…” he squeezed her hand and stood to leave and her heart fell. At the door, he turned, kissing her forehead. Then he was gone. 
  Calisha returned soon after. He was distressed at Nephraete’s condition. But the only thing he could do was comfort her.  
  Nephraete threw herself on her bed and cried until she had no tears left. The pain in her heart was unbearable. Why did she ever have to see his face? Fate was a cruel master. Was she to live her life alone? Had coming here changed nothing? Maybe she should just go back home. The thought of Kryndale did not sit well with her though. No. She did not want to be separated from Kyler. She believed there was hope still. She must pull herself together. She scrubbed her face and changed her clothes, then finally drank her wine. 
  There was a knock on her door and her heart soared, thinking the elven prince had returned. Her shock was complete when she opened the door to see Galavad. It must have shown on her face by the king’s reaction.  
  “Nephraete, am I interrupting?” he asked, glancing around her room to see if she had company. Calisha remained hidden.  
  “Not at all. Please, come in,” she said, standing aside to admit him. Galavad was everything a leader should be. Tall and imposing, yet not severe. He was handsome and strong. It was easy to see where Kyler got his looks. Though in her opinion, Kyler surpassed his father.  
  “Please, make yourself comfortable,” she said, waving to the table and chairs.  
  “I wanted to talk to you about what you said earlier and what your intentions are toward my son. It’s plain to anyone paying attention that you love him,” he said with a warm smile.  
  “It is out of my hands. Now is not the time to burden him with this. He needs time to heal. He doesn’t need a lover right now; he needs a friend.” 
  “Do you want me to talk to him? Maybe he’ll see things differently. You would be good for him.” 
  “No, please don’t tell him. I’m glad you’re here though, I need to ask you for a favor.” 
  “If it is in my power, I will grant it.” 
  “You are very gracious. I would ask only that you allow me to stay here among you and your people.” 
  “Of course, you are welcome to stay as long as you wish. What of your father? Will he approve?” asked the Monarch.  
  “He will probably be very angry, but I do not wish to return home. The elves of Kiri A’ Nouell accept me. Among my own people, things are very different.” 
  “I see. You do not wish to be alone anymore. Why should you, a beautiful girl like you? 
  Give my son time. I’m sure he will fall in love with you. How could he not? You are very warm and caring.”  
 They sat and talked for some time and when at last he departed, she felt better than she had in weeks. She liked the king. She could speak frankly with him. He was a good man who cared deeply for his family and he seemed to want her to become a part of it. Well, she mused, it’s up to Kyler.  
    
  Kyler was distracted, and he knew Nephraete wanted to tell him something, but felt she could not trust him now. He thought he should know what it was. But he did not and it was driving him crazy.  
  Lately, he dreamt of her in Ru Nay’ Sha. He cared for her, but he was beginning to feel differently for her. He knew it wasn’t right. He just buried his girlfriend and his child. Could he be falling in love so soon? He did not know how to broach the subject with her and feared that she would be angry, maybe even disgusted. She was probably soon to wed anyway, perhaps upon her return home. At that thought, a huge empty space opened within him, swallowing up the loss of Destiny. His thoughts were muddled. He did not understand what he was feeling.  
  He stopped in his tracks, turned and went in the opposite direction. He wanted to talk to Tynuviel. Talking to her always helped him work things out. He heard noises on the other side of her door and smiled. She’s home, he thought. 
   He was about to knock when something he heard gave him pause. She was not alone. If it was not Darian… then that left… Trighton! Knocking rather loudly on her door, he was suddenly angry and not knowing why. He could hear muffled voices as something crashed to the floor.  
  “Just a minute,” Tynuviel said rather breathlessly. A few moments passed before his sister opened the door. 
  “Kyler! When did you get back? Everyone’s been looking for you.” She hugged him close and pulled him into her chambers, closing the door. He saw Tireniel pulling a shirt over his head and smoothing his hair, trying to make himself presentable. 
  He was so stunned he just stood there. Tireniel was not who he expected to see. He almost embarrassed himself with an uncharacteristic outburst, but noticed a practice sword in his hand. Things are not always as they seem, he reminded himself.  
  “What’s the matter Kyler? You seem a million miles away. Where have you been anyway?”  
  He told her everything, even how he was beginning to feel about Nephraete. He did not even remember when Tireniel had come to sit beside him. 
  “I don’t think she would be angry at all,” Tynuviel said, smiling at him.                                      “She loves you brother. It’s written all over her face whenever she looks at you. When she thinks no one is watching, that is.” She could see the surprise on his face and then his dazzling smile erupted. 
  “I feel guilty though.” 
  “Why, because you fell in love with two women? No one plans these things, they just happen. I didn’t mean to fall in love with Darian, it just happened. Tireniel here has been a good friend to me when I needed one. Just like Nephraete has been for you. I’m happy for you brother. Now go tell her and end her pain.” 
  “I don’t feel ready for that yet. It’s too soon, though a big part of me wants to. Maybe friendship for now… who knows what tomorrow holds?” 
  “Kyler, are we okay? You’re not mad at me, are you?” asked Tireniel. 
  “Of course not, why would I be?” 
  “When you came in, the look in your eyes…” 
  “I apologize. You better watch out when Darian returns though. If he gets the wrong idea, he’ll kill you,” he said, laughing as he ran off to see Nephraete. Tireniel turned to look at Tynuviel. 
 “He wouldn’t, would he?” he asked, afraid he might already know the answer.  
  “Yes, he probably would. He’s definitely the jealous type,” she said, smiling inwardly at the thought of Darian being jealous. 
    
  The vision came on suddenly, blinding her to everything else.  
    
  Darian was in a dark place, chained to the wall. He was being tortured, beaten. His lower lip was swollen; old blood smeared across his face. His head hung on his bare chest. His whole body was limp and lifeless, except for the slight rise and fall of his chest. A dark shadow entered the room to stand before him. She could tell he was casting a spell; she could feel the vibration of the Magical Fabric. They wanted his staff, but it was not in his possession. 
  She saw a building made of dark stone, a secret lock hidden to gain access. Inside a wall hidden by magic, lay a chest mechanically and magically trapped. Inside the chest were his staff and several other magical items he had left behind. He must have known they would come after him. The last thing she saw before darkness claimed her was Darian lifting his head saying, “Nephraete, help me.” 
    
  Kyler stood knocking on her door, growing worried when there was no answer. Against his better judgment, he went inside, hoping he did not walk in on her when she was bathing.  
  Well, he thought smiling, would that be so bad? He could think of worse things.  
  Then he saw her, crumpled on the floor. He ran to her, picked up her slender form and laid her gently on the bed. He forgot about what had brought him here. He put a cool wet cloth on her forehead; pouring some water in a cup should she need a drink when she awoke. He stayed by her side, holding her hand and changing the cloth on her forehead. Finally, he gave in to his exhaustion, slipping into the trance-like state of the elves. It was late in the night when she awoke, sitting up in bed.  
  “Kyler? What are you doing here? Where is Calisha? I… Darian! He’s in trouble. He sent me a message. I need to go to him.”  
  She is so beautiful, he thought. Her big violet eyes were bright and clear. Her lips were full and he imagined kissing them and… 
  “I found you on the floor, you must have collapsed. I did not see Calisha. Takasha! What of Darian? I won’t let you go without me. Tell me of the vision,” he said, clasping her hand tightly.  
  She told him everything, liking the feel of her hand in his. Something about him was different. He seemed relaxed, more at ease than she had ever seen him. 
  “We will all go. We need Darian and I do not wish to make the long journey without him. Chamlen is a good tracker, he can pick a lock faster than a master thief! Lorin is an accomplished mage, we’ll need his skills as well.”  
  “Whatever you think best Kyler. Calisha will be coming with me. We will benefit from his skills. You look exhausted. Go and rest, when you’re ready to leave, I will go with you.” 
  “Very well then,” he said, smiling. He stood, kissing her on the cheek, letting his lips linger near her ear. Then once again, he was gone.  
  She missed him already. She sensed there was something growing between them and the thought of it excited her. There would be no rest for her now. She rose to pack the things she would need, not wanting to make him wait when it was time to leave. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Darian awoke with a start, the Weave… a vibration… something wasn’t right. There was Dark Magic at work here.  
  Dark Magic. Everything The Order worked so hard to eliminate. He knew he was trapped and in trouble. His body would not heed his commands. He was frozen.  
 A dark shadow flitted across the room knocking things over and tearing open cushions. Searching for… something.  
  He felt he should know, but his mind was empty. There were gaps in his memory. He knew his identity, but not much more, it seemed. He could not call to mind a single spell. What in damnation was going on? Where was…?  
  He felt an urgent need to reach for something, but could not imagine what it would be. A thick wave of Dark Magical power struck Darian hard, knocking him back.  
  “Where is it?” Roared the dark shadow, and Darian could do nothing to stop the attack. One eye was swollen shut. Blood oozed from a deep gash on his forehead. His lower lip was swollen, cracked and bleeding. 
  “Take him with us! I will make him talk.” Darian felt himself lifted roughly. They carried him to the hallway, opened a gate and pushed him through first. A silly thought occurred to Darian. Why open the gate in the hallway and not in my chambers? 
  On the other side of the gate was blackness. He could not break his fall with his hands bound behind his back. He tumbled down a long flight of stone stairs to lie moaning in pain at the bottom. He was sure that at least one of his ribs was broken. 
  His captors laughed as they kicked him. One of them produced a whip, reveling in the power as the Mage’s skin tore open. He lost consciousness as they dragged him across the floor and chained him up to leave his legs dangling in the air. 
  “Humph! He doesn’t seem like such a badass now,” said a voice. 
  “Do not underestimate him, ever! He is the most powerful Mage The Order has ever seen,” said the stranger.  
  “If he’s soooo powerful, how were we able to capture him so easily?” asked a third voice.  
  “He does not concern either of you, just do as I say. Watch him closely and avoid contact with him or face my wrath,” said Darian’s captor.  
    
  He awoke to find himself encased in blackness. So, I’m still in this filth ridden pit, he thought. His nostrils burned from the stench and his stomach twisted with nausea. He clenched his jaw shut to keep from vomiting as the bile rose in his throat. He had no idea how long he had been out. But he knew one thing for sure; he knew whoever held him captive intended to see him dead. 
  Darian heard a key in the lock at the top of the stairs. He heard footsteps scraping the rough-hewn steps. He could barely see. His right eye was swollen shut; his left eye was only half-open. Bleary images swirled across his vision until the Dark Mage stood before him. He knew by his voice that it was not Aganor. Relief washed over him. 
  “You are conscious, this is good. We need to talk, you and I. If you tell me what I wish to know, I will kill you quickly and painlessly. If you do not, well then, it will take a long, long time. And there will be pain! End your suffering and tell me where the staff is,” the Dark Mage hissed in the blackness. 
  “I cannot tell you what I do not know,” Darian croaked. 
  “Where is it!” the Dark Mage howled in anger.  
  Darian spat on the ground and paid for it as a dark rod of power struck his jaw. This time, he spat out blood. Then he began to convulse, as the Dark Mage looked deep inside him. Hot needles of pain knifed into his brain. He clenched his jaw shut to keep from screaming. He did not want to give his captor the satisfaction. 
  He was a Mage of The Order. He understood pain. He was pain. His teaching and training helped him to absorb it and control it. He kept his mind blank so he would not give up any information. He detached himself from his body. It did not matter what they did to him as long as… what? 
 The Dark Mage rammed dark rods of power down Darian’s throat choking him until the Mage vomited. He did this repeatedly until Darian had nothing left in his stomach and sank into blissful unconsciousness only to be rudely awakened once more. 
  There were walls built up in his mind, carefully sectioned off and even he could not break them down. He knew he would die here eventually. They would not keep him around too much longer. For some reason that he could not comprehend, this made him sad. He experienced a sudden feeling of loss, of things yet to be accomplished. Then he succumbed to darkness. 
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  The company of elves and one human, set out to find Darian in Mogan Dar. Chamlen was scouting ahead. Asa and Shaz guarded their backs. Which left Kiel, Trighton, Lorin and Tireniel watching over Kyler, Tynuviel and Nephraete. Calisha stayed close to Nephraete. Chamlen could not be sure he could find a trace of the Mage’s passing. It had been weeks since Darian came through here. When the others caught up to him, Chamlen was inspecting the ground.  
  “I can’t be sure of much Kyler, these are weeks old, I’m sorry,” he said as he walked around looking for something… anything… that might explain what had become of Darian.  
  Kyler did not tell any of them that he knew why Darian had gone to Mogan Dar. He felt it was better to keep his friend’s secret. Nephraete was the only other who may know Darian’s reasons. He was glad she was with him. They had become close since their journey together and he valued her friendship and counsel.  
  He was full of conflicting emotions when he looked at her. Takasha! She was beautiful. She did not wear a dress anymore, but had taken to wearing tight fitting breeches that showed her sensuous curves. Kyler liked the way she looked no matter what she wore. He was not the only elf or man to take an interest in her though. Every eye was on her. 
  They continued on, concealing themselves only when necessary. They stopped only spar- 
  ingly. Everyone present felt the urgency of time, even Shaz who was the most likely to complain. They avoided the smaller towns and farms. They did not need any more attention drawn to them.  
  “When we get to Mogan Dar, how will we know where to go? We cannot just walk into Piri-Tuma and demand his release. We hold no sway there,” said Tireniel, his calm voice asking aloud the question that was in all their hearts. 
  “I’ll know where to go,” said Nephraete quietly. She had been acting strangely of late, but no one questioned her. They all respected her and knew that Kyler was her friend. They would not go against him.  
  At last, the day came when they neared Mogan Dar. They must be careful now and take all precautions. They pulled their cowls over their heads, becoming invisible. Slowly, deliberately, Nephraete guided them, hoping the Mages would not detect their presence.  
  She led them to the Mage’s gate where she spoke the password. Tense moments passed. Slowly, the gate swung inward to admit them, though only the seer was visible. Piri-Tuma sprawled across more than half of the city. By the looks of it, it housed thousands of would be Mages.  
  So, this is where Darian grew up, thought Kyler. He tried hard to imagine the life his friend had known here; what it must have been like for a young Darian. The immense building cast a huge shadow over the rest of the city. The pillars of Piri-Tuma bathed in the sunlight while the rest of Mogan Dar was cast in shadows. He looked at Piri-Tuma, dark and imposing, as it seemed to spread across the land like a plague, eating up everything in its path. It was plain that this was the city of Mages and only merchants were tolerated out of need. Separation between the kings of the city, the Mages, and the serfs, everyone else.  
 You could not stand in the square, in the shadow of Piri-Tuma and not feel awestruck. The power emanating from the school was palpable. Kyler could feel the pull on the Weave as thousands of spells were being cast at once. He swayed on his feet momentarily, trying to keep his balance.  
  They turned right on Falcose Street and followed it to a big building made from grey stone. She led them to Darian’s apartment. In low tones, she spoke a word to cancel the spell trap on the door. Someone had been here; the room was ransacked. Darian was not here, but his scent remained.  
  Nephraete seemed as if she were in a trance. She walked to the bedroom. There, concealed by magic, lay a portal. Again, she cast a spell, weaving her fingers over a spot in the wall. Kyler and Lorin exchanged stunned looks. She was T Ama’ Ro, not a Mage. Yet, here she was, using magic. And very powerful magic at that. She was undoing all the protective wards Darian had put in place. This was extremely dangerous because she was unskilled in magic. One misstep…  
   Inside the portal lay a chest protected by magical and mechanical traps. She unraveled the magic easily, looking to Chamlen. He stepped forward, disarming the traps quickly and moving back out of the way. 
  Nephraete did not hesitate to open the chest. All present gasped in astonishment at the contents. Lying on top, carefully wrapped in a soft cloth, was the Staff of Power. There were many magical items: an orb of some kind, several healing potions, several rings, a cloak, flasks of other potions and much more. Nephraete emptied the contents into an extra magical haversack and went to the closet. She folded some clothes and added them as well. They searched carefully, adding things they thought they might need. 
  “Kyler, I found her snooping around. What do you want done with her?” asked Asa, his belt knife on a woman’s throat. 
  “Who are you?” asked Kyler. 
  “Darian’s lover. He asked me to gather some information. Who are you?” she tried to sound like she wasn’t afraid, but failed. 
  “My name is Kyler. I am Darian’s friend.” 
  “What do you mean Darian’s lover?” asked Tynuviel angrily. 
  “A long time ago, before he left, we were lovers. I came here the other night and found him here. He told me things were different now. I tried to seduce him, but he pushed me away. Anyway, I haven’t been able to find out anything. I’m in hiding. If they find me, they’ll kill me for sure.” 
  “Who will?” asked Kyler. 
  “The Mages of course. I belonged to Darian. They would stop at nothing to kill me since he’s gone. Where is he?” she asked worriedly.  
  “I do not know. Be gone from here. Stay hidden until it is safe.” He released her and she fled back the way she came.  
  “What do you suppose that was about?” asked Asa. 
  “A peek into Darian’s troubled past,” remarked Kyler distractedly. 
  “It had better be his past,” said Tynuviel heatedly. 
  It was late when they arrived at the Mage School. Piri-Tuma was an imposing structure. It was very tall, pillar-like and made from black stone. The top of the building was oblong and from it jutted the banner pole. Hanging from the pole was the banner for Mogan Dar, a blood red background with a black staff in the center. There were three walkways, each more than ten feet above the last, connecting another pillar-like structure of Piri-Tuma.  
  It was dark and quiet. Chamlen got a window open and they crawled through. The halls were empty and silent. After much difficulty and searching, they found the door leading down  
  to the dungeons. Locked of course. 
  Chamlen could tell the lock had seen recent use. Someone had oiled it not too long ago. When he picked the lock, it made no sound. They descended the steep stairs quickly. Tireniel drew back his bowstring, letting an arrow fly taking a guard in the throat.     
 “What the…” another guard began, but Asa was already behind him, slitting the guard’s throat. They were hired mercenaries, not Mages, and this struck them all as odd. The Order would not use mercenaries, having no purpose for them since The Order prided themselves for their magic and cunning.  
  They searched quickly, but Darian was not here. The cells were empty and long out of use. Why would they be guarding an empty dungeon? 
  “I know he’s here… somewhere,” Nephraete sent her thought to the other elves. 
  “Yes, I feel his presence as well,” sent Tynuviel.  
  “Over here. There is a door concealed by magic leading to a lower level. It’s complex. It will take a while to unravel this,” sent Lorin. 
  They all stood by waiting. Trighton closely watched Tynuviel, but she would not acknowledge him. 
  Shaz watched them. It was obvious that Trighton wanted more than friendship with Tynuviel. He loved her and resented the Mage. She loved the Mage above all and thought she had lost him for sure now.  
  Something had changed between Kyler and Nephraete, neither seemingly aware of the other’s feelings. He wondered if it began on their excursion. The Monarch had been pissed!  
  Shaz decided he liked it here after all. The elves were great hosts and quite friendly, once you got to know them. He was well aware that it was extremely rare to allow outsiders into their homeland. 
  The women were perfect, each one more beautiful than the last. He had not had sex since coming to Kiri A’ Nouell, but was hoping on the return trip for better luck. He had seen no action for far too long and he was growing irritable.   
  Now he knew how Darian felt every day. Now there was an idiot. He had a stunningly beautiful woman hounding him for sex and he continuously turned her away. Maybe he likes boys, thought Shaz with a shudder, feeling sick to his stomach at the thought. He actually missed the Mage and the banter between them.  
  What he missed more though, was the feel of a good woman. Just thinking about sex made him stand at attention! When they found the Mage … if they found the Mage, he would knock some sense into him. If he let Tynuviel go, he was a bigger fool than Shaz thought, and Shaz thought a lot.  
  The bounty hunter knew nothing about Tireniel, had only met him as they departed Kiri A’ Nouell. Now, he was a chick magnet. He had long blonde hair, ice blue eyes, was tall, lean and had smooth, perfect features. Tireniel had tiny braids in his hair and they swayed to and fro’ as he shook his head. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear that they were communicating somehow. That just wasn’t possible… was it?               
  He tried to stay close to Chamlen. Shaz was a good tracker, but he knew he was out of Chamlen’s league. He could learn a lot from the elf. Chamlen read the signs effortlessly, sometimes without stopping. The elves were very light on their feet, sometimes seeming to glide over the ground. Only a superior tracker could follow the elves’ trail. 
  Shaz’ gaze flicked to Kiel, an elf he knew next to nothing about. He was tall, lean and handsome, as all elven males were. In his time in Kiri A’ Nouell, he had not seen him outside of the council chambers. Kiel and Kyler were looking at each other and Kiel nodded his head. Shaz was sure now that somehow, they were communicating. How, he did not know. Their lips and hands never moved. That left… No! It could not be! He would talk to Kyler as soon as was possible. 
  Light washed the room, shifting through the color spectrum. Apparently, Lorin had done it. Around the door was a magical arch, complete with ancient runes and symbols. The color of the arch changed every couple of seconds.  
  “Kyler, it’s ready. We must be careful. Only on blue should we enter. Any other color means disintegration. One at a time, and make sure you don’t touch the light or…” Lorin cautioned in low tones. Kyler motioned them all close.  
 “Lorin you should be last, to help make sure we all get through safely.” Lorin nodded.  
  One by one, the elves went through the portal, making it look easy, so swift and silent were they. That left Shaz, Kyler and Lorin. Kyler turned to Shaz. 
  “Bounty hunter,” Kyler said. “Are you ready?” Shaz nodded. He was ready. He had been watching the pattern of colors for a long time as each elf jumped through. Just as the color shifted to blue, Shaz leapt.  
  On the other side of the portal was a long flight of stairs. Kiel held a magical stone that bathed the small area in soft white light. The air was stale, close, and stank of waste and death.  
  Kyler emerged through the portal, followed a few moments later by Lorin. They all awaited the elf prince’s signal. No one was sure what they would find. Tynuviel in particular was on edge. She was worried that Darian may have perished. It certainly smelled as if somebody had.  
  They descended the stairs in single file with Kyler in the lead. It was a very large dungeon with only one room. Manacles and chains hung from the ceiling attached to the walls and floor. Bones littered the area. A whole skeleton lay sprawled in one corner. After careful inspection, there was only one person left alive, and he just barely. 
  Darian was completely unrecognizable. Only his filthy, soiled clothing gave him away. Shaz gasped in shock. He never thought Darian could be so vulnerable. His shirt was grimy and torn, leaving his sunken ribs exposed. He had lost much weight since being captive. Weight he could not afford to lose.  
  Tynuviel cried out, running to his side. His once handsome face, now badly bruised and cut, was unidentifiable. Both of his eyes were swollen shut, his mouth a torn mess. Chamlen came forward and Kyler eased Tynuviel out of the way. The elf tracker climbed a stack of crates to examine Darian’s shackles. After a few moments, Chamlen stepped back, shaking his head. 
  Lorin climbed up to examine the chains. Darian hung suspended from the ceiling, several inches off the ground. His chains would not open with a key. The locks were magical in nature.  
  “This will take a few moments. The locks are complex.” Lorin sent his thought to Kyler. 
  “Do it as quickly as you can. I fear our time is running short,” Kyler sent back with a sigh. 
  At last, the locks released their captive, and he fell into the waiting arms of Kyler and Shaz. Tynuviel took him in her arms, cradling his head in her lap. She went through her pack, looking for one of the healing potions that she’d found in Darian’s rooms. She cracked the wax seal and held it to his lips. He tried to open his mouth, but was unable to. She let a few drops fall on his lips and watched as they healed. 
  His smile lit the fires of her heart and she kissed him softly on his newly healed mouth. She held the bottle to his lips again and he drank greedily. She knew he would need at least one more potion of healing before being well enough to move. Nephraete handed her another vial. Most of the cuts and bruises healed now, but some of the more serious injuries remained. He was well enough to stand on his own with a little support, but Tynuviel clung to his side anyway. Nephraete came to Darian, put her thumbs on his eyelids and uttered an arcane phrase. 
  Everything came rushing back to him then. The vision he sent to Nephraete. The spells he cast on himself. The contingency spell that made him forget almost everything, including his love for the elf that held him so close.  
  He put his arm around her waist, holding her tightly. He cast a minor cantrip to clean him and his clothes and took Tynuviel in his arms. She looked into his eyes and a tear ran down her cheek. His mouth was on hers, entwined in an erotic dance that made her weak in the knees. 
  “Thank you,” he whispered into her ear. Then to the rest, “Time to go. Our welcome has just run out.” 
 Slicing his finger in the air, he opened a gate and they stepped from the dungeons of Mogan Dar to the elven forest. Once there, Darian collapsed, and again Tynuviel ran to him. In  
  his weakened state, transporting all of them had been too much for him. 
  “Lorin! Darian’s collapsed, see to him now!” She barked the order, her tone brooking no argument.  
  Lorin sprinted lightly over to them, extracting a magical stone and chanting in low tones as he passed the stone over the Mage’s body, healing all of his extensive injuries. Before her very eyes, Darian’s swollen face returned to normal. Muscles and broken bones knitted themselves back together. Lorin was thorough and made sure he missed nothing. When he was finished, he gave them their privacy.                             
  She stared down at the man she loved. He was so handsome, but he badly needed a bath and a shave. The beard he had grown while being a prisoner most certainly did not look good on him. As he lay unconscious, she bathed and shaved him, careful not to nick him. She put him in clean clothes that she retrieved from his pack. They could not leave until he was better, they needed him and he needed rest. They would be safe here. The magic of the elves protected them.  
  With her tasks complete, she kissed his lips tenderly, whispering in his ear that she loved him. She covered him with a blanket and went to find her brother.  
  Trighton watched her go and he gritted his teeth in frustration. He would lose her to the Mage, he had no doubt. He could not let that happen, he loved her. He thought about stabbing the Mage to damn death, but Tireniel and Kiel were ever watchful. 
  “Trighton, are you alright?” asked Tireniel, following his gaze. “She sure is beautiful, isn’t she?” 
  “Yes, she is. I love her Tireniel, but I fear I will lose her to the Mage.” 
  “She has loved him for a long time, Trighton. If he is her choice and he makes her happy, isn’t that what really matters?” 
  “He’s not an elf. She should be with an elf. She should be with me.” Trighton growled. 
  “Well, it’s her choice, not yours, and you shouldn’t interfere. You might anger Kyler, that’s his friend and his sister.”  
  “I know, we used to be close until he showed up,” he said, pointing at the Mage. 
  “Darian’s a good man. Have you even tried to get to know him?” 
  “No, and I don’t want to!” 
  “Jealousy doesn’t become you Trighton. Be well.” 
  “What was that about?” Kyler asked from behind him. 
  “Your sister and the Mage,” snapped Trighton, rounding on Kyler.  
  “Tynuviel was afraid that you’d react like this. She doesn’t want you interfering with her life. She loves Darian, always has, and you know it, Trighton. Telling her your feelings has not changed things. It’s just made things more complicated.” 
  “You think I shouldn’t have told her? I love her Kyler. We used to be friends, you and I. Then you let him in to replace me. We barely speak now. You’re always off somewhere with the Mage.” 
  “Trighton, we never stopped being friends. I asked you to travel with me. You chose not to leave the forest and I do not begrudge you that. My sister does not want to be with you. I will step in if I have to. Please, for the sake of our friendship, Trighton, let her go. When you come to your senses, come see me.” Trighton left, deflated, angry and sick at heart. Worst of all, he knew Kyler was right. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
   
  The thief and the bard did not stop the horses until they were well beyond the elven forest. They stopped at a frequently used campsite and rubbed the horses down. They fed and watered them, then began to prepare their own meal. 
  “What happened back there? A dragon, and not just any dragon, Morphindinaetlus! What in damnation is going on?” the bard asked. He took out his lute and began to play a song. It helped to relax him, and the thief liked it as well. 
   “I don’t know, but I do know that elusive Mage is at the heart of it all. Damn! We were so close! I could feel him… smell the magic. Somehow, I feel our roads are tied together. Eventually, we’ll meet up with him. Why don’t you sing one of those bawdy songs, huh?” said the thief. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Darian woke in the middle of the night, asking for water. Tynuviel held the leather water skin to his lips. After a few swallows, he lay back down, slipping into Ru Nay’ Sha once more. 
  Many days passed in the same manner. They all watched over Darian, making sure he was getting better. Except for Trighton, who secretly hoped the Mage would take a turn for the worse and just die. He kept his distance from all of them. One evening, he could bear it no longer and seated himself next to Tynuviel.  
  “I miss you. I still love you, you know.” 
  “I know Trighton, and I’m sorry. You know that I’ve always loved him. I haven’t kept it a secret, everyone knows.” 
  “I thought… I hoped that we could be more than just friends.” 
  “No Trighton. I just don’t see you that way, I’m sorry,” she replied. 
  “I can’t bear to be away from you and I cannot stand to see you with him,” he sneered, hatred twisting his handsome features. 
  “I’m sorry Trighton, really I am. I never meant to lead you on. It’s always been Darian.” She knew she hurt him, she could see the pain in his eyes. 
  “What if he doesn’t love you? What if he never… Will you spend the rest of your life mooning over him or will you choose to be with someone who loves you?” 
  “These are decisions I am not prepared to make right now. I know Darian cares for me. It’s as if something always gets in the way. Whenever we start to get intimate, something stops him. I know he… I don’t know why I’m telling you this. You don’t want to hear it anymore.” 
  “Tynuviel, are you alright?” asked Nephraete from behind them. So silent was her approach that neither heard her. 
  “Yes, Trighton was just leaving,” she said coolly. That she dismissed him in such a manner made him angry, but there was nothing left to say right now.  
  The two girls sat quietly for some time. Tynuviel liked Nephraete. She was beautiful and yet seemed blissfully unaware. The seer had a good heart, always trying to do what was right, even at the expense of her own feelings. She thought they would be great friends. Finally, Tynuviel broke the silence.  
  “I never meant for any of this to happen. How could I have been so stupid? I’ve been in love with Darian since the first time I saw him. I’ve messed everything up.”  
  “Why do you blame yourself for other people’s actions? How could it be your fault that Trighton fell in love with you?” Nephraete asked.  
  “I’m as much to blame. I knew he was beginning to have feelings for me.” Tynuviel hesitated for only a moment before telling the seer everything that had passed between her and Trighton. 
   I’m afraid I’ll lose the man I love once he finds out what I’ve done. Though, we’ve never been together anyway. How can I miss something I never really had? I must sound hopeless.” 
 “Not at all. You sound like a woman in love. A woman who loves a man who loves her but cannot seem to get free of his past. Darian’s problem is that he loves you and is worried you may get hurt. He thinks if he keeps you at a distance, it may keep you alive. That is not what is in his heart.” 
  “How do you know all this?” 
  “When Darian sent me those visions, we formed a kind of bond. I was deep inside him and could see some of his innermost thoughts and desires. His one and only desire is you. He tries to keep up a harsh façade, but for you…  
  “He is a formidable enemy, but a good man. And a trusted companion. Give him time and he will come around. He does not want to lose you.” 
  She made Tynuviel feel better with her soft, comforting manner. They sat for some time, talking and laughing like old friends.  
  “I like you Nephraete, I think we’ll be good friends,” Tynuviel said. “I should go and check on Darian. See you later?” she asked. 
  “Yes, I’d like that,” replied Nephraete. She liked Tynuviel as well. 
  “Is this seat taken?” At the sound of Kyler’s voice, her heart began to race. She smiled up at him disarmingly. 
  “No, please,” she motioned. 
  “I see you and my sister get along well. To see you together, you’d think you were old friends.” He smiled at her and she felt warm inside, a tingling sensation spreading through her body. She shivered involuntarily and he put his arm around her, pulling her near. 
  “Are you alright?” he asked. 
  “I’m better now,” she said, smiling up at him. Awareness tickled the edges of his consciousness and he wondered how much of what Tynuviel told him was true. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  In Kaleika Bay, things were quickly getting out of control. 
  “Thelarki, do you know where she is?” asked Kryndale, the elf who was promised Nephraete’s hand. He was tall and imposing, lean yet muscular. His hair was raven black and his grey eyes were captivating. 
  “I do not know. The last time I saw her, she was in her room. We were going to begin the plans for the wedding. She’s been acting strangely, distant and removed. I took it to be nervousness about the wedding and the wedding night.” 
  “Did she have another vision? Did she say anything that might lead us to where she is?” the elven assassin asked worriedly.  
  “No, no, nothing. She seemed upset at first when I announced you asked for her hand. She knows you’re the only choice. You have always cared for her, why should she fear you?” 
  “I will gather the Gor Li’ Khan.” 
   “Do you really think that’s necessary Kryndale?”  
  “Takasha! How can you ask me that? She’s your daughter. Don’t you want us to find her?” 
  “You forget yourself! She is my daughter and I want her found. But more than that, I must tend to my people. They are my responsibility and our situation is a delicate one. Secrecy is our ally. It has kept us safe thus far.” 
  “No one has ever seen us and lived to tell about it. I am going after her.” 
  “Do you have any idea as to where she’s gone? How will you find her?” asked Thelarki in a detached tone. 
  “Don’t worry. We will find her. We are more than qualified for this. We’ve never failed in a mission before,” Kryndale took his leave and went to find his second in command.  
  They had very little time left. Whatever clues Nephraete had left behind were fading by the hour. He had to find her and bring her safely home. He could not imagine why she had left. She always seemed so happy here. Could someone have taken her? He did not think so.  
 The magic that protected Kaleika Bay was as formidable as the magic that guarded their brethren in Kiri A’ Nouell, whom they split from so long ago. Sometimes, it seemed it had never really happened. The elves’ memories were long indeed, but even they could barely remember the times before the Niri Ku’ Yamma, or the Great Split, as it was called in the common tongue. 
  Kryndale found Tryndil leaning casually on a tree. If he was not Gor Li’ Khan, he did not think he would have noticed him, so well did he blend. 
  “Get everyone together. We leave at dawn.”  
  “Kryndale, what is it? What’s happened?” 
  “We’re going after Nephraete. We must find her and our time is short. I will bring her back. Gather the needed supplies. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone.” Tryndil nodded, though it didn’t matter, Kryndale was already gone. 
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  13 
    
    
    
    
    
    
  Kyler kept his arm around Nephraete, holding her close. Her head rested on his shoulder and she made soft contented sounds. He began to stroke her hair, losing himself in the feel of it. It was as soft as silk and he imagined entwining his fingers in it as he kissed her neck easing her down… He ran his hand down her back and she snuggled closer to him. She was so beautiful and he felt like he was ensorcelled, as if his actions were not his own. It was as if he watched from outside his body. He kissed the top of her head, her smell filling his head, intoxicating him.  
  “Nephraete…” he said, straining to control himself.  
  “Yes?” she said, looking up at him. Her heart beat rapidly. His lips were almost on hers when… 
  “Kyler… Takasha! Forgive me, I didn’t know… The Mage is awake,” Chamlen announced. Hearing this, Kyler stood, helping Nephraete to her feet and followed the tracker back to camp. 
   It was true. Darian sat up, albeit leaning on Tynuviel. He looked better, though he would need a few more days’ rest before they began their long journey to Thunder Peak. 
  He sat propped against a tree, Tynuviel by his side, holding his hand. All the elves were gathered ‘round except for Trighton. His friend was still hurt and angry, looking for any reason to avoid them. He was probably on perimeter guard.  
  Upon seeing Kyler, Darian broke into a wide grin. Kyler gripped his hand warmly. “It’s good to see you awake my friend,” Kyler said, nodding to the others. They departed, leaving them alone. 
  “Darian, what were you thinking going off alone? Had we not found you in time…” Kyler trailed off.  
  “I know. I have a lot to be thankful for. You have my gratitude Kyler, Nephraete. I know I have a lot to answer for when I get better. Nephraete, I’m sorry. There was no time to explain or ask permission for what I did. I knew that you and you alone could receive my message and interpret it. We are linked now, both of us, for good or ill.”  
  “What are you talking about?” asked Kyler and Darian and the seer exchanged looks. 
  “Nephraete is T Ama’ Ro and I knew that she would be able to receive my message. I had no time to ask for permission. I had to send it and hope for the best. I sent her my very essence leaving my body an empty husk. They tortured me for… I do not know how long and my time was growing short. I told them nothing though the Dark Mage tried. He scoured my brain and it felt like millions of tiny needles stabbing ever deeper. I lost my vision for a time.” The Mage seemed to grow contemplative as if he was back in the dungeon. Nephraete gripped his hand to let him know he was not alone and he smiled at her and winked.  
 They talked long into the night and Kyler told Darian the story of his rescue.  
  “Not to sound ungrateful, but I’m surprised you got it done so easily. It should have been far more difficult.” 
  “That’s the one thing that’s bothered me. It all seemed too easy. Maybe it’s some sort of trap and they let you go to track you, to finish you off.” 
  “I’m not an easy target even on my worst day. If it’s a battle they want, I’ll give them a battle they’ll never forget!” 
  “You mean we’ll give them a battle they’ll never forget. You’re not in this alone Darian. We’re all here for you,” Kyler said, clasping the Mage’s hand.  
  “Rest now my friend. Gather your strength. We’ve a long road to travel.” He held out his hand for Nephraete, helping her to her feet. Darian lay back down, slipping quickly into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
  The night was dark and quiet. Nephraete was restless and unable to slip into the dream-like state of the elves. She decided to take a walk; it always seemed to ease her mind.  
  “You should be careful walking alone late at night.” Nephraete smiled.               
  “I’m still in the camp Chamlen, what could possibly happen?”  
  “In these times who can say?” he said, a smile touching his lips. “Kyler would never forgive us if we let anything happen to you.  
  “Chamlen, surely you jest. Kyler does not seem like a harsh taskmaster.” 
  “I know,” he said quietly. “It’s that angelic, innocent look he’s got that throws people off.” Chamlen couldn’t keep a straight face and laughed and the seer joined in. 
  “I can’t sleep and I thought I’d take a walk. Care to join me?” she asked. 
  “Sure,” Chamlen responded. “What’s your home like Nephraete?” asked the tracker. 
  “Once upon a time it was full of beauty and life. But since my mother was killed, it has been a prison,” the seer said softly. 
  “I’m sorry, you don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to. I had no idea,” said Chamlen looking abashed. 
  “It’s ok Chamlen. It’s time I talk about what happened. You know of the Tara Ku’ Mai, yes?” she asked.  
  “When the elves split so long ago, the elves that went to Kaleika Bay yearned to live by the ocean. They took the name Tara Ku’ Mai because of their love for the open water.” 
  “Yes, that’s right,” she said. “But did you know that over time, we have adapted to our environment as did our bodies. These changes took place over centuries perhaps millennia. Who can say? Anyway, we love the water and swimming comes natural to us. My mother was in the water when she was attacked by a huge shark. There was so much blood! I would not leave her side and if it wasn’t for Kryndale, I’d probably be dead as well. He dragged me ashore and…” she stifled a sob. 
  “Nephraete, I’m so sorry!” Chamlen exclaimed, taking her in his arms. She wept uncontrollably as he held her. “I should never have brought it up, I’m sorry.”  
  “I miss her so much! Everything changed after that and my father forbid us from entering the water. He locked me in my room and kept me there for days without letting me out. I fled to get away from him and his tyranny. He promised my hand to Kryndale without even asking for my consent. He’s not the same man or ruler anymore.” 
  “It sounds like he was trying to protect his people, but went about it the wrong way. Did you try to talk to him? To reason with him?” 
  “Of course, even Kryndale tried, but he wouldn’t listen. It became clear to me that in order to be free, I must leave my homeland and so I left and came to Kiri A’ Nouell,” she yawned. 
 “C’mon, I’ll make sure you get back safely,” Chamlen urged.  
  “Thank you Chamlen,” she said as she took his hand. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Dawn in Kaleika Bay saw the Gor Li’ Khan depart quietly, no fanfare. Thelarki hung his head, unsure if he had done the right thing. He wasn’t sure if he could have stopped Kryndale had he chosen to do so. He wanted his daughter returned to him, but wasn’t sure Kryndale was the right choice for the task. No matter, things were already set in motion. He would see her soon enough. Kryndale never failed and his love for Nephraete could be used to Thelarki’s advantage. The Gor Li’ Khan faded from sight quickly and he turned his attention to the flickering flames in the hearth, lost in thought.  
  They had a long, hard road to travel, but Kryndale felt he and his warriors were equal to the task. He would not stop until Nephraete was with him again. The sun was warm and bright and the salt tang was heavy in the air. The sands of the beach were light and the water appeared a beautiful shade of green-blue. 
  Kryndale loved the smell of the ocean and was not eager to leave his home behind. He had no idea how long they would be gone, but he knew it would be longer than any other previous mission. He had chosen five of his best warriors to accompany him, and he trusted them implicitly. 
  Krayven was his best tracker and he put him in front. If there were still a trail to follow, he would find it. Behind him, he heard Kralkor and Tryndil talking in low tones. 
  “Why go after her at all? It’s obvious she’s fled,” stated Kralkor softly.  
  “He would marry her, you know this,” replied Tryndil curtly, as if he had said this many times already.  
  Kryndale smiled to himself. Tryndil was second in command and as close to a friend as any Gor Li’ Khan could get.  
  “Why force her, she was not happy here and did not desire him. It was plain for all to see. Those who cared to,” said Kralkor.  
  “Do as you are told!” Tryndil snapped.  
  Kryndale knew Tryndil was not happy with this mission, but he would never voice it aloud. They remained quiet for most of the day. They were close to the border of their land, the smell of brine fading with each step they took. 
  Ahead lay the difficult mountain pass of Blavven Krill. Aside from goblins and orcs, which were no threat, creatures more sinister awaited them. They would need all of their skill and power to make it through. In front, Krayven bent low to the ground. He retrieved something,  
  inspected it, and brought it to Kryndale. 
   A silver hair, Nephraete had come this way! A shock wave of fear ripped through him.  
  Could she have made it through Blavven Krill alive? She was T Ama’ Ro and so did not have the same abilities as the rest of her people. 
  If she had perished… What would he do? As if sensing what he was feeling, Tryndil spoke. 
  “We will find her. She will be alright,” he assured his commander. Kryndale merely nodded, not trusting his voice right now. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Kyler was unable to rest, troubled with the sight of Limmin. The death of Destiny and their child haunted him every night, every waking moment. It seemed the only time he was free from the gruesome sights was when he was in the company of Nephraete. Her calm, soothing manner put him at ease and increasingly he sought her out.  
  Weeks had passed since Destiny’s death and surely, she would not want him to spend the rest of his life alone. Shenna forgive him, but he was falling in love with Nephraete. He almost kissed her tonight, if it wasn’t for Chamlen interrupting.  
 When he looked into her eyes though, he thought he saw fear, surprise even, but not desire. This made him pause. Kyler sat up, his back against the tree. He saw Nephraete walking to her bedroll. Where had she been? Then he saw Chamlen coming from the same direction. Chamlen was loyal to him and probably made sure she got back safely. Nephraete saw Kyler was awake and came over to sit beside him.  
  Since they had left to find Darian, Nephraete had taken to wearing breeches that fit her well, accenting every sensuous curve. Her tunics, she wore loose. He watched her approach, enjoying the sight of her. 
  “You can’t rest either?” she asked as she seated herself. 
  “The nightmares… I cannot rid myself of the visions,” was all he said.  
  “I’m sorry Kyler. I have lived with it my whole life and I would like to tell you that it gets easier, but it doesn’t.” He looked upset, would not look her in the eye. She reached out to touch his face and she thought she saw a tear slide down his cheek. Indeed, it was! Gently, she wiped it away. 
  “Kyler, what’s wrong?” 
  “It’s nothing,” he whispered. 
  “You can tell me anything, you know,” she said, reaching out to take his hand. 
  “Every time I close my eyes I see the cottage and what we found inside. The only time I am free of it is when you’re with me. I… feel so guilty, but… Nephraete, I think I’m falling in love with you.” Kyler looked into her eyes, his face so close to hers.  
  “I fell in love back home in Kaleika Bay. It’s you Kyler. It’s always been you. Since the first vision I had of you. You are the reason I left my home. I traveled all the way to Mishkalan in the hopes I could meet you, I knew when and where you’d be. Luck made you walk down that lane. I even sent Calisha to locate you. Then I found out you were betrothed already and I felt like such a fool.” Her hands were in her lap and she dared not meet his eyes, afraid of what she’d find there.  
  He reached out to stroke her face. Her skin was cool and smooth. She risked a glance at him and he pulled her to him. His lips were on hers, kissing her softly, tenderly. He eased her down to his bedroll, kissing her again, filled with passion and yearning. She felt heady and intoxicated. He broke off the kiss and looked her in the eye. 
   “The first time I saw you, I felt drawn to you. I felt guilty, as if I had betrayed Destiny. Then your vision… You knew what would happen, didn’t you? You knew what we would find.”  
  “Yes, I knew. When you handed me the coins in Mishkalan, it triggered the vision… Your touch… It happens that way sometimes. I know that our lives are one. Whatever happens, we will do it together. That is when I traveled to Kiri A’ Nouell to speak with your father. I must say, he looked quite surprised to see me. I told him why I had come and what I wanted and he acquiesced. All I wanted was to be near you, though it was painful. I began to wonder if I made a terrible mistake in leaving my home.”  
  “And now? Do you think you erred?” 
  “No, I don’t.” She kissed him, liking this new and sensuous experience.  
  “The only time I’m at ease, not being haunted by those visions, is when you’re with me. You calm me… soothe my spirit. I need you Nephraete.” 
  “Then, I must tell you something. I was betrothed. My father promised my hand against my will to Kryndale, head of the Gor Li’ Khan. Though I do not love him, I’m sure he will come after me and try to make me return home. Please, don’t let him. I want to stay here with you.”  
  She was terrified, trembling visibly. He put his hands to either side of her face and kissed her softly. He kissed her neck, running his hands through her hair. Meeting no resistance, he loosened her shirt, kissing along her collarbone. She pulled away, trying to catch her breath. His lips sent shivers down her spine. 
 “Is something wrong?” he asked, bewildered. 
  “I’m sorry. You’re the first one I ever kissed.” Realization dawned and he blushed.   
  “I’m sorry. I did not know. I…” he stammered and she laughed, touching his cheek. 
  “I had many suitors. Actually, I think my father forced them, but I was not interested in any of them. Father was quite upset. After a while, he seemed to give up. Kryndale was my friend, we grew up together and we were close. I had no idea that he had feelings for me or that he asked for my hand. When he told me, I was furious! I know I hurt him but at the time, I didn’t care. I wanted to fall in love, to be with someone who I was attracted to.”  
  She leaned into him and put her head on his shoulder. He could feel her warm breath on his neck. He stroked her hair as he listened to her breathing. 
  “Nephraete?” 
  “Hmmmm?” she said dreamily. 
  “I think my father will be happy with my choice this time.” 
  “Yes, I think he will. He told me… After the council meeting when we returned from Limmin. He was even willing to talk to you for me.” 
  “Really? All this time I had no idea. What did you tell him?” 
  “I told him you needed a friend, not a lover. That maybe in time we might…” 
  “How much time?” he asked in a sultry tone as he pulled her into another kiss. He eased her down into his bedroll. They talked quietly for long moments before slipping into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
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    Galavad paced back and forth in his chambers, agitated.  
  “What is going on? Why have we heard nothing? Kyler should have sent a message by now,” he said, continuing to pace. Tiriel smiled at him as she did her embroidery.  
  “He must have a good reason to delay a message. I’m sure he’s fine. Maybe some unforeseen events hold his attention?” 
  “I hope you’re right,” his voice softened as he looked upon his wife. “He sent regular messages, then nothing for two weeks now. What if something’s happened? I do not want trouble with The Order. They would prove a most difficult enemy.”  
  “Gal, you don’t think it will come to that, do you?” For the first time, worry crept into her voice. The Monarch crossed the room and put his arm around her.  
  “No. I’m sure you’re right. Things are probably fine,” he said, trying to soothe her. He put his hand on her belly to feel the life growing within her and smiled. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  Nephraete awoke to find herself alone. Kyler was already up and about. She sat up and looked around. She wanted to speak to Kyler. Her heart beat rapidly and joy filled her. She felt a hand on her back and she jumped, startled.  
  “I brought you some tea,” Chamlen said, handing her a cup. Kyler looked in their direction, but was involved with Shaz right now and could not get away.  
  “Thank you Chamlen,” she said softly.  
  “You’re welcome. Are you alright?” he asked, touching her brow.  
  “Yes, I’m fine, thanks.” She smiled and he nodded. 
  “Are you hungry? I’ve got some fresh fruit and cheese we could share.” 
  “That sounds wonderful. Chamlen, thank you for listening to me last night,” she said, taking his hand in hers. “It means a lot to me and I’m happy we’re friends.” 
  “Me too,” he said as he divided up the food.  
  She noticed Kiel watching her, heard his voice resonate in her head. You will be safe among us Nephraete. No harm will befall you, he told her with a smile. She smiled at him and he winked back. 
 Darian woke to find the sun shining brightly. He sat up and checked himself to make sure all his parts were intact. He was stiff, sore and his muscles ached. He looked  
  around for Tynuviel. He was unsure of how much time had passed since his capture. But he thought they had been here for close to a month now, waiting for him to recover. 
   He knew the elves should never have been able to rescue him. The Dark Mage let them go, that was the only explanation. The Dark Mage was too powerful, the elves were no match for him and Darian suspected neither was he. He would not tell Kyler this, though Kyler probably already thought along the same lines. 
  His stomach rumbled, and he put away all other thoughts except for food. He smelled cooked meat and vegetables and his stomach rumbled again. He saw Tynuviel approaching, two bowls in hand. The sight of her made him ache with longing.  
  Kyler followed with his own food and a small sack. He emptied the contents of the sack and to Darian’s surprise and delight, it was an ale skin and cups. Kyler poured them all some and Darian finished it before Kyler put the skin down. The elf refilled his friend’s cup, then began to eat.  
  Darian forced himself to eat slowly, remaining silent for now. The stew tasted wonderful, having been the first meal he had eaten in some time. He sipped his second cup of ale, carefully keeping his thoughts off his face.  
  “You look well my friend,” Kyler said in his musical voice. “It is good to have you back. We’ve all missed you, some more than others,” he said, glancing at his sister.  
  Kyler sensed a change in his friend. He saw the way Darian looked at his sister and knew it would not be long before they were together. He wondered if she would tell him of Trighton. It was none of his business, even though the Mage was his friend; it wasn’t his place to tell him. 
  “I feel like my old self again. Thank you for all you’ve done, Kyler. I know I shouldn’t have gone off by myself and that I endangered all of us by doing so. At the time, I thought it best. I tried to keep you out of it. I needed information and was sure that I could get it. I now know a Dark Mage is after me. I still do not know his identity. I long suspected my mentor Aganor, but thankfully, it is not him. I dare not contact him because I do not trust any of them, but I do not believe it is over. They will continue to come after me until they succeed or I kill the Dark Mage,” Darian finished quietly. 
  “Do you feel well enough to go on in the morning?”  
  “Yes, the sooner we begin again, the better I’ll feel. All this waiting around sets me on edge.” Kyler collected the dishes and left them alone. They sat for a while, saying nothing, just enjoying each other’s company.  
  “Ty, I need to talk to you,” he said quietly as he rose and took her hand.  
  “Where are we going?” 
  “Somewhere where we can be alone.” His words excited her, and she wondered if the time had finally come. 
  “Darian, are you sure you’re up to this?”  
  “Oh yeah. I’m up to it alright.” He replied with a smirk. 
  “That’s not what I meant!” She laughed, slapping him playfully. They walked for some time, making sure they were well out of the camp and out of earshot. Finally, he was sure they were alone. 
  “Ty, I need you. It’s been so long…” he whispered as he leaned into her. He kissed her, easing her back against a tree. His hands were all over her body, evoking emotions and sensations coursing through her. Though she could feel his urgency, he was very gentle with her. 
  His hands on her breasts quickened her breathing. He kissed her neck, unlacing her shirt. He ran his hand up her inner thigh, his touch making her quiver and moan. 
 “Darian please. We need to talk first. There’s something you need to know,” she said breathlessly. He continued stroking her tender flesh, his lips all over her. 
  “Darian,” she said more forcefully, trying to break his hold. He was so strong! It was like pushing against a wall. His mouth was on hers, his hand finding its way inside her breeches and she gasped aloud.  
  “Ty every time we try, something happens. I know it’s mostly been my fault, but I’m not going to let anything get in the way anymore. We have both wanted this for so long. The waiting is over.”  
  “But…” she began.  
  “Shhhhh…” he replied, as he covered her mouth with his.  
  She gave up on her protests. This is what she always wanted. She undid his shirt, hanging it on a nearby branch. Running her hands over his smooth muscular chest, she kissed him as she slid her hands lower. He moaned at her touch, his clothes straining to contain him. She unlaced his breeches and he felt a wild rush of excitement. This time he would make love to her. Damn the Mages! Damn The Order! Damn everything! 
  He eased her down onto his Shryvven, sliding her breeches off. The sight of her aroused him and he kissed her again. He kissed between her breasts, down to her belly and below. She cried out in pleasure, reveling at his touch. Darian was a good lover and he took his time. 
  He knew how to please a woman and he did it with relish. Finally, he could stand it no more. Any more foreplay and he would explode.              
  “Tynuviel! Where are you?” Trighton called. Darian acted as if he did not hear. Tynuviel heard, but didn’t care. Darian was almost inside her when Trighton came upon them.  
  “Tynuviel, what are you doing?” Trighton asked angrily. Darian looked up at him, a feral look on his face. 
  “Fazsescha un Datte…” Darian was beginning a spell! 
  “Darian… No!” cried Tynuviel, jumping in front of Trighton. Trighton blanched, his eyes wide in shock. 
  “She didn’t tell you about us huh? How we became lovers after you took off?” he smirked. 
  “Ty, is this true?” Darian asked, shattered.  
  “Of course not! We’re just friends, nothing more,” she whispered, hurt and angry, unable to look him in the eye. 
  “Of course she’ll say that. She doesn’t want you to find out about us, about the kiss we shared and her hand inside my breeches. Then it would ruin her chances with you,” remarked Trighton. 
  “You bastard! Why…?” Tynuviel trailed off as Darian began to gather his clothes and leave. “Darian, don’t go. Please let me explain… It was only…” she trailed off.  
  The Mage grabbed his things and stalked off, angry and hurt. He knew he had no right  
  to either. He almost killed him! Ty seemed to evoke emotions within him that he found hard to control. He needed time to think things through and get past this. Why could she not look him in the eye? Was there truth to Trighton’s words? There must be if she felt she needed to “explain.” What else had she been going to say? They only made love one time? This is why Mages don’t fall in love. It messes with our minds and makes us vulnerable. He thought.  
  He had almost killed Trighton. If Ty had not stopped him… Ty… He could not believe he had walked away again. This time for very different reasons. If he was losing his control… He would be too dangerous to be around. He cast a minor cantrip to clothe himself, grabbed his staff and tapped it on the ground. 
  “Chi Ni’ Aya,” he spoke the command word that brought his staff to life. Picturing Trighton’s face, he swung his staff with brutal force, smashing through the imaginary elf’s face. A doorway opened and he stepped through to his tower, letting the gate close and encasing himself in silence.  
 Tynuviel watched Darian go. She called to him repeatedly, but he would not turn around. She did not understand what was going on with him. Heated up one moment and the next ice cold. She knew he thought there was something going on between her and Trighton. And she knew she was partly to blame. She’d wanted to tell him about what passed between her and Trighton to get it out in the open. She didn’t honestly think he would walk away from her. She was scared because she’d never seen the Mage act so blatantly irresponsible. Had she not stopped him, he’d have killed Trighton! Why did she stop him? This was not the Mage she knew. Was it because of his torture? Why was he acting so strangely? It was uncharacteristic of him to behave in such a fashion.  
  She seethed with anger, directing it at Trighton. He had deliberately followed them and fabricated that story, insinuating to Darian that they were lovers. Almost doesn’t count. They had not made love and she couldn’t be more thankful! Trighton was an idiot and she couldn’t believe they’d been friends. What made it even worse was that irritating smirk on his face. She entertained thoughts of slapping it off. Why had she let herself get close to him?  
  She began to dress, smiling as she did at the image of Trighton’s head flying backwards from the force of her blows. Sometimes men, no matter what race they were, could be very stupid. He mistook the smile on her face, moving closer. She wound her arm back and slapped him across the face as hard as she could. His head flew back just as she imagined. Blood sprayed from his nose as he lost his balance, ending up on the ground landing hard on his ass. Shock registered on his fair features, quickly turning to anger.  
  “What’s your problem?” he asked, his voice sharp. Brushing himself off, he stood, hands on his hips, waiting for her reply. 
  “I can’t believe you’d even ask me that!” she shouted. “Trighton, I don’t think we can be friends anymore. I can’t even stand the sight of you right now.” She walked away from him as tears leaked from her eyes, running down her cheeks and blurring her vision.  
  She needed Tireniel. He was a true friend. He never tried to put his hands on her even though she had wished a time a two that he would. Darian’s absences were painful for her and she needed… Sometimes a girl just needs hot, torrid, no strings attached, uncomplicated sex, she thought.   
    
  Shaz had remained quiet and out of the way. This was uncharacteristic of him, but he was enjoying himself. The elves believed that they were the superior race. So far, they were not acting like it. Trighton acted like a spoiled child caught stealing an extra sweet. He was so angry that Darian had pulled through! Although Darian and Shaz had not had words recently, they could not stand each other. He saw Darian and Tynuviel sneak off together. 
  “I’ll be damned. He’s finally gonna’ give it to her,” he whispered to himself. At least someone’s getting lucky, he thought to himself. He was perpetually aroused, aching for release. He was not the type to fondle himself and he was growing desperate. The next town they stopped in, he was heading straight for the brothel.  
  Recently, he found out that Kiel Lindurian was an Elflord. An Elflord, he knew, was of an old bloodline that went back before the Great Split. The elves treated him with great respect. Kiel carried himself like a king, everything about him, his mannerisms, his bearing, and his speech. Fiercely loyal to Kyler, he would not tolerate any dissension. His keen eyes missed nothing. They fell upon Shaz as if he knew what Shaz had been thinking. He was the epitome of what an elf should be. And Trighton could learn a lot from him.  
  Shaz saw Trighton go off in the same direction as Darian and Tynuviel, knowing there would be trouble. Shaz could have tried to stop Trighton, but felt this was not his fight. Besides, this was a way for him to get even with the Mage. The elves seemed to resent his presence no matter what he did. This could really be entertaining, he thought, rubbing his chin. When he looked back, Kiel was gone.  
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  Once inside his tower, he threw his things on the bed and went to his study. He sat at his desk to think; it was one of his favorite places. This was where he could truly find himself. He created some of his most powerful spells here. No one could find him, interrupt his train of thought or distract him. Dozens of little vials and flasks littered the desk and shelves all in neat rows, carefully labeled for content. Inside his drawer were his notes on experiments, successes and failures. He withdrew them and began reading over them. He could not concentrate though. He saw Ty’s face and imagined her with Trighton, doing things she should only be doing with him. 
  Suddenly, he became angry. He swept everything from his desk in one violent motion. A thousand tiny crashes resounded in his brain as powders and liquids spilled from shattered encasements, mingling together on the floor where he left them. 
  Cursing aloud, for most of these things were rare and expensive, he quickly spoke a spell in an irritated, clipped tone. The mess was gone, all the contents back inside their respected places upon his desk once more. 
   He banished himself from his study until he could better control his temper. He did not understand. Since he met Ty and fallen in love with her, he had lost his composure more times 
  than during all of his training at Piri-Tuma. 
  Damn Trighton! They were so close! Since his rescue, she’s all he thought of. During his recovery, though unconscious, he looked deep inside himself, struggling to find what held him back. After many days of solitude and delving deep inside, he found it, a milky, opaque wall deep in his brain. It controlled his emotions, limiting him, restraining him.  
  The shield was strong and in his weakened state, it seemed too much for him to break. Every day he chiseled away a little more. Whoever created it underestimated him, his talents and abilities.  
  When he was finally able to break through, he sank deep into unconsciousness. It would be days until he would wake again, but he had done it! Now, when he thought of Ty, he no longer felt the familiar resistance. He could not wait until he recovered so he could take her in his arms and show her how much he loved her.  
  He knew this was dangerous ground. The Order forbade their love. He wondered if he should just give up and go back to the way things were before with Gayla… He loved Tynuviel, but could not risk her life. What was he going to do? Who was telling the truth, Ty or Trighton? He wanted to believe Ty, he did, but… Why could she not look at him? Damn it! She started to tell him something and now he was certain that it was about her and Trighton.  
  Kyler had warned him, what seemed like a lifetime ago. If only he had done something sooner. He should have taken care of it right away. They could be making love right now. As if to mock him, he became intensely aroused at the thought of her. He went to his bathing room and stripped off his clothes, immersing himself in cool water.  
  “Darian! Where are you?” He could hear Kyler calling to him. He had many orbs and crystals, each one magically tuned to a person or place. He could hear and see them as if they were right there with him. He did not wish to see Kyler right now, nor anyone else. Sinking into the water, he blocked out everything.  
 He emerged sometime later, feeling like a new man. Except for the hole in his heart, he felt pretty good. He cleaned off his bed and put everything away. He liked a clean, tidy place. He did not like clutter.  
  He must take control over his emotions. Until he did, he was too dangerous to be around. He had nearly killed Trighton. What was he thinking? As much as he wanted to, he could not get involved with Tynuviel right now. If The Order found out… He knew it wasn’t just The Order that he was worried about. He sensed something was different within him. He wasn’t the same Mage that had been captured. He came back different, irrevocably changed somehow. 
   He perused the many volumes of his library, chose one and went to his favorite chair. He  
  seated himself and began to read.  
  Books were a treasured item because they were very expensive and only those who were wealthy owned any at all. Even the very wealthy only owned a handful. It was a time consuming, monotonous job; each page had to be copied word for word. It became increasingly difficult to find one that had a fine script who was willing to do it.  
  “Darian? I need to see you. Where are you?” A woman’s sultry voice called. 
  “Gayla?” he whispered. Against his will, he ached with desire.  
  It would be so easy to slip back into their old routine. A part of him wanted to. After all, Trighton wanted him to believe Ty had betrayed him. Even as he thought it, he knew he was not being fair.  
  It was his fault. She tried numerous times to coerce him. He could not lay the blame at anyone else’s feet. She tried to tell him something, but he did not let her. He felt certain she was going to tell him of her and Trighton. He did not even know for sure that there was any truth to Trighton’s story. Tynuviel said they were just friends. She wouldn’t lie, would she? 
  He put the book down and went to his study. In one of the crystals, he could see Gayla’s beautiful face. His flesh reminded him it had been a long time. Unconsciously, he reached out and touched the square shaped crystal, stroking her face.  
  Back in Mogan Dar, she was his lover. He never spoke to her of The Order or his duties. She knew next to nothing of him. They saw each other regularly then. That was close to three years ago. His breeches strained to contain him. Throwing caution to the wind, he touched the crystal again and uttered a word. 
  “Kharna,” he whispered the word that would bring his lover to him.  
  She appeared seconds later in front of him, distraught, confused and so beautiful. He crossed the distance to her, wrapped her in his arms and covered her mouth with his.  
  With her, he did not need to pretend. They knew each other. She knew what he wanted, she knew what he needed, and she gave it to him without question. He gestured and her dress slid off her slim form to the floor. She moaned at his touch as she fumbled with the laces on his breeches. He almost lost control as she put her hands on him. It had been too long. She eased him down in his favorite chair, got down on her knees and pleasured him. He sat back and began to relax and unwind, all the tension draining away.  
  She rose and put her hands on his thighs. Leaning forward, she kissed him as he put his hands on her legs. His lips were soft, warm and inviting. She undid his shirt, flinging it somewhere behind her.  
  He slipped his index fingers under her thong and tugged downward. She kicked it off as he put his hands on her hips, pulling her to him. 
  His tongue spoke of promises yet to come and he pushed gently on her hips, easing her  
  down atop him. She wiggled her hips to gain a better position and took everything he had to offer, which was substantial. 
 He put his head back, hands still on her hips, guiding her movements. Though there was no need, Gayla was an accomplished rider. After only a few more moments, Gayla cried out in unison with him and fell forward on his chest, sighing in deep contentment. He held her to him, stroking her hair. She looked up at him and he kissed her, running his hand down her back to her perfect, heart shaped ass. She broke off the kiss and looked him in the eye.  
  “The last time we saw each other, you wanted nothing to do with me. What changed?” 
  “Everything. I’m sorry I hurt you. I guess I was trying to be someone I’m not. But that’s over now.”  
  “I’ve missed you so much Darian. After you left, I had to go into hiding. Everyone was looking for you. They came after me as well, but I had already gone." A simple cantrip showed she was telling the truth., 
  “You will stay here with me and you will be safe.” She snuggled closer to him. “Thank you Gayla. It has been a long time. How many others since me?” he asked. 
  “No thanks are needed Darian. I should thank you. Once I became your lover, no one else had anything to offer me. No one can measure up to you. I’ve been lost and alone since the day that you left.” Another minor cantrip showed the truth behind her words. A pang of sympathy sliced through him. When he left, he had not realized how it would affect her. He only knew he must get away. And quickly.  
  “I have business to attend to but,” he added as he saw her pout. “I will return nightly and we can be together.” She smiled at him. 
  Once again, she was with the man she loved. She suspected that he held no love for her, but it didn’t really matter to her so long as he kept her close. She knew he cared for her. Else, he would never have protected her from all the other Mages. He claimed her for his own and they despised him for it. The women hated her for keeping Darian to herself, but she didn’t care. They were jealous, she knew, because Darian was a very talented, caring lover.  
  Sometimes he used his magic to enhance his lovemaking, though he certainly had no need to! He did it sparingly because it was highly addictive. In the wrong hands, they could be pushed beyond the realms of ecstasy into insanity. 
  “C’mon, our bath is ready,” he said gently. He took her hand as they walked to the bathroom.   
  “What is this place Darian? It’s beautiful.” 
  “Thank you. This way,” he said, avoiding the question. She simply nodded, knowing this was something not be discussed. She added it to the mental list she had compiled. The walls were black stone and if there were a ceiling, she could not see it. Plush, fur rugs were scattered throughout what she could see, and rich purple drapes hung from the windows. Darian always had good taste. 
  Individual denim lapis tiles made up the bathroom floor. Instead of a copper tub like the one she was used to, this one was sunk into the floor. A perfect square ten feet across and made from the same tile, it gave the illusion of dark blue water. She gasped when she saw it. 
  “Oh Darian!” she exclaimed excitedly. “This is beautiful.” The water did not come to their chests; it was the perfect depth. They sat side by side in the water, their heads resting on cushions that ran the length of the pool.  
  After a while, he felt her hand stroke his thigh, then felt it go higher. She sat in his lap, kissing his bare chest, working her way up to his mouth. He felt more in control now. She came down gently atop him and he put his lips to work on her. Her arms snaked around his neck, hands entwined in his hair as she continued her sexual dance. She tilted her head back and he knew she was close as the speed of her motions steadily increased. He brought his hips up as she was coming down and this drove her into a frenzy. A few moments more and it ended in an explosion that left them both weak and laughing. 
 “I’ve missed you Gayla,” he said breathlessly, feeling more relaxed and content than he had in a very long time.  
  “I love you Darian,” she blurted, before she could stop herself. But to her surprise, he smiled at her and drew her to him, kissing her softly. After the bath, they dressed and he took her to the kitchen.  
  “Are you hungry? I know I am,” he told her. 
  “I’m famished.” 
  “Sit back and relax. I know just what to make.” 
  “You… You cook?” She couldn’t keep the laughter out of her voice.  
  “Yes, I happen to be a very fine cook,” he said, managing to look offended. They both burst out laughing. He retrieved a bottle of dark blue Al-Dan-Tir wine and two glasses.  
  He took some carefully wrapped poultry out of the ice chest. He seasoned the meat, then rooted around for some potatoes. A flick of his fingers and they were peeled. He put them in a pot with some garlic, milk and butter. He put his back to her and mouthed a dweomer to create perfectly blended potatoes. He gestured, speaking an arcane phrase and the chicken grilled to perfection. He served the meal and she added salad that she made while he was busy showing off. 
  After the meal, they retired to the sitting room with the wine. They sat next to each other  
  touching, talking and catching up. They had lost much time and were trying to make up for it.  
  “I’m sorry I left like that, but at the time I didn’t know who I could trust. I couldn’t be sure you were not working for them.” He kissed her brow and her hurt expression melted away.  
  “I know now that you’re innocent. Another innocent victim in my life.” 
  “Darian, you’re being too hard on yourself. It’s not your fault. You never asked for any of this to happen.”  
  They sat and talked until the wine was gone. He put the glasses on the table, tilted her head back and began kissing her neck. She sighed as she felt him undo her dress, sliding it off her shoulders and exposing her bare flesh.  
  “Oh Darian,” she moaned. “You’re insatiable.”  
  His lips on her body sent electrifying shivers down her spine. This time he was going slowly, back in control and taking his time. He picked her up and brought her to the bedroom. Her dress fell to the floor, leaving her in just her thong. But he liked it. He liked the way she looked in it. He liked the sight of her and he liked what it did to him.  They lay there for some time just kissing and touching. She undid his shirt, pushing it off his shoulders.  
  He is so handsome, she thought as she slid her hands over his muscular arms. His skin was tan and smooth, without a single blemish. She wanted him badly, but wanted to tease him and make him wait. He put his knee between her thighs, trying to force them open. Instead, she raised her knee pressing gently on his groin. He groaned in pleasure, onto her game. One they used to play often. She unlaced his breeches, releasing his flesh from its cloth prison.  
  He left a trail of kisses from her chest down below her belly. She cried out in pleasure, relaxing her legs and he took what she gave him. So much for delay, she thought with a smile as Darian made love to her whole body with his mouth. He really was making up for lost time. Darian really enjoyed what he did. He never seemed to tire. She cried out, grabbing fistfuls of his hair as her body quivered. He rose from his position, putting his knee between her thighs and this time she did not stop him.  
  Using his magic, he traced a line with his finger from her ankle to her thigh and watched as she moaned, trying to grab him. He moved just beyond her reach. Still using his magic, he ran his hands over her whole body. He kissed her and she wrapped her arms around him while he gently made love to her until she raked his back with her lacquered fingernails. 
 Soon after, she dropped off to sleep, thoroughly exhausted. Darian was at ease for the first time in a long time. Making love to Gayla had relaxed him and wrung the tension out of all his muscles. He slipped into Ru Nay’ Sha, resting peacefully through the night.  
    
  He woke to bright sunlight streaming in his window. He rolled over to make love to Gayla, but she was gone. He could not have imagined it. It was all too real. He rolled out of bed, still naked, and went to look for her. She wasn’t in the kitchen cooking breakfast. She wasn’t in the bathroom or the sitting room. He made his way to his study. She wasn’t there either. He padded to the double doors that led to the garden and went outside.  
  Following the trail, he went down to the waterfall, moving with easy grace. He found her sitting near the water. He put his hand on her back, startling her out of her contemplation.   
  “Darian, you startled me. You’re naked!” she said, looking around. 
  “This displeases you?” he asked.  
  “On the contrary,” she said, looking him over. “You look good Darian. No tan lines?” 
  “Nope,” he replied, laying back, hands behind his head, eyes closed.  
  “You sun bathe out here naked?” she asked, again looking around.  
  “Why not? There’s no one around here anyway. We’re alone.”  
  “Really?” she asked, still unsure. 
  “Yep,” he answered, eyes still closed. 
  “Well, if you’re sure,” she said, beginning to remove her clothing. No sooner had she finished undressing, when he pulled her atop him. She laughed, tossing her hair out of her eyes.  
  “Oh Darian! Don’t you ever get enough?” she began to laugh, but it turned quickly to a gasp as Darian’s strong hands pushed down on her hips. She put her hands on his chest and gave him all she had. Much later, they returned to bathe… again. 
    
   She had only seen thirteen summers when a Mage of The Order came to her parent’s house. Her parents were barely surviving and her mother was sick much of the time. The Mage offered them a way out. He offered them gold for their only daughter. He told them she would be well cared for; clothed, fed and taught to read and write along with other things that were suitable to a young woman to study. Her parents could not afford to take care of her anymore so they took the offered gold and bade their only daughter good-bye. 
  The life that she found waiting for her in Mogan Dar was scarcely better. The only good thing being that she no longer went hungry. During the day, they taught her to read, write, sew and how to read clothing patterns just as the Mage promised. But at night, her lessons left a bad taste in her mouth. Because of her beauty and her sensuous shape, she was to be a whore of The Order. Most of them drank a lot and the stench of their breath in her face as they lay atop her sickened her.  
  After two seasons of this, she saw a Mage that for the first time, she actually wanted to be with. She must find a way to work her way up to his level. His dark blue robes told her that he was of high rank. She would do whatever they asked of her without complaint, in hopes that they’d promote her to his floor. She would show them her worth. 
  Two more seasons slipped past with no changes, but she was determined to meet the Mage she saw. She had learned his name at least, Darian Brade. What she had to do to learn this, she preferred not to think on.  
  One day as she was washing clothes, he came in and walked right past her. She hurriedly fixed her hair and straightened her clothes. She may as well have been invisible. He took no notice. He picked up what he came for and left. However, another Mage took notice of her and got her promoted. She was on her way then. 
 Two years later, she worked the same floor as Darian. Every night, her heart beat rapidly in anticipation that the Summoner would bring her to his chambers. Every night she lived through disappointment. It seemed the higher up she worked, the rougher they were with her. Sometimes she could not work for days at a time. She liked those days because she had time for herself. The only thing she would regret is if she was ever lucky enough for Darian to call for her on those days. This was becoming increasingly unlikely as he had two regular girls that he kept close. 
  Then fate dealt her an ugly blow. She had to serve the ugliest and meanest Mage she had ever seen. He was very rough with her, beating her within an inch of her life. She had lesions inside; her thighs were battered and bruised. She had a black eye, her nose was broken, bleeding and her lip was split. She even suspected more than one rib had cracked from the force of his blows. 
  The next night, she was in so much pain she could barely move. Someone had wrapped and dressed her wounds. She did not know whom or when, it was a mystery to her. She must have lost consciousness during her transport. She heard someone knocking on her door, quite impatiently. 
  “I’m coming!” she cried weakly. She opened the door and found the Summoner. 
  “You are summoned. Please follow me.” 
  “Are you kidding? Look at me! I can barely stand.” 
  “That’s not my problem. Denay and Clarissa are ill and cannot make it. You are the only other one available right now. Now follow me.” He said in disgust, as if he should have to explain to the likes of her.  
  She lifted up a quick prayer to Delvishan, the god of Mages. Her prayer was answered as she was led right to Darian’s door. Of all nights, why tonight? Is this some kind of cruel joke? She thought. I look a mess. He’s never going to call me again. She was determined though, to enjoy it no matter how much pain she was in.  
  The Summoner knocked and did not wait for a reply before he left her standing there 
  alone. Darian opened the door and her heart melted. All he wore were breeches. His tan, 
  muscular chest was bare, he wore nothing else.  
  “Are you alright? Who did this to you? Bastards!” he exclaimed, concern flooding his features. 
  “Trétorna did this last night.” He took her hand and slowly led her into his chambers. He led her into his bedroom, where he laid her gently on the bed.  
  “Why the hell did they bring you here tonight?” he said angrily.  
  “I’m sorry. I’ll do the best I can and I promise not to cry no matter what.”  
  “No. You’ll do no such thing!” Darian was visibly upset. 
  “Please, give me a chance. Don’t tell or I’ll be beaten.” 
  “I don’t think you understand. Please, lie back and let me take care of you. The least they could have done was give you a healing potion. There’s no reason for this. You never hit a woman! Do not be afraid, I will not hurt you. I’ll need to take off your clothes though. Here, drink this first,” he handed her a healing potion and helped her so she could drink. He then did a thorough examination of her. His hands were warm and gentle. 
  “You have some pretty serious wounds. I’m going to heal you, but you must put this blindfold on.” She simply nodded, enjoying herself in spite of her pain. 
  Darian’s hands felt good and he was very gentle with her. He tied the blindfold in place, went to his study and retrieved a very powerful item, The Orb of Healing. He began to chant, gathering a great amount of power for she had many wounds, both inside her body and out. When he felt he had enough power built up, he passed it across her body as he continued to chant. Her bruises slowly disappeared, muscles and bones knitted themselves back together. He was almost finished when he discovered that she was bleeding internally. He threw himself deep into the Orb and drew as much power as he could safely handle to bring her back from the brink of death. He collapsed from the strain, the Orb rolling out of his grasp across the floor.  
 He woke sometime later, unaware of how much time had passed, but his muscles were cramped and sore. He checked on her, realizing only then that he did not know her name. She was sleeping peacefully, her breathing deep and even. Her skin had taken on a healthy glow and all signs of her external wounds were gone. She really is quite beautiful, he thought to himself as he left her to rest.  
  Retrieving the Orb, he returned it to his study. After bathing, he did some errands, making sure not to be gone too long in case the girl awoke and needed him.  
  Upon his return, he immediately began working on a very powerful spell that he named Soul Stealer. He had much to do, many calculations to complete, along with a long list of possible  
  spell components. Hours slipped by uncounted. 
   He felt cool, soft hands begin to rub his stiff neck muscles. Looking up, he saw the girl  
  and smiled in return.  
  “How are you feeling?” he asked, stopping his research.  
  “Like a new person. Thank you so much for all you’ve done.” She began kissing his back and neck, but he pulled away.  
  “Do I not please you?” 
  “On the contrary,” he said with a smirk. “I just want you to rest. You’ve been through a terrible ordeal and your body needs time to recover. I don’t think you realize how close to death you were.” She began kissing him again, but he grabbed her wrist gently.  
  “I’m serious. There will be plenty of time for that when you’re well. For now, rest,” he gestured toward the bed. 
  “You’re very kind, but by tonight, the Summoner will be banging down my door. They’ll put me back to work and my only regret is that it won’t be with you. With your regulars undoubtedly better now, the odds are not in my favor that you’ll be there to save me again,” she said softly, as tears ran down her rosy cheeks. She looked so young and  
  innocent. Darian loved and respected women and could not bear to see her cry. 
  “What’s your name sweetheart?” 
  “Gayla.” 
  “Gayla, you misunderstand. You will no longer be working the floor. As of last night, it’s over.” 
  “Huh? I don’t understand,” she said, scrunching up her nose. He knew she could be no more than eighteen. This face made her seem even younger.  
  “I relieved Denay and Clarissa of their duty and sent them back to work the floor. It seems they were more interested in each other than me so… You,” he said, pulling her down in his lap and wrapping his strong arms around her. “You have just been promoted. You’re just mine now and you will have your things brought here. You’ll be staying with me, catering to my every whim.”  
  Her jaw dropped open. She could scarcely believe his words! Of all the things she had hoped for, this was far beyond it all! She slid off his lap, dropped to her knees and began to pray to Delvishan, singing his praises. She rose and threw her arms around his neck, laying her face on his bare chest. He sat her back on his lap, hugging her close, stroking her hair. 
  “Besides, I don’t know anything about you. This will give us some time to get to know each other.” Therefore, they spent hours a day doing just that. When he was working in his study, she left him alone. She didn’t want to anger him. She spent her free time cleaning and washing their  
  clothes or walking in the garden right outside his chambers. 
  Darian sent for her things to be brought to his chambers and it seemed no one was very  
  happy about his decision. He was the highest-ranking Mage on the floor, so no one could oppose him. The two girls he let go were very angry and jealous of Gayla. Which she thought was utterly ridiculous. After all, they’d had everything and threw it away. She couldn’t understand their way of thinking.  
 Darian had never let any of the girls stay with him. No longer than one night at a time. Sometimes, he would wake them in the middle of the night and make them leave. When his needs were met, he had no further use for them. They were never allowed to bring their things into his chambers either. So what made her so special?  
  Two weeks had passed now and Darian was growing anxious. Having a beautiful girl alone with him made it difficult not to touch her. She tried several times, but each time he put a stop to it. He wanted her to trust him, to feel at ease with him. She had been through hell in the short time she’d been here and he wanted to protect her, to restore her self-esteem. But more than that, he wanted to make love to her. She was irresistibly sexy, the kind of girl to make you thankful you were a man. He purposefully delayed their intimacy, knowing it was driving her wild. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep it up.  
  He came upon her then in the bathroom, bent over the tub, completely naked, except for a lacy thong that she wore. She was washing his shirts and he just stood there admiring the view until he could bear it no more. He came up behind her and ran his hands over her silky-smooth skin. She jumped as if struck. 
  “Oh Darian! You frightened me!” she gasped, standing as she dried her hands on a towel.  
  He swept her into his arms, kissing her tenderly. She sighed at his touch as he stroked her tender flesh. She unlaced his breeches, reaching inside and he groaned, moving to her breasts. She broke contact and slid to her knees to pleasure him and he braced himself on the wall. Minutes slipped by and he felt his knees growing weak. As if she read his mind, she rose and sauntered to the bedroom. He followed her, leaving a trail of clothes behind him. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of him and for the first time, she wondered if she could handle him. 
  Sensing her distress, he took his time. For a time, they just lay there kissing and touching, becoming familiar with each other. Little by little, she began to relax and her fears melted as his lips touched her skin. He brushed stray strands of hair from her face. His lips met hers as he rolled her over. She gasped in shock and pleasure, a strong sensation coursing through her. She was not used to pleasure, as pain had filled her world until Darian had entered her life. A tear leaked unbidden down her cheek and he kissed it away, not missing a beat. It felt so good to be here with him now, in a place she previously felt was unreachable. 
  She knew right then that she was in love with him, though she would never tell him. That 
  meant certain death. The Order did not allow the “hired help” to fall in love with someone who 
  was clearly better than they were.  
  Once they took a girl into service, they methodically destroyed their reproductive system. Only the Breeders could carry the child of a Mage of The Order. And if a Breeder was unsuccessful more than once in bearing a powerful Mage, she was destroyed. In this way, the power of The Order was assured.  
  They culled out the weak, nourished the strong. To someone outside The Order, this may sound atrocious, evil even. However, life depended on their strict code. Many Masters never even made it through the tests to become a Mage. The number that perished far outweighed those who succeeded.  
  After all, was there anything worse than a weak, easily distracted Mage in a battle? In a life or death struggle, would you want someone who could hold their concentration while being attacked, or someone who lost their train of thought and got many killed besides themselves?  
  The Order was very secretive and they took everything very seriously. They were extremely protective of their magic. No Mage would share his secrets with another Mage, especially their spellbooks. These they guarded by any means necessary. 
 No Mage had more spells in his repertoire than Darian. That was enough for any Mage to come after him. The only thing that stopped them so far was his power. They were wary of it. He was the most powerful Mage The Order had ever seen. Darian had risen through the ranks faster than any Mage before him. His superiors feared him. His underlings hated him. He had no peers. He had no equal. He stood alone. 
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  After bathing, they went to the kitchen to cook breakfast. They talked and laughed as they ate, at ease with each other. Picking up where they left off, it seemed as if they were never apart at all. Darian did not realize how much he’d missed Gayla until last night. She was special. She was a part of him and his past.  
  He kept telling himself that Tynuviel was better off without him. That he would only end up hurting her in the end. Their relationship was forbidden. There were no happily ever afters for a Mage. Why did he bother with hopes and dreams anyway? He was a Mage of The Order. They lived in a world without either one every day.  
  He knew he’d have to go back to Kyler soon, but at night, he intended to return to Gayla as he promised. He’d deprived himself for too long. All for nothing. He leaned into her, kissing her bare shoulder, her neck, her lips. 
  “Leave the dishes,” he whispered into her ear. 
  “Oh, Darian, honestly!” She knew how he hated clutter and messes. She shook her head. 
  “You go on love, I’m just gonna’ clean this mess.” 
  He watched her for a few moments as she began to wash the dishes. She sang as she worked. Darian always liked that, she had a wonderful voice. He liked the way her breasts  
  looked as they strained against the cloth of her shirt. He could see her nipples pressing through the soft cloth.  
  He rose and went to his study with a smile on his face, but he didn’t get much work done. His mind was on Gayla. He couldn’t help it. Deprived by his own will for almost three years, he had a lot of catching up to do. He decided to check up on his companions. 
  Touching a rectangular crystal, he voiced the word that brought it to life. He saw Kyler talking with Kiel. 
  “I know he’s upset, but we must give him some time alone to work things out.” Kyler said in his defense. Sometimes Kyler really had no idea at all how Darian felt. Of course, this was Darian’s fault as he chose not to disclose too much information about himself and his past.  
  “I’m afraid we’ve given him more than enough time to compose himself. If he cannot accept things, that’s his problem. We must continue without him if need be. Your father would be most angry if we delay any more than we already have. I strongly recommend that we leave at first light with or without the Mage. He knows where we are headed and he can follow when he pulls himself together. That is my counsel.”  
  “So be it. We leave at dawn,” Kyler replied, leaving Kiel’s side. He needed to take a walk to clear his head.  
 Darian thought Kyler should know better. He should not have to ask advice even from an Elflord. He was a prince who knew his duty, but he was a true friend. Darian loved him like a brother. They were inseparable and someday, Darian swore he would make up for all the lies he’d told him. Kyler was the only one who’d befriended him knowing he was a Mage of The Order. Darian let the connection go and leaned back in his chair to think. 
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  “Shhh!” Kryndale whispered harshly, as Krayven signaled him.  
  There was no good coverage for them to hide and he sensed something approaching. They used the magic that they were born with as Lira Tu’ Malay, People who change. Better known as chameleons. They used their magic to blend in with their surroundings and disappear.  
  They entered Blavven Krill at dawn, seeing nothing until now. Whatever was out there  
  had not come to welcome them. A low rumble filled the air and a loud coughing sound echoed off the mountain walls.  
  Sudden darkness overcame them as they flattened themselves against the cool rock wall.  
  Kryndale said a silent prayer to Starshenna to keep them safe that they might complete their mission. 
  It emerged out of the darkness, a huge misshapen thing. It paused to sniff the air only inches from Kryndale. Shuffling slowly, it was almost past them when without warning, a huge limb swung out at Tryndil. Only his quick elven reflexes saved him. He ducked low and rolled, coming up behind the monster. The beast’s fist made a resounding crash against the rock wall, sending a shock wave of tremors through the stone. Small stones and pebbles rained down around them.  
  Tryndil drew his weapons. A pair of swords, lightweight, yet with the strength of elven made steel. The hilt was a naked buxom lass with long slender legs and long flowing locks. 
  He faced off against the creature, parrying with his left blade and slicing across with his right. Tryndil heard Loganthar begin casting a spell and from somewhere off to his right, Krayven let fly an arrow, which bounced harmlessly off the creature’s thick hide. Not to be deterred, Krayven withdrew a special arrow from a collection he kept locked within a box. He let the arrow fly and it struck the creature in the side. Upon impact, it burst into flames. Krayven smiled; nothing had ever walked away from his fire arrows.  
  The flame arrow only seemed to enrage the creature more. Batting the flames with its huge misshapen limbs, it struck out at the mage. Loganthar seemed an easy target, vulnerable with no weapon. The huge limb came crashing down towards Loganthar’s head. The mage appeared not to see, as he was deep in concentration. The limb connected and blue and green sparks flew into the sky from the protective shield.  
  Loganthar finished his spell. Lightning raced from his fingertips, striking the creature in the chest. It howled in pain and anger, striking out at the mage again. The shield protected Loganthar, but it was weakening from the powerful blows.  
  Kryndale drew his daggers, went into a forward roll and came up between the creature’s legs. His blades bit deep into flesh and acid gore dripped freely onto the ground. Upon striking the creature, Kryndale dove ahead to safety.  
  Tryndil batted aside the creature’s weakening attempts, careful to avoid stepping in the acid pooling around the creature. Krayven fired another arrow, hitting the beast in its already wounded leg.  
  Malchyr entered the fray, drawing twin short swords and coming in low. Intending to exploit the wounded legs, he slid on his knees, lashing out with his weapons. The sharp blades bit deep, nearly severing both limbs. The monster lost its balance then, its massive limbs unable to support its bulk any longer. It toppled backward, striking out as it did. The massive limb struck Tryndil, smashing him into the rock wall. They heard the crack of splintering bones as his limp form slumped to the ground, lifeless.  
 Kryndale ran toward his friend’s limp form, feeling for a pulse. Blood oozed out of his mouth, trickling down his chin. His pulse was fast fading. Kryndale fumbled with his pack, his hand finally closing over what he sought. A healing potion. Breaking the wax seal, he gently poured the contents down his friend’s throat. Moments later, Tryndil arched his back and screamed as his bones, muscles and tissue knitted themselves back together.  
  “Finish it quickly! We must find safety before it grows dark!” He commanded in elvish. 
  The mage began another spell and a dark cloud began to form. Upon completion, a thick cloud of insects formed, attacking the creature. They swarmed around the misshapen beast, biting and tearing.     
  Krayven shot an arrow, burying it deep in the creature’s eye. It howled in pain and rage, flailing its arms at the insects and trying without success to dislodge the arrow. 
  Malchyr and Kralkor attacked, stabbing it repeatedly, tearing vicious wounds and spilling acid gore everywhere. They kept at it long after the creature stopped resisting.  
  Krayven and Kryndale pulled them away to tend their wounds. They had burns all over their faces and hands where the acid made contact. Their clothing had smoking holes and their boots were ruined. They removed all their clothing and tossed it in the pool of acid, watching it disintegrate. No trace of their passing remained.  
  Krayven and Kryndale gave each a healing potion, which took the worst of the burns away, leaving only minor injuries. On these, they rubbed salve and bound them as best they could. Rooting around in the packs, they found spare clothing, but no boots. These they would have to purchase as soon as possible. 
  They continued moving, needing to find a relatively safe place to rest for the night. Kryndale helped Tryndil along. He was incredibly weak and could not go any farther on his own. Krayven resumed the lead, scouting ahead as still as death.  
  Kryndale allowed his mind to wander for a moment, thinking of Nephraete. He pictured her beautiful face, her silvery hair, violet eyes and seductive shape. An intense longing and a desperate need to find her filled him. She had to be alright. He was not sure what he would do if she had been killed.  
  Blavven Krill was an extremely dangerous place even for seasoned assassins such as them. But for a mere girl, a seer, practically defenseless… He refused to think about it anymore. Never once did it cross his mind that she fled to get away from him, that she was more frightened of him than she was of Blavven Krill. He never even considered that she was in love with someone else. That she did not love him, had never loved him.  
  Krayven came trotting back, signaling that he had found something. Not a moment too soon, Tryndil’s legs gave out and he slumped in Kryndale’s arms, unconscious. What Krayven found was not altogether desirable, but it would have to do.  
  Growing up against the mountain walls were thick bushes nearly as tall as they were. Carefully, so as not to displace any leaves and give away their position, they crawled as far back as they could, resting their backs against the cold rock. They settled Tryndil on their cloaks, which they spread on the ground. Cramped though it was, it would have to do. 
  One by one they slipped into Ru Nay’ Sha, all except Kryndale. He kept watch over them. He watched the steady rise and fall of Tryndil’s chest, and knew he would be alright. He let out a breath he did not realize he had been holding. These five were his closest companions. They had been through much together. They trusted each other and worked well in concert. They never once questioned Kryndale’s orders and they did as they were told. Kryndale never let them down. He could not start second-guessing himself now.  
  He made a mental list of places he thought Nephraete might go. It was a very short list, only one name was on it. Kiri A’ Nouell. It made sense to go there, to look for refuge among kin and kind.  
 Supposedly, before the Niri Ku’ Yamma or the Great Split as it was referred to in the common tongue, they were one people. Kryndale wasn’t sure he believed it. He could not imagine living anywhere except the Bay, certainly not in a stuffy old forest.  
  The night grew cold and quiet. Gone were the sounds of birds and insects. It seemed as if the wind stopped as well. An eerie feeling overcame him. The others must have sensed it as well, for they opened their eyes, silently alert. All except Tryndil, who was still lost to them.  
  Loganthar waggled his fingers, mouthing the words to a spell. He threw up a shield to protect them from sight as well as blocking the creature’s sensory perception. The creature, whatever it was, was a quadruped and quite large by the sound of it. It came dangerously close to their hiding place. They could see the clouds of its expelled breath in the cold air. Yellow eyes glowed in the dark, which were forced to look elsewhere if they came too close to the protected area. Sometime just before dawn, it seemed to lose interest and wandered off.  
  Luck was with them, for they were able to rouse Tryndil. They ate a hastily prepared breakfast and resumed their trek. Kryndale meant to be out of Blavven Krill well before nightfall. They walked all day without stopping. 
  They all seemed to want the same thing, to be free of the pass. The sun was high in the  
  sky when they ate a quick meal as they walked on. They still had a long way to go. They moved quickly and quietly, not daring to speak. All their senses were tuned to their surroundings. 
  It was nearing dusk and they still had more than three leagues before they would put Blavven Krill behind them. They picked up the pace, an unspoken decision not to spend one more night here. The light was fast fading, the moon rising, and they still were not yet free. 
  The moon was bright and more than enough light for them to see by. They heard rocks falling behind them as if being scattered by a pursuer. A growl followed by an unearthly screech filled the night air. The chase was on. The Gor Li’ Khan took off running at break neck speed. They could not afford another battle this soon. Half their number was still recovering from the last one.                
  Malchyr and Kralkor lightly skipped over the ground, distributing their weight evenly so their bare feet seemed not to touch the earth. Kryndale stayed close to Tryndil, Krayven and Loganthar teamed up. They did not separate because if they had to fight, their odds were better together.  
  “This beast has magic!” Loganthar shouted. 
  “Are you sure?” asked Kryndale. 
  “We’ve passed that rock formation three times,” the mage responded.  
  “Can you dismiss the spell?” asked Krayven.  
  “I will try,” said Loganthar. First, he cast a protective shield around them, then began working on canceling the creature’s spell. Whatever it was, it was closing fast as the mage was deep in concentration. He finished casting and shouted. 
  “Run!” They ran, but whatever followed them was in fierce pursuit. They heard rocks scattering and twigs snapping as it began to close the distance. 
  “Loganthar, do something!” Kryndale shouted as Tryndil went down, his legs giving out from the strain. 
  But Krayven acted first. Nocking a lightning arrow, he let it fly in the direction he thought the creature was. White-hot energy lit the dark sky as an unearthly cry erupted from the creature. The smell of burnt flesh reached their sensitive nostrils. They waited for the sounds of pursuit, but heard nothing. 
  Kryndale helped Tryndil to his feet, supporting him so he could walk. Sometime later, the rocks gave way to grass and soil. At last, they were free of Blavven Krill, but they wanted to distance themselves from that place.  
  They entered the wilderness, endless miles of trees and tall grass, rolling hills and not much else. They made it to a copse of trees and collapsed. Krayven took first watch while the others settled themselves as comfortably as they could and slipped into Ru Nay’ Sha.  
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  Darian entered the camp before any of his companions had risen. He watched the gateway close, the silver light fading in the pre-dawn darkness. He was dressed in the dark blue robes of his order, cowl pulled up so his face could not be seen. On his left index finger, he wore a shiny mithril ring. It ran from the knuckle on his hand and extended one inch past his fingertip. Etched into the shiny surface were arcane symbols and runes. Fully jointed, it moved with him, they were one. For the first time since he met Kyler, he looked like the powerful Mage that he was. 
  It was time to stop pretending that he was something other than what The Order had created him to be. He was born to be a Mage of The Order and that’s what he would act like from now on. He had earned the title that he now bore and the respect that went with it. It was past time that his companions knew who he really was and what he was capable of. He drew the mantle of power over him and buried the weakling that he’d let himself become. For love. Ha! As if there is such a thing! He remarked snidely to himself. 
  Nephraete was the first to rise, probably due to her deep connection to Darian. She started walking toward him, but he waved his left hand in front of him and she stopped. She saw his robes, but more importantly, she saw the ring. She’d never seen him wear it before. Something had definitely changed and Nephraete wasn’t sure it was for the better. Nephraete could not see his face, but she did not need to. She could feel his distance; it was palpable. A wall had gone up. It was as if they had not been friends at all. Kyler was the next to rise. He ran to Darian, embracing him. To her surprise, Darian returned it. 
  “Darian, I’m glad you’re here. I would not have wanted to make this journey without you, my friend.”  
  Darian said nothing and one by one, the camp came alive to find the Mage had returned. Upon seeing Tynuviel, pain knifed through his heart. Though he made love to another woman, it had not erased his love for this elf that now stood before him. When he saw Trighton, pure hatred ran unchecked through him. It consumed him, until using all of his teaching and training, he was able to gain control over his emotions, locking them safely away.  
  “Darian please, I need to talk to you,” Tynuviel pleaded. 
  “There’s nothing left to say,” he replied quietly, coldly. 
  “But…” she began, but the Mage turned his back on her, coolly dismissing her.  
  He still had not come to terms with her and Trighton’s relationship. Maybe he never would. He knew he was hurting her even as he was hurting himself. But he couldn’t help it. Distance was all he knew. He never let anyone close to him before and now he understood why. It was time to return to his old ways. Past time. Even had he wished to change he was not sure he would be able to do so.  
  “Is that any way to treat a lady?” asked Trighton. 
  “Do not presume to tell me how to treat a woman,” the Mage snarled.  
  Everyone could feel the tension between these three. They sat down to a hastily prepared meal. Darian declined their offer, moving off by himself. Tynuviel made as if to follow, but her brother grabbed her wrist. 
  “Leave him alone for now. He’ll come around on his own,” cautioned Kyler. He too had felt the distance and witnessed the drastic change in his friend.  
 “Hasn’t he hurt you enough? Why do you still have feelings for him anyway?” asked Trighton sharply.  
  “Stay out of it Trighton,” warned Asa.  
  Tireniel took Tynuviel in his arms, hugging her close. He sat her down and made sure she ate something. He talked to her about anything other than the Mage. He made her feel better and she was glad they were friends. 
  They spoke in elvish, but Shaz did not need to understand the words. He read their expressions, their body language and in Tynuviel’s case, her tears. For a split second, he felt sorry for her. Maybe he should have stopped Trighton from interfering with her and Darian. He felt responsible. After all, his grudge was with Darian, not Tynuviel. Then he glanced at Darian and satisfaction replaced the guilt. It was about time that someone took him down a peg or two. He was tired of the Mage walking around as if he was the shit. For once, he was quiet, put in his place. Just the way Shaz liked him. 
  Soon after, they broke camp and began their long journey. The sun was warm and it felt good on the seer’s skin. She had tried unsuccessfully to talk to Kyler. He was as distant as Darian had become. He had been worried about Darian and now that he was back… She was glad the Mage had Kyler as a friend. Darian needed him now more than ever as he began his travel down the dark road. The darkness that was threatening to envelop the Mage was insidious, extremely cunning and treacherous. She felt its evil growing and evolving into a sentient thing. They must all do their part to keep the Mage away from the dark precipice lest he fall into darkness and be lost for all time.  
  “Can I walk with you?” asked Tynuviel, startling Nephraete out of her contemplation. The forest came alive with the sounds of birds and small animals. The sun had risen and bathed the forest in golden light and warmth. The air held the scent of a crisp Spring morning, which boosted their spirits.  
  “Of course,” Nephraete smiled at her new friend.  
  “I’ve screwed everything up. I don’t understand what happened. I know Trighton interrupted us but… how was it my fault? He is so angry! I know I am partly to blame; I never should have kissed Trighton. Now the man that I love hates me and wants nothing to do with me. I tried to explain that Trighton was lying about us being lovers, but I don’t think he believes me. What do I do?” Tynuviel asked, as tears stained her cheeks.  
  “He does not hate you. When he looks at you, he is filled with pain. Which means he must still love you, else he would not care. He is slipping away from us. We cannot allow this to happen.” 
  “What are you talking about?” asked Tynuviel worriedly. 
  “Do you not sense it? He is changing day by day. He walks a dark road and I fear that if he does not stop, there will be no coming back from it,” replied Nephraete soberly. 
  “What do we do?” asked Tynuviel. 
  “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do. Kyler is the only one he’ll listen to, I think,” said the seer. 
  “I see you and Chamlen have become friends. He’s a good elf. Handsome and compassionate,” said Tynuviel, deftly changing the subject. 
  “Yes, he is. He is loyal to Kyler too.” 
  “They all are and they’d better be. He is next in line and if something happens to father,  
  Kyler needs to be ready to step into his role as leader of the elves.”  
  “Kyler does not seem thrilled about that prospect,” the seer observed.  
  “I doubt he is, but nonetheless, he must be ready,” Tynuviel responded. 
  “Can I ask you something?” asked Nephraete, unsure of how to phrase her next question. A question that had been bugging her since she came to Kiri A’ Nouell. 
  “Of course,” said Tynuviel with a smile, but it was evident that she was battling her emotions and trying to get them under control.  
 “Why did Galavad pass over Asa and give the responsibility to Kyler? Asa seems more than qualified and his battle knowledge would be very helpful.” 
  “I’m not sure why Kyler was chosen, but he was furious! They called a family meeting to discuss the Monarch’s choice when we were mere elflings. Even then he said he saw something in his younger son. He said, ‘It is as if Shenna has chosen you herself.’” Tynuviel remembered wistfully. Tynuviel watched the way Nephraete looked at her brother and smiled. 
  “Kyler cares for you, he told me so. It’s just that he feels guilty, as if he’s betraying Destiny. He’s afraid that it’s too soon to be moving on. I told him he was being silly. You can’t help falling in love. Your heart does it for you,” Tynuviel changed the subject and the seer felt her cheeks heat from her friend’s admission. They stayed together the whole day, chatting easily.  
  Up ahead, Kyler and Darian had not spoken at all since his return. The elf was glad of his presence just the same. They walked side by side in silence for some time before the Mage finally broke it. 
  “Why didn’t you tell me, Kyler? I know you knew what was going on. You and Ty are so close… I made a fool of myself. And I almost killed him Kyler. If Ty hadn’t stepped in front of me…”  
  “What?” It was Kyler’s turn to be surprised.  
  “I took her to what I thought was a secluded spot, somewhere where we could be alone. Trighton showed up and I lost control. I began to cast a spell… And if Ty hadn’t stopped me… Kyler, I’d have killed him. I’m not safe to be around right now. Something is happening to me that I don’t understand.” 
  “Takasha! You’re my friend and I won’t let you go through this alone. I’m sorry, but I warned you remember? Anyway, there’s nothing between them. They’re just friends. Well, maybe not anymore. She’s really angry with him. I don’t understand why you’re so upset with her. She hasn’t done anything. She loves you, Darian.” 
  “Do you take me for a fool?” he asked angrily. 
  “Of course not,” Kyler said, perplexed. “Listen, I’m telling you she loves you, not Trighton. She hasn’t spoken two words to him since she slapped him after you left.” 
  “And this is supposed to make me feel better? She couldn’t look me in the eye, Kyler. She would not look at me. She tried to tell me something, but I wouldn’t let her. I’m certain it was about her and Trighton. This is why a Mage doesn’t marry, Kyler. When I’m with her, I’m happy, but all mixed up inside. I do things and say things that I don’t mean. Look at yesterday, I had no right to be angry. I know that. The sight of Trighton makes my blood boil. He said they became lovers after I left. He even told me that she didn’t want me to know because she knew it would ruin her chances with me.”  
  Kyler hung his head. He knew he couldn’t win, not now. He didn’t like to see his friend in so much pain. He doubted any of the others even noticed, but Darian could not hide it from him. Darian thought he could keep anything from him but in truth, Kyler understood him better than the Mage thought. 
  “I don’t know what else to say. I would like to see you together; you know that but… Whether or not you choose to be with her, well, that’s between you and her. That won’t affect our friendship. I want to see you happy my friend.” Darian clapped him on the back.  
  “Speaking of happy, how are you doing Kyler? I never got a chance to say how sorry I am for what happened. I know it’s been hard for you and I haven’t been there for you lately. But I’m here now. You can’t change the past, but you have the future. Have your eye on anyone?” Darian probed, for he already suspected. 
  “Darian I… I kissed Nephraete. I feel like it’s still too soon. I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet.” 
 “Kyler, it’s been months now. It’s time you moved on. You and Nephraete look good together. It’s a smart match. It might even bring the elves back together. Galavad will be so happy,” Darian said, as he clapped his hands and skipped in a mocking manner. Kyler smiled, it almost seemed that Darian was his old self… almost. But there was a darkness to him now, a darkness that was as elusive as it was impenetrable. 
  “Darian, you couldn’t be farther off the mark. From what Nephraete has told me of her father, I’m not so sure he would welcome our union. She told me she was betrothed to a Gor Li’ Khan, that he might come for her. She soothes me Darian. She has a calm manner that keeps the demons at bay. I’m so conflicted right now. I want to be with her, but cannot stop seeing Destiny. And yet, the only time I’m free from those memories is when I’m with her.”  
  “Kyler, she loves you and I think she understands the situation better than you may think.” 
  “She told me she was in love with me, that she left Kaleika Bay to find me. How do you know her feelings?” asked Kyler, a bit confused. 
  “Our connection, remember? We feel what the other is feeling. I know whom she loves. Her heart is open to me. Every time she looks at you, I can feel her emotion flood me,” the Mage 
  explained.  
  “Darian, where have you been?” asked Kyler, gently changing the subject. 
  “What of you and Nephraete?” asked the Mage, switching subjects again. 
  “I want to take it slow with Nephraete.” 
  “Why?” 
  “Takasha! I guess I feel like I’d be betraying Destiny,” said Kyler softly. 
  “It’s a little late to say that now since you kissed her, don’t you think? You’d be  
  sending mixed messages. If you didn’t feel ready, you never should have kissed her.” 
  “The truth is I’m attracted to Nephraete. I have been since the first time I saw her. She’s beautiful, sensuous and intoxicating. She makes me feel at ease. The only time I don’t keep seeing… what we found… is when I’m with her. I want to be with her. But sometimes I think of Destiny and… How would she feel if I moved on so soon after her death?” 
  “Kyler c’mon, you’re being incredibly hard on yourself. Do you really think she would want you to suffer? Do you think she wants you to live alone… forever?” His tone softened. “Sometimes, even under the worst circumstances, things happen for a reason. Destiny loved you. She would want you to be happy. If you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to Nephraete about what you two saw. I don’t want to make you relive it…”  
  “Morphindinaetlus!” the elf said, cutting his friend off. “He was there. The fire burned too hot. It burned for days. They were dead before…” 
  “They?” asked Darian quietly. 
  “She was pregnant Darian. With my child! They tore the baby from her womb, put it in the cradle… and then the dragon came and lit the town on fire.” This made the Mage stop dead in his tracks. 
  “Kyler, I’m so sorry. All this is my fault. If I’d never come to Kiri A’ Nouell, none of this would have happened.” 
  “Now who’s being too hard on themselves? No one can know the future. Besides, I’m glad we met and became friends, no matter the circumstances.” Darian gripped Kyler’s arm, smiling warmly.  
  “You know they’re after me and my staff. They knew we were in Limmin. They knew about you and Destiny, which is why they killed her. They must have asked her about me. Kyler, they seem to know every step we take, where we’ve been and maybe even where we’re going.” 
  “How? Are you saying there’s a traitor among us?” 
  “I wouldn’t rule it out. I don’t know,” he said, tapping his Mage ring against his upper lip.  
 “I’ve never seen you wear that before, what is it?” asked Kyler curiously. 
  “A little something I made. It’s a Mage battle ring. Trust me, you don’t want to be on the  
  receiving end of it.” 
  “What should we do? I hand-picked this group because I trust them all.” 
  “You are the only one I trust, Kyler. We’ve been through too much. You welcomed me into your life and didn’t know the first thing about me.” 
  “Takasha! Give me some credit, will you? I’m no fool. We followed you for three days before making contact. I may be young by elven standards, I am good looking and I am blond, but my heads not empty. Sheesh!” Kyler said, rolling his eyes. Darian nudged him and they both laughed.  
  “I think it best if we avoid the towns. We should stay on our own. If we need supplies, then I’ll take Nephraete with me.” 
  “Do you think that’s a good idea?” asked Kyler. 
  “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll keep your girlfriend safe. And I promise to keep my hands to myself.” 
  “That’s not what I meant,” Kyler said, a touch of anger in his voice. 
  “I’m sorry Kyler. Sometimes I can be such…” 
  “An ass,” Kyler finished for him. 
  “I was thinking a handsome, caring individual myself. Kyler, don’t make the same mistake I did. I was so wrapped up in my own agenda. Don’t hold back with Nephraete and don’t feel guilty. Maybe if I’d looked sooner, things would be different.” 
  “What do you mean? Looked for what?”  
  “While I was unconscious, I found an opaque barrier inside my head, as I now believe all Mages have. It kept me from Tynuviel. Every time we were together, I felt an urge to be somewhere else.” 
  “How could they know you would fall in love with my sister?” 
  “They didn’t. It limited and restrained my behavior to keep me under control. It’s becoming dangerous to be around me. A Mage of The Order does not fall in love. It is forbidden.” 
  “What do you mean forbidden?” 
  “It is one of the rules of The Order.” 
  “Then how… How do you… have children?” asked Kyler, knowing he was stepping on dangerous ground. 
  “The Breeders. They are the only ones who may bear a child of a Mage of The Order,” Darian whispered. 
  “The Breeders? What is that?” Kyler could not help himself. He knew Darian did not like to speak of his past, but he brought it up. 
  “I… They are... I… I was to go to them, but I never made it. I left Mogan Dar… before…” he trailed off. 
  “Takasha! Darian, what are you telling me? You fled Mogan Dar? That’s when we came upon you, isn’t it? Why have you never told me this before?” Kyler was aghast. He could not believe his ears. 
  “You know me, Kyler. I’m a man of many secrets.” 
  “But we are friends. We can share anything.” 
  “No. Not anything. Some things, but you will never know everything there is to know about me. No one ever will,” he said firmly.  
  “It’s not too late Darian, she loves you…” Kyler tried to change the subject. 
  “No! It wasn’t meant to be. I understand that now. Someday, she will too,” he finished softly. 
  “What are you talking about? I know you still love her. A blind man could see it.”  
  Darian let him think what he would. He did not see how Ty could forgive him for what he had done. Yes, he loved her. But he had lived this long without her. He’d get used to it. At least he wasn’t alone anymore; he had Gayla. Besides, if The Order ever found out about Tynuviel, her life was forfeit. He could not let that happen. Whoever was after him seemed to be one step ahead every time. Darian could not let it continue. He could not take the chance that they would not find out about Tynuviel. If the Dark Mage knew about Kyler and Destiny, then finding out about Tynuviel and Darian would not be a difficult task. Tynuviel’s death was something the powerful, young Mage could not live with. He’d lived with many atrocities in his time, but this… This would break him. 
 They stopped at midday for their noon meal. Nephraete attempted to talk to Kyler, but lately, she had the distinct feeling that he was avoiding her. Ever since she told him how she felt he had acted strangely, like he felt guilty. But why then, had he said the things he said? It just didn’t make any sense. Darian looked her way and winked.  
  “Kyler, I’d like to talk to you. If you’re not too busy,” she tried not to sound desperate and failed horribly. He smiled his smile and she felt her knees grow weak. 
  “I’m never too busy for you Nephraete. What can I do for you?” He looked at her petite curvaceous form, her full mouth, violet eyes and felt his control slipping. At least when she wore a dress, he could not readily see her shapely legs. But he was glad she wore tights now, she looked… 
  “Kyler, are you alright?” she asked with a smirk. 
  “Yes. Do you think we could take a walk?”  
  “Sure, that would be nice,” she replied. They walked well out of earshot, choosing a spot on some fallen logs. 
  “Nephraete, I’m sorry. Lately I’ve been distracted, worrying over Darian and I haven’t had  
  much time for you. Nephraete… I…you… When I’m with you… Takasha!” He leaned into her, kissing her softly. Her lips were warm and sweet. She felt good. Her skin was soft and her scent drove him wild. He put his hand behind her head, pulling her near.  
  Kissing her again, he put his hand on her breast and she jerked away, suddenly afraid. 
  “Is something wrong?” he asked, stunned. 
  “I’m sorry. You startled me. No one has ever done that before. I’ve never…” she trailed off. 
   “Nephraete, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I feel so many emotions running through me when we’re together. I feel whole when you’re with me, as if we’ve known each other for a long time. You keep my demons at bay. I’m yours if you’ll have me.”  
  In answer, she leaned into him, kissing him passionately. All her dreams were coming true. He held her close and kissed her neck, slowly making his way down her collarbone to the top of her blouse. Though he was gentle with her, there was urgency in his lips.  
  His tongue tickled her skin, sending shivers down her spine. His left hand stroked her hair as he brought his lips to hers again. She liked the way he made her feel. She felt his hand on her thigh and a soft moan escaped her lips. He put his hand to her breast again and this time, she did not resist. He undid the top buttons, leaving a trail of kisses down her neck to her breasts. She sighed in contentment at his touch. He made her feel so good. So, this is what it is like, she thought. He began to undo the rest of her buttons, easing the shirt off her shoulders. 
  He kissed her urgently then, demanding attention. She moaned softly as his hand worked its way up her thigh. She began to undo his shirt, pulling it off. She ran her hands over his tan, muscular flesh and he pulled her atop him. She could feel his arousal and it thrilled her, excited her!  He ran his hands down her bare back to her perfect bottom. 
  “Kyler, Nephraete. We’re ready to go,” said the Mage from a respectable distance. 
  “Takasha!” Kyler exclaimed. “We’ll be right there,” he groaned. He kissed her one last time, releasing her reluctantly as they fixed themselves up, becoming presentable once more.  
  “Well, maybe it’s for the best. I’d like to take it slowly. I know that was a poor way of showing you, but I want to get to know you, be with you for a while before…” 
  “Me too,” she said, relieved. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready for that yet. Though they had come close, she was still a little frightened, not knowing what to expect. 
 They walked back to the others holding hands. None of the companions missed this. They moved out once more, heading west. Kyler walked with Darian again.  
  “Well done my friend, well done,” the Mage said.  
  “Thank you, thank you,” Kyler replied, bowing as he did. 
  “Seriously Kyler, I’m happy for you. You two… fit. You look right together. She really loves you, too.” 
  “Yeah, it feels right. I feel at peace now. Now for you,” Kyler said half-seriously.  
  “Don’t worry about me. I’m taken care of.” Kyler looked shocked. 
  “Darian, what aren’t you telling me?” Kyler asked, feeling a sick twist inside. 
  “I have someone waiting for me.” 
  “Who?” 
  “Can we talk about something else please?” 
  “Of course not. You’re squirming. Who is it?” 
  “Does it really matter?” 
  “You’re my friend Darian, it matters to me.” 
  “Someone from my past. Her name is Gayla.”  
  “Gayla?” the elf asked curiously. 
  “Yes. Gayla.” 
  “We’ve met. Beautiful girl.” 

  “What?” 
  “I met her in Mogan Dar.” 

  “How?” 
  “She came looking for you when we were at your room. Does she make you happy?” 
  “Content.” 

  “Really?” 
  “Can we talk about something else now?” 
  “Sure, like what?” 
  “You and Nephraete.” 

  “I don’t kiss and tell, sorry.” 
    
  “So?” Tynuviel prompted as she joined her friend. Nephraete could not stop smiling. 

  “He kissed me, Ty. He told me he’s mine if I’d have him.” 
  “So, what did you tell him?” 
  “Are you kidding?” Nephraete laughed. 

  “Of course, how was it?” 
  “It was nice. It made me feel so much all at once. I got scared when he touched me though.” 
  “That’s normal, it will pass. I’m really happy for you. I know you’ve loved him for some time,” Tynuviel replied. 
  “Darian sure seems to have changed…sorry.” Nephraete did not mean to speak that aloud. 
  “Yes, he has. He actually looks like a Mage. A very handsome one. Damn Trighton! Selfish bastard! Takasha! He was my friend. He was there for me when Darian left me on my doorstep. This is not what’s supposed to be happening. We were friends, nothing more. Actually, I don’t know if I can remain friends with him after that.” 
  “I know you’re hurt and angry, but you still care for him. I cannot imagine going through what you are. I definitely would not switch places with you.” 

  “Thanks a lot.” 

    
  “Look at that ass!” Shaz remarked, nudging Asa. 
  “That’s my sister jackass!” Asa replied hotly. 
  “Not her, Nephraete.” Shaz said, trying to cover up his error. Though in truth, he watched them both. He couldn’t decide which he liked better. 
  Asa nodded his agreement. All the elves present admired the seer. He would have approached her himself, but he knew she liked Kyler. That boy had more than his fair share of looks and luck.               
  “Ah c’mon. Loosen up Asa. I’ve seen the way you guys admire the ladies. Just because you don’t voice it aloud, don’t make you no better n’me.” 
  “Must you speak?”  
  “It’s a long way and it helps to make the time go by faster,” said the bounty hunter. 
  “Not for me, it doesn’t.” Asa scoffed. 
  “Why do you hate me? I’ve heard so much about elven hospitality and what wonderful hosts you are. Not to mention that you’re on good terms with the goodly folk. But you’re just rude! With your better than everyone attitude.” 
 “I don’t hate you. I just don’t like you. You’re crass, lewd and utterly obnoxious. The sole of my boot has more personality. And we are superior to humans.” 
  “How so?” Shaz asked, ignoring most of Asa’s statement. 
  “How long do you live?” 
  “If we’re lucky eighty or ninety years.” 
  “I rest my case. We’re barely adults at that age.” 
  “Hey, I wouldn’t broadcast that man. That doesn’t sound like something you should be proud of. Know what I’m sayin’?” 
  “Hey Kyler! Why did you save this dolt again?” asked Asa in the elven tongue. 
  “For fodder, of course. I thought that was obvious,” he replied in his native language. Everyone laughed except Shaz. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
      
  Morphindinaetlus could not get near the Mage City. Strong, powerful magic protected that place. He sensed the Mage had come here, though his master had told him nothing. He chuckled to himself, but it sounded like a throaty roar. It shouldn’t be long now. The people of Marubiel were demanding justice. They could not understand why the elf snapped and murdered that girl. If Kyler showed his face there, well… This could be easier than he’d thought. 
  He wondered if the elf knew about the girl and the unborn child yet. He would have given gems from his hoard to see the look on the elf’s face. He desperately wanted to remove her ring, the elf’s ring, and add it to his treasure. He left it behind so there would be no doubt. And the child! What a tasty morsel that would have been. He restrained himself for the elf’s sake. He wanted him to suffer! And that damned Mage! The wyrm wanted the Mage to suffer as well. To know their deaths were on his head. His master only wanted the staff. The Mage would be his to devour slowly and absorb his magic. 
  Then he could retrieve what the Mage stole from him. He still did not know how Darian had gotten into his treasure room, let alone how he’d managed to steal The Orb of Healing. For that, he would pay! And pay with his life. The Orb of Healing was one of his most treasured items. It rankled him that the bastard even knew what it was. The elves created it in the old times before the Niri Ku’ Yamma. It’d been in his possession for several centuries already. He vowed to get it back and make the Mage pay for the theft. 
  He was having no luck here. Turning about, he flew off back to the Ancient Mountain, his lair and his treasure. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
  The sun had set, Darian was gone and Kyler and Nephraete were alone. They could hear an owl hoot nearby. The night air was cooler, but not cold enough to build a fire.  
  “What’s going on? Where did he go?” she asked. 
  “I don’t know,” he answered honestly.  

  “Your sister is very upset.” 
  “I know, but there is nothing I can do. I tried talking to him, but he’s very stubborn. He would not listen. I know he still loves her, but… he’s seeing someone else.” 
  “What? Who? How do you know?” Nephraete spluttered. 
  “He told me. Remember Gayla?” he said quietly.  
  “The woman we met in Mogan Dar? Could he be lying? Maybe he’s trying to hurt Ty?” 
  “No. I don’t think so. He’s lied to me before I know, but not about this, I think. No, this time I believe him… Something in his eyes… Please don’t tell Tynuviel. She’s hurting enough right now.”  
  “I won’t but… Eventually, she’ll find out. What then?” 
 “I don’t know.” He hesitated for a moment before bringing his lips to hers.  
  He stepped from the gate into his study. He felt emotionally exhausted. Keeping up the façade was hard work. They were all wary of him now, as though he might snap at any moment. Good, he thought, they’ve become too accustomed to my presence. They think they know me. He smirked. He removed his Shryvven and hung it on a peg by his desk. He spoke the password and his desk opened at his touch. Going into a drawer, he retrieved a small parcel and went to find Gayla. 
  He found her curled up on the couch, reading a volume from his extensive library. So absorbed in the book, she did not hear his approach.  
  “Gayla,” he said huskily. 
  “Darian! You’re back. I’ve missed you. I’ll get you something to eat,” she said, smiling happily. 
  “I am not hungry… for food.” He told her, wrapping her in his arms. He put his hand on her bottom, pulling her into him and kissing her softly.  
  “Happy birthday baby,” he whispered into her ear. 
  “You remembered, thank you,” she said, wrapping her slender arms around his neck. She kissed his cheek, letting her lips linger near his ear. 
  “Mmmm. I’ve got something for you,” he said, handing her the parcel. 
  “Oh, Darian. Thank you,” she said, filled with emotion. A tear traced its way down her cheek. He kissed it away, tenderly caressing her face.  
  She undid the string, opening the cloth bundle. Inside was the most beautiful dress she’d ever seen. Silk from Al-Dan-Tir, stained the color of dried blood. Painted in gold by a fine hand, were arcane symbols and runes. She knew he must have painted them. They were magical in nature and very dangerous to any but a Mage. 
  “Do you like it?” he asked her, the pain of the day fading in her presence. 
  “Darian, it’s beautiful!” 
  “Try it on, please.” 
  “This must have cost a small fortune. I am unworthy of such a gift,” she said sadly. 
  “Says who? What is twenty gold pieces for the woman I care deeply for? You share my bed and my life and you presume yourself unworthy? Are you worthy of this?” He kissed her passionately as he took her blouse off. She wore nothing else. He kissed her breasts, his fingers stroking the sweet wetness between her thighs. She gasped at his touch. He always knew exactly what she wanted. She loved him, craved him and did not want to live without him. 
  “Are you going to try the dress on?” he begged between kisses and she laughed.  
  “Mmhhmm,” she replied, not wanting him to stop.  
  “Good, I had it made just for you. I paid the seamstress extra to have it ready for today.” She could not believe the trouble he went to for her. She slipped the silky soft garment over her head, smoothing it out over her hips. It fit her perfectly.  
  “You look beautiful, just like I pictured. Here, look in the mirror.”      
  He brought her to a full-length mirror just outside of his study. As she admired her reflection, he wrapped his left arm around her from behind, putting his hand on her chest. She tilted her head back, letting him kiss her. He slid his right hand inside the dress, running it over the smooth skin of her legs. She sighed softly as he kissed her again. He ran his hand over her breasts, her belly, and then probed her tender flesh with his long, slender fingers. She eased back into him, pressing her bottom gently but firmly against him. He eased the dress over her head as she turned to face him. She stroked him as he removed his shirt, throwing it on the back of a nearby chair. He picked her up and brought her to the bed, gently laying her down. He kicked off his boots, removed his breeches and she pulled him into the bed.  
 Hours later, she lay asleep, simply worn out. He covered her with a blanket and went to go work out. He felt invigorated, full of life and energy. With Gayla taking care of him, he found he rested better, had more energy, and was less tense and irritable. He was also able to concentrate and get more work done. Why did I ever stop? He wondered.  
  After a strenuous workout with his staff and blades, he took a bath, then went to his study to look over his spellbooks and prepared to memorize the spells he felt were best for now.  
  He returned to bed much later, intending to slip into Ru Nay’ Sha. But she looked so sexy laying there, her curvaceous legs poking out of the blanket. He lay next to her, kissing her and running his hands over her body. She woke momentarily, taking him to new heights of pleasure. Afterwards, he slid deep into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
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  Branson Thundershield was worried. What’s keepin’ them elves? He knew they’d come, but they should have been here months ago. Had something gone wrong? Were they delayed? The message from Galavad’s messenger bird was clear. It said they were on their way. 
  He was growing increasingly uneasy. He had no idea what had befallen Kiri A’ Nouell. Are they already at war and canno’ come? Should he send a detachment to the elves? If he did, would they allow his men access? Or would the magic kill them as it had countless others?  
  He decided to send a group of warriors to Al-Dan-Tir, the largest human city of Corillia. Maybe there would be word of the elves in the city. Al-Dan-Tir was a huge melting pot and all kinds of traders did business there and were welcome inside their walls. The city was also an excellent source of information. It was likely that whatever information you sought could be found there. For a price, of course. 
  Branson Thundershield sent for Stryker and Kibblewolf. They appeared momentarily, bowing low.  
  “Ye sent fer us me king?” inquired Stryker. 
              “I need fer ye ta git to Al-Dan-Tir n’ find out, if ye kin, where the damned elves’re. Go unner the disguise o’ traders. Take as many as ye think ye’ll need. But ye be careful now. I canno’ 
  afford ta lose ye. Now git ye gone n’ hurry home.” 
  Stryker and Kibblewolf put their right fist to their left shoulder in salute, then banged their heads together. The sharp ring of metal on metal as their helmets clashed rang through the stone chamber.  
  They left to find their comrades and soon found two of them in a drunken stupor. Stryker kicked Corag in the rump and he groaned as he struggled to open his bleary eyes. Kibblewolf roused Rikert, shaking him violently. 
  “Conflagration!” Rikert complained.  
  “What’s this about?” mumbled Corag.  

  “We’re goin’ to Al-Dan-Tir.” 

  “An ye woke us ta tell us that?” said Corag.  
  “Course not, stupid! You two’re comin’ with us.” 
  “Well why dint ye say so?” asked Rikert in his drunken slur.  
  “Sober up n’ fast. Then come ta meet us at Dain’s.” Stryker told them.  
  They found Wicket in the chapel where he generally was, for he was a dwarven cleric. When they got to Dain’s, they came up with a plan without waiting for Corag and Rikert. When they arrived, they went over it again, making sure they all knew their roles. It would take them at least three weeks to make it to the human city. They were very good at long distance treks and forced marches. Dwarves were a sturdy, hardy folk. They spent the next few hours gathering the needed supplies, for they would leave at dawn’s first light. 
   
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
    
     The citizens of Marubiel were in an outrage. Dirk, the innkeeper of the Platinum Pony, found Missy early that morning.  
     “What the hell’s going on here?” asked one man.  
     “I warned you people no good would come of letting that elf in our city!” said another.  
     “You can’t honestly believe it was Kyler who killed her,” said Dirk. 
     “I saw him leaving her room. Seems funny to me that now she’s dead. Who else  
  could it be but Kyler?” said Dustin. 
     “But no one actually saw him kill her. He’s always been a good friend. He’s helped us out a lot, have all of you forgotten? Kal, you welcomed him and the Mage into the city. Salvo, he helped you find your daughter when she ran off with that boy. Darvin, he caught the ones responsible for setting fire to your house. Warrick, not only did he catch the bandits who robbed you, but he recovered your lost items as well. How can you think he’d be doin’ this now?” remarked Dirk, ashamed that the townsfolk believed this lie. 
  The mob of townsfolk actually managed to look sheepish. They all stared hard at the ground as if they could extract the truth from it. 
     “We still need to talk to him and ask him some questions,” stated Kal.  
     “How we gonna’ do that mayor?” asked Darvin. 
     “The elves will not welcome us. Their magic protects them. We’ll never make it and Kyler probably won’t be back for a while now,” observed Dustin.  
     “If Kyler didn’t kill her, which I believe he did not, then who did? The killer is still out there. Why Missy? What’d she ever do to anyone?” asked the mayor. 
     “We all need to remain alert and on our guard. If anyone sees the elf or that Mage that’s always with him, be cautious. Do not take any risks, we don’t know what they’re capable of,” said Kal, shrugging his shoulders. Soon after, they broke up, going back to what they had been doing before the terrible news reached them.  
    
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
    
     Dawn came to Thunder Peak in a brilliant blaze of gold, kissed with pink. The air was crisp and cold high in the mountains. The small company of dwarves set off for Al-Dan-Tir, hoping to find the information their king requested. Secretly, they hoped to meet the elves on the way. Something about this situation just didn’t feel right. Stryker began to fear the worst. Maybe something happened to the elves. He could not imagine what would keep them. War was imminent. All signs were visible. The elves would not have failed to notice. They would come to council, they always did. It had been years since there was a need for this.  
     Stryker was in the lead, an excellent tracker, and if there were something to find, he would do just that. They marched steadily for hours, not stopping, even taking their meals as they marched. 
  They stopped well after sunset, quickly setting up camp and eating a hot meal. The loss of the sun meant the loss of the warmth she brought along with her. The temperature dropped severely and the biting chill could kill anything exposed for too long.  
  They took turns on watch, two at a time, while the others slept. Stryker and Kibblewolf took first watch. They played a grisly game of bones to pass the time. They each had bones from fallen enemies and they used these to win. The rules were not very specific and changed each time they played. They were about to wake Dain and Wicket for the second watch when they heard noises beyond their perimeter.  
    “Wake, me boys! There’s a fight upon us!” Stryker shouted, hefting his double-bladed axe. The others drew their weapons and waited for the attack to come. A group of goblins and fire dwarves broke from cover and rushed them. The dwarves remained in tight formation. Dain brought his war hammer in a downward chop, crushing the skull of a fire dwarf. Stryker took the head of a goblin.        
     Wicket called on the dwarven god Thundergarde the Stout and the ground beneath their enemies’ feet turned to mud, sucking them deep into the earth. When the spell was over, the ground became solid once more, sealing those trapped within in their graves. Their remaining enemies turned and fled. 
     “What were they thinkin’? They shoulda’ knowed they was no match fer us. Somethin’ ain’t right. Let’s git movin’,” said Stryker. 
     They broke camp soon after, marching toward Al-Dan-Tir. Most of their supplies were stored in a cart, along with weapons and armor they were to sell at market. 
     Just before dawn, they stopped. Stryker and Kibblewolf could not go anymore without rest. Dain and Wicket stood guard as the others slept. Stryker and Kibblewolf collapsed immediately, their snores sounding like rolling thunder.  
     They arrived at Al-Dan-Tir three weeks later. The sun shone brightly and the day was unseasonably warm. They approached the city gates, bewildered by the crowd of people waiting for permission to enter. The walls of Al-Dan-Tir were over fifty feet high and made of thick, grey stone. Walkways as wide as two tall men ran the whole length of the wall. Knights stood up top watching everything and everyone.  
     The Knights of Shorlan had guarded the city since its creation; a powerful army whose battle prowess was legendary. The Knights were mostly humans, though portions of their ranks were elves. The Knights protected the small villages outside their walls as well and it seemed as if all the inhabitants were present, clamoring for admittance. 
     Stryker and Kibblewolf exchanged guarded glances. It was not looking good. So many people seeking refuge meant the city would be full to bursting with people. Overcrowded inns and streets would make it difficult to get around and finding rooms could be next to impossible.  
    Most of the people present had all their belongings with them, abandoning their homes for the safety of the city walls. The line moved slowly as the Knights questioned everyone, search 
  ing through all their things before granting admittance.  
     Stryker and Kibblewolf breathed a heavy sigh of relief when they spotted Koryn. Because they made frequent trips to the city, they were on friendly terms with many Knights. They became friends and traded stories and jokes as they shared drinks on their excursions. 
     The sun was high in the sky when at last, they stood before Koryn and an elf  
  called Rohn Skyblade.  
     “Well met my friends,” said Koryn, clasping the dwarves’ hands and smiling warmly. 
     “A lot o’ folks lookin’ fer safety, eh?” asked Stryker. 
     “Things are going from bad to worse, I’m afraid. We cannot accept many more, as we are already overcrowded. I’m sorry, but we must look through your things.”  
     “We got nothin’ ta hide boy,” Stryker replied, bringing the cart forward. Although they knew each other, the Knights were thorough. 
     When at last they were satisfied, they let them pass, signaling the end for the day. The gates slammed shut with a cold finality that sent a chill down the dwarves’ spines. 
     “Do you feel up to a drink?” asked Koryn with a warm smile.  
     “O’ course! What kinda’ question’s that? We need ta find rooms ‘afore we go a drinkin’ though,” said Kibblewolf.  
     “Not to worry, I know where there are a few rooms left. Follow me,” said Rohn, turning down Lamplight Way.  
     The buildings were made of grey stone and wood. All of which were more than one story. They passed many shops that were closing up for the night. A seamstress shop, an armory, a bakery, a smithy, a mystic shop and many more. 
    When they arrived at Circle Gate, they went left. They stopped before a large two story building bearing the name Serpent’s Kiss. Rohn removed his helm, shaking out his long, silvery-blue hair. They went inside to a crowded common room. Koryn waded through the throng, to a booth in the back corner.  
     A beautiful elf came from a room behind the counter. When she saw Rohn, she smiled shyly.  
     “Can I help you?” she asked, unable to take her eyes off Rohn.  
     “Yes, thank you Larai. My friends here need a place to stay.” 
     “I’m afraid all we have left are two rooms. A bard and another man just took the other two,” she explained apologetically. Rohn looked to Stryker, shrugging his shoulders. 
     “That’ll be fine miss,” Stryker said, laying the coins down. She scooped them up and added them to an iron chest. 
     “I’ll have extra cots brought for you,” she told them. 
     “Thanks,” said Stryker. He glanced at Rohn, but he did not notice. He was too busy looking at Larai. Stryker winked at her and cleared his throat. 
   “Well, that’s that then. We’ll just go to our rooms n’ drop off our things n’ git that drink.” She slid the keys across the counter to them, telling a boy perched on a bench to go get the extra cots. 
     “Finally,” Rohn sighed, slipping behind the counter. He gathered the girl in his arms, holding her for long moments. He brought his lips to hers in a tender kiss. 
     “Mmm, I missed you,” she whispered. 
     “Me too,” he said, pulling her into another kiss.  
     “I should get back to work,” she said as she stroked his face. 
     “Yeah, Koryn’s probably wondering where I am.” He kissed her again, then released her and returned to Koryn. 
     “Where’ve you been? I was starting to think I’d be drinking alone tonight.” 
     “Not a chance! I was just making sure they got rooms.” He took a seat, putting his back to the wall so that he could see the whole room. A serving girl came up to their table, smiling sweetly. 
     “What can I get for you two handsome men?” 
     “Another ale for me,” Koryn said, as his eyes caressed her curves. 
     “Nykessa please,” Rohn said. The dwarves seated themselves just in time to order ale.  
     “Are the rooms to your liking?” Rohn asked. 
     “A little small ta be fittin’ three dwarves’ in, but they’ll do. There’s somethin’ we be needin’ ta ask ye,” Stryker said, eyeing them both. 
     “Has n’ elven expedition arrived lately?” The two Knights exchanged puzzled glances. 
     “I’ll be takin’ that as a no. You have no seen nor heard from Kyler o’ Kiri A’ Nouell? Me king was sent a message from the elves, sayin’ they was sendin’ an expedition led by Kyler. They shoulda’ been here weeks ago, maybe months. Somethin’s happened then. We were sent to find out if they’d come yet. Troubles a brewin’ fer sure.” They all paused as the serving girl returned with their drinks. Rohn paid her and she winked at him. 
     “Anything else, gents?” she asked sweetly. 
     “Just you,” Koryn said, pulling her into his lap. He whispered something in her ear and she laughed. He kissed her cheek, sliding his hand up her skirt under the table. Leaning into him, she kissed him softly. 
     “I get off in an hour,” she whispered in his ear. 
     “I’ll be waiting for you, my dear,” he whispered, releasing her and letting her return to work.  
     “Sorry, couldn’t help myself,” he said sheepishly. 
     “Why is Kyler coming here? What’s going on?” asked Rohn. 
    “War is imminent. Ye canno’ tell me ye not seen it fer yerself with all the people comin here fer refuge. We were attacked by goblin’s n’ fire dwarves on our way here. Conflagration!” said Stryker to their stunned expressions. 
     “Goblins and fire dwarves don’t work together. They hate each other,” said Rohn seriously.  
     “We’re knowin’ that fer sure. Must be that somethin’ a lot more powerful’s bringin’ ‘em together,” said Kibblewolf. 
     “I don’t like the way this conversation’s going. I was hoping you came for a friendly visit, but this… Tansher will want to know,” Koryn said.  
     Rohn glanced around the room, his eyes coming to rest on a tall man with long black hair who was staring at them. Instead of looking away, as decent people do, he continued to stare. He was slender with dark, calculating eyes and hawkish features.  
     It was then that the bard took the stage. The common room remained loud, the people not stopping their words for him. That is, until he began to sing. His voice was clear, pure and strong. At once, the audience became quiet and still, as if under a spell. 
     “Watch out for this one. The magic is strong with him,” cautioned Rohn.  
     “Whadya’ mean?” asked Dain. 
     “It is said that there are those who command magic through the power of song and storytelling. Not to be confused with traveling minstrels of course. A bard can learn spells and command magic. The better he is at his art, the stronger his magic,” explained Rohn softly.  
     “I thought only the Shivvendari had use of magic, besides the elves o’course,” added Dain hastily, not wanting to offend Rohn. 
     “This is true for the most part. They are nothing to a Mage of The Order or to the elven Ghinkar. They are extremely rare, but can do their share of damage,” replied the elf. 
     “Interesting,” said Koryn, scratching his chin thoughtfully. The serving girl appeared at his side and she put her hand on his shoulder. 
     “Well, it seems I must call it a night. ‘Til we meet again.” He drained his tankard and left with the girl. Soon after, the rest of them retired as well. The whole time, the stranger’s eyes followed them. 
     Rohn waited for Larai to finish, so he could walk her home. It was only three blocks, but he always felt better when he knew she was safe. Hers was a grey stone two-story building. He walked her to the front door. 
    “Thank you, Rohn. I always feel safe with you.” He kissed her forehead and she pulled  
  him into a passionate kiss. He let his hands roam, coming to a stop on her bottom. He pulled her closer, kissing her neck. 
     “Rohn, would you like to come inside?” 
     “You know I do,” he replied softly. She unlocked the door and pulled him in.  
    
     In the morning, Stryker and Kibblewolf took the goods to market. They had enough weapons and armor to buy a whole kingdom with the profits of sale. The overcrowded city might work to their advantage. More people to peruse their wares and less likely that they would stand out or be remembered. They set up their booth in the center of the city at their usual spot, and polished everything before displaying it. Each piece was a unique work of art, a masterpiece. Etched into each piece, was the rune of the maker.  
     The day was warm and bright. The sky was cloudless and blue, but the chill that swept down from Thunder Peak was evident in the breeze. A hawk screeched overhead, circling. Before long, their first customer arrived. 
     “Good day to ye,” said Stryker. 
     “Good day. I’m looking for a good dagger. Nothing fancy, just a good, sturdy blade.”  
    “Got just the thing here,” replied Stryker, choosing a blade. Though it was not overly decorative, it was still an excellent choice and no less valuable. 
     “This is just what I had in mind. How much?” 
     “A hunnerd fifty gold and we’ll throw in the matching sheath,” Stryker replied firmly.  
     “That’s a little more than I wanted to spend,” the man said. 
     “You’ll not find a better blade fer the price. Sure, ye kin find a cheaper one, but that one there could split a goblin’s skull. Take a look round if ye like, but I canno’ promise it’ll be here should ye return.” The man hefted it, weighing it in his mind, and then began to lay down the coins. 
  By noon they sold enough that had they chosen to do so, they could have returned home with a king’s ransom in gold. But they stubbornly refused to leave, hoping Kyler would enter the city soon.  
     Still no news of the elf prince’s arrival and they wondered if they were coming at all. As their next customer approached, the day seemed to be getting steadily worse. It was the dark stranger from the previous night. He studied each item in turn, never touching anything. Which was a good thing, because Stryker was fully prepared to pin his hand to the table with his dagger if need be.  
     “Kin I help ye?” asked Stryker, guardedly.  
     “Is that any way to greet a potential buyer, good dwarf?” 
     “Kin I help ye?” Stryker asked again, trying to smile, but it came out like a grimace. He looked as if he tasted something vile and was trying to rid himself of it. 
     “I’m in need of a good, long dagger. I seem to have misplaced mine,” the man said. 
     “In someone’s back no doubt,” grumbled Stryker in dwarvish to his companion. He took out an exquisite dagger from beneath the table and laid it down on a black silken cloth. The man could not keep the hunger from his eyes. Picking it up, he slid it free of its sheath, the sun gleaming brightly off the blade. 
     “That be four hunnerd fifty fer the blade n’ fifty more if ye be wantin’ the sheath.” The stranger nodded absently, removing a leather purse and handing it over. Stryker handed it to Kibblewolf, who dumped the contents onto a scale and nodded to his companion. 
     “That be one strange fella’.” Stryker commented once he was gone. 
     “Yeah. Why’d you charge him fer the sheath? N’ Alebeard was only askin’ tree hunnerd,” replied Kibblewolf. 
     “He comes by coin easily enough. He’s a thief as sure as I be standin’ here or I ain’t me mother’s son!” Stryker exclaimed. 
     “Why does he travel with a bard?” 
     “Dunno. I feel we ain’t seen the last o’ that one.” Stryker said. 
     They stored the rest of the goods in a wardrobe and locked it. The iron bound money chest, they stuffed under the bed. After Stryker made sure all his traps were in place, they went down to the common room, seating themselves in a booth along the back wall.     
     Supper was served and consumed and still no Koryn or Rohn. They were on their third tankard, when a haggard looking elf came through the door. He stopped at the desk and asked a few questions, then made his way to the dwarves’ booth, sitting down without invitation. 
     “Well met. I am Tansher Morningstar, leader of the Knights of Shorlan.” Stryker and Kibblewolf exchanged worried glances. 
     “What kin we do fer ye?” 
     “Two of my men did not report to their post this morning,” the elf said. 
     “Maybe they had a rough night and’re sleepin’ it off. Anythin’ else?” dismissed Rikert. 
    “Shut up, stupid! Please fergive me companion, Tansher. What do ye wish to know?” asked Kibblewolf.  
     “I was told they had drinks with you last night. I’ve been everywhere trying to find you. Do you know where they could be?” asked Tansher, concern in his amber eyes. 
     “What’re ye sayin’? Koryn n’ Rohn’ve gone missin’?” said Stryker. 
     “I’m afraid so. They are never late. I’ve exhausted all other possibilities and came to find you.” 
     “We’ll do what ‘ere we can. Rohn left with Larai last night.” At the captain’s bewildered expression, Stryker quickly added, “The girl at the counter. Koryn left with a servin’ girl, but so far t’night, I ain’t seen ‘er.”  
     “Thank you,” the handsome elf said as he prepared to take his leave.  
     “Wait!” Stryker said urgently. The elf returned to his seat.  
     “There was a thief here last night, could no take his eyes off o’ us. He’s tall, dark of hair and eye, with a scar below his left one. He had part o’ his hair tied back with a cord.” 
     “How do you know he is a thief?” asked Tansher. 
     “Mark me boy, that one’s a thief or a goblin’s me sire!” exclaimed Stryker. Despite the circumstances, Tansher laughed merrily at the picture his words evoked. 
     “Glad I am to have finally met you. Koryn and Rohn speak very highly of you. I need to ask Larai some questions. Fare thee well and may your weapons smite your enemies,” He said in the traditional dwarven farewell.  
     “May Shenna guide yer footsteps n’ see ye safely home,” they responded. The elf captain made his way back to the front counter. 
     “May I help you?” asked Larai. 
     “Yes, I hope so. I’m looking for Larai,” he knew it was she, but didn’t let on that he knew. 
     “I’m she. Do I know you?” she asked, perplexed.  
     “No. I am Tansher Morningstar, captain of the Knights of Shorlan,” he switched to elvish.  
     “Is Rohn alright? What’s happened?” she asked worriedly. 
     “I was hoping you could tell me. He did not show up at his post this morning. When is the last time you saw him?” he asked, amber eyes intent.  
     “This morning. He walked me to work, then left to his post.” 
     “Did you see anyone around who looked suspicious?” 
     “No, not this morning, but last night a stranger and a bard came in for rooms. It seemed to me they knew each other, though they didn’t speak. The tall stranger did nothing but watch the dwarves, Rohn and Koryn.” 
     “Have you seen him this evening yet?” 
     “No, but their rooms are paid in advance,” said Larai softly. 
     “Thank you. Send word if you see this stranger.” 
     “I will. Please, let me know when you find out anything new.” He nodded to her, gripped her hand in silent assurance, and then he was gone. 
    
     Rohn awoke to the sweet sound of harp music. He tried to open his eyes, but could not. His hands and feet were bound and he was gagged. His keen elven senses told him there were two others here with him and he suspected he knew who they were. What in Shenna’s name do they want with me anyway?  
     He could feel the magical pull of the music and not for the first time, wondered why the bard traveled with the tall stranger.  
     “Ah, it seems our guest is awake. I’m terribly sorry for the way in which we brought you here, but, under the circumstances I felt that it was best. Now, I will remove the cloth gag if you promise to behave.” Rohn nodded stiffly and the stranger removed the gag. 
    “What am I doing here? What do you want with me?” 
    “Well, I was fairly certain you would not come willingly. Was I correct in my assumption?” 
     “What do you want from me?” he repeated. 
     “Some information, nothing more. Tell me what I wish to know and I will set you free. I have no wish to harm you. I have no quarrel with the Knights, nor do I want one,” said the dark stranger. 
     “A little late for that now, don’t you think?” the elf asked, holding up his bound hands. 
     “Once again, I will sever your bonds, but do not try anything foolish.” The stranger said as he carefully cut Rohn free. 
     “You must be famished. I took the liberty of ordering for you. There’s roast chicken, Nykessa and a crusty loaf with wedges of yellow cheese.” At the mention of food, his stomach betrayed him.  
     “Release the spell,” he told the bard. Almost at once, Rohn could open his eyes. 
     “Please, eat first. Then we can discuss what I wish to know.” Rohn could sense no poison, so he ate his fill. 
     “What is it you want to know?” asked Rohn, wiping his mouth on a napkin.  
     “It took me a long time to find you. I never gave up though. You had to be somewhere. You couldn’t just disappear, could you? But, I’m getting off the subject. I want to know about the Mage and his companions. Tell me of them.” 
   “What? What Mage? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Rohn, more confused  
  than ever.  
     “Do you take me for a fool? Are you trying to pretend that Kyler has not come through here yet?” he said angrily. 
     “He has not.” 
     “Maybe that sweet girl you’re sleeping with would know something, do you think?” he asked, quietly threatening.  
   “No! She doesn’t know. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Kyler has not been here  
  in quite some time.” 
     “You know what? I believe you, but I’ll be staying here for a while and should he appear, I guarantee the Mage will be with him. That’s who I want, the Mage. Oh by the way, he travels with someone who may be of interest to you.” 
     “Really, and who would that be?” he asked disinterestedly. 
  “Ah, you are either very good at hiding emotion, or you really do not know.” He stroked his chin, deep in thought. He knelt down before Rohn, looking him in the eye. “Your sister,” he whispered softly, for the elf’s ears alone. 
     It was as if he shouted it. Rohn sat quietly, in shock. He did not know if he believed the stranger. He had no idea what motivated him, what he wanted, or who he was. He did not understand what was happening. If it were true, he might see his sister again. A knot formed in his belly at the thought of the unlikely reunion. She thought him dead at the very least. What was she doing coming this far west? And when had she met up with Kyler? Who was this Mage?  
     He had many questions. Questions he was sure his captor would not answer. 
    
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
    
     She opened her eyes slowly, her head still pounding. Wiping stray strands of her silvery blue hair out of her eyes, she tried to sit up. Waves of dizziness overtook her and she lay back down. She needed to get to Al-Dan-Tir. She needed to warn them all. She lost her grip on reality, slipping into unconsciousness once more. 
    
   
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
    
     They came upon her three days past Mishkalan. Chamlen came trotting back to Kyler. 
     “There’s been trouble here recently. There is an elf, she’s unconscious and near death.” He led them back to where he found her. There were at least a dozen slain goblins strewn about her. She was pale, her silvery blue hair matted with dried blood. Darian lifted her gently and laid her on a blanket that Chamlen had spread out for her.  
     Her breathing was shallow and uneven. She did not have long to live and the Mage had no time for secrecy if he was to save her. From inside his Shryvven, he withdrew an Orb and began to sing to it in an ancient elven tongue. It blazed to life, bathing her in a soft, golden light. 
     She had many cuts, scrapes and punctures from goblin arrows and a deep, bloody gash on the back of her head. The light enveloped her and slowly, her natural color began to return. The cuts, scrapes and punctures vanished before their astonished eyes, leaving fresh new skin.  
     “Make a litter for her. She will not wake for some time, and we need to get away from this field of death,” the Mage commanded. 
     “Darian, you need rest. Will you be alright to travel?” asked Nephraete, who could feel his strain.  
     “I’m fine,” he lied. He was on the verge of collapsing. Healing took a lot out of him because the power came from within the one healing; unlike spellcasting where you pulled the power from the Magical Weave. When the victim was this close to death… He marveled that he retained consciousness. When he’d healed Gayla, he collapsed. He wanted to give in to the blackness encroaching on his consciousness. It took everything in him to remain on his feet now. 
     The elves worked quickly and soon had a litter made. They transferred her to the litter, wrapped her in an extra blanket and were soon moving on again.  
     It was growing dark when they stopped. Darian gave in to the exhaustion at once.  
     “Well, the all-powerful Mage has limits,” said Shaz caustically. 
     “Let’s see you heal someone. You’re nothing but a hired thug!” Tynuviel snapped, pushing past him and going to Darian.  
     “Say excuse me, bitch!” Shaz made as if to follow her, but found himself surrounded by angry elves, blades drawn. Kyler was in the center with him. 
     “Shaz, your manners are poor and sometimes nonexistent. You try my patience and one morning you will wake to find yourself alone. We are lighter, swifter and can go days without rest. But you… You are Ni’ Kulana and can do none of these things,” Kyler said scornfully as he spat on the ground. This was a side that none present had seen before and they were shocked. 
     “You cannot ditch me like some bad date. I’m a tracker, remember? Besides, the council said that I was to accompany you.” 
     “To track an elf, you must have superior skill and patience. Somehow, I think you lack these abilities. As for the council, I let you come along. Don’t think I can’t change my mind. There’s not an elf present that will stand by you.” He replied contemptuously. He turned to Asa and in elvish, told him to make sure they watched Shaz at all times. At Shaz’ questioning look, Asa sneered, twisting his handsome face into an evil caricature. The elves reverted to their native tongue, no longer feeling the need to be polite. Those times were past now. 
     “Takasha, Kyler! What was that thing?” asked Asa in elvish.  
     “I do not know, brother. I still do not know much about him. I get the feeling he wished to keep this a secret, but she had not long to live.” 
    “Our sister has not given up I see. I hate to see her fawn over him like that. Especially knowing he will reject her once he wakes.” 
     “I know, but she loves him. In time… who knows? Do not let Shaz out of your sight. He has tried my patience for the last time. And if need be, kill him.” Eagerness shone in Asa’s eyes. 
     “I will make sure of it. Consider it done.” 
    “No Asa. Only as a last resort. We are not murderers. We are elves and that is not our way. Kill him only if there is no alternative, no other option.” 
     “Of course,” Asa replied, a little disappointed. 
     Everywhere Shaz turned, there were elves. He was sick to death of them. He longed to be on his own again, but this smelled like an outrageous adventure and he did not want to miss it. Kiel watched him intently. It seemed he had worn out his welcome. They no longer spoke in common, but reverted to the elven tongue. Oh well, he thought as he watched Nephraete bend over to pick something up. Now that’s a lass with a fine lookin’ ass! He thought with a smile.         
     Well, if he woke up and they were gone he would be better off. Then he could turn for Mishkalan and the best-known brothel in these parts. How he longed for the sins of the flesh! 
      He watched as Tynuviel cradled Darian’s head in her lap as she hummed, softly stroking his face. The sight was enough to make him spew. He shook his head, unable to understand love on any level. He saw Nephraete look longingly at Kyler and he almost laughed aloud. Even he had to admit they looked good together. It was as if they were made for each other. He did not believe in destiny, fate, or much of anything else though.  
     He did not think they would leave him behind. Whatever Kyler and Asa spoke of, he knew it couldn’t be good. The seriousness in their tone and eyes told him as much. He figured it was about him they spoke, who else? Asa had murder in his eyes. He decided to tread lightly for now. At least until things calmed down. He was a good fighter, but he was not conceited enough to believe that he could best nine elves and a Mage. He would have to be on his best behavior for a while. 
     He was not a thief but if he were, he would attempt to steal that Orb. He knew it was ancient, the tongue Darian had spoken only confirmed as much. Where did he come by such an artifact? He really needed to be more careful when choosing his foes. Why was Darian on his own outside of Mogan Dar anyway? The Shivvendari rarely left their magical city, usually only in times of war. Was he in exile? Were they after him to kill him because he left? So many questions, so little time. He burned with curiosity. He was fairly certain Kyler did not know either. In  
  fact, the only one that did know was passed out from exhaustion. 
     He had watched the Mage carefully since his return. Each night Darian would leave the camp. As to the where and the why of it, these questions weighed heavily on the bounty hunter’s mind. When he left, he was so secretive, always looking around to see where Tynuviel was. He filed the information away for use later. He fell asleep to the watchful eyes of Lorin and Tireniel. 
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     “Kiri A’ Nouell is less than a day ahead. We’re getting close.” Krayven announced upon his return from scouting.  
     “What do you plan to do when we get there?” Tryndil asked Kryndale. 
     “I do not know. I have to find a way to get her alone so we can talk. I need to understand why she left, why… I know she does not love me. It is obvious. She should have told me; I never would have forced her to marry me. I thought… I thought she felt the same. I cannot force her to go back to a life she loathes. I love her Tryndil, and it pains me to know that she’d rather risk her life to flee her father and her land than be with me,” he said for Tryndil’s ears alone. The others did not bother them, but went about their tasks quickly and efficiently. This was why he’d chosen them.  
     “I’m sorry, friend. You’ve known all along then?” asked Tryndil, as he put his hand on his friends’ shoulder.  
     “I suspected, but the closer we get, the more certain I become. If she just would have confided in me. We have been friends for years and I just assumed she felt the way I do. Takasha! I feel like a fool!” the leader of the Gor Li’ Khan said, hanging his head. 
  “I think you are too hard on yourself. Anyone who saw you two together thought you 
  were a perfect match. No one could have known how she truly felt. Thelarki, had he known her true feelings, would probably have forced the marriage anyway. Do we go on or turn for home?” 
     “I must find her. I have to see her again, to hear her voice. You must think I’m crazy,” said Kryndale softly.  
     “Not at all. I’ve been there before. Remember Tryllia?” 
     “Oh yeah. Whatever happened to her?” 
     “I don’t know. It took me a long time to get past those feelings, with your help. Do not worry, it will pass. It just takes time. And some female companionship helps as well.”  
     In the morning, they set out for Kiri A’ Nouell. Kryndale and Tryndil felt certain that the magic of their forest kin would not keep them out.  
     Once inside, they would use their innate abilities to blend in and get to the king. If anyone knew anything, he surely would. If they stayed close to him, they were bound to find out something. 
     It was late afternoon when they neared the border of the forest. Kryndale and Tryndil were in the lead. Never once did they slow their steps or seem unsure of their actions. They approached the magical barrier and walked right through. 
     The late afternoon sun shone through the trees, lighting their path with soft, golden light. The rest of the Gor Li’ Khan stepped through only seconds later. An overwhelming sense of ancient beauty struck them all. Kryndale was in awe of this place. 
     A deep sadness overwhelmed him when they first set out from Kaleika Bay. He could not explain it, but somehow it seemed as though he was finally home. This place was beautiful, serene, and for long moments, all they could do was stare.  
     Opaque platforms created a complex network of walkways above ground. They built their homes in and around the trees, careful not to harm them. They seemed extensions of the trees themselves. Kryndale seemed to come around first.  
     “Use your magic to blend in with your surroundings. Tryndil and I will appear to be alone and request an audience with the king. Once we find out what we need to know, we’ll prepare to leave. Do not under any circumstances harm anyone.” 
    “Do you think he’ll tell you anything?” asked Kralkor.  
     “I don’t know, maybe. Nephraete is no fool, she probably told him I would come for her. Ready?” When he looked back, all he saw were trees. 
        The forest was conspicuously silent. They met no one along the way until, almost out of nowhere, an elf stood before them. 
    “Greetings, it has been too long since you’ve been home. I trust you have not been harmed since your arrival?” 
     “No, we’ve seen no one ‘til now. You knew we were here?” 
     “Aye. I am Kinistaya. The Monarch sent me to make sure you find your way.” 
     “I am Kryndale, this is Tryndil. Thank you for your guidance.” 
     “You will be required to surrender your weapons until after your audience with the Monarch,” Kinistaya said, motioning to the trees. At his request, a company of elves materialized behind them. 
    “I would expect nothing less.” Kryndale nodded to Tryndil and they removed their weapons and surrendered them. 
     Kinistaya was the perfect host. On their way to the Monarch, he talked easily with them as if they’d known each other for some time. His calm manner put the Gor Li’ Khan at ease. When they approached the Monarch’s guard, they stood aside to let them pass.  
     Kryndale paid attention to everything. Nothing was too small to escape his notice. He memorized each face he saw. For later use, if need be, should things not go well with the Monarch. 
     “Dyvana, he’s expecting us,” said Kinistaya.  
     “Yes, of course,” he nodded and knocked on the door.  
     Galavad opened the door, taking Kryndale by surprise. His appearance was simply stunning. He was tall and lean, his hair was long, blonde and had several intricate braids. Piercing green eyes met the Gor Li’ Khan’s. He was everything a ruler should be. 
     “Come in,” he said, standing aside. This was no audience hall, but the Monarch’s own personal chamber! Thelarki would never allow anyone in his personal chambers. Either he was everything he appeared to be, or he was a fool. Kryndale did not think him a fool. No, he could be coldly calculating even as he smiled and welcomed them. 
     “Please, be at ease,” Galavad said, motioning them to sit. 
     “Our thanks. I need some information and I believe you can help me.” Kryndale began, but the Monarch held up his hand. 
     “First, why don’t the others’ come out of hiding? I do not believe only two of you set out from Kaleika Bay. I know Blavven Krill is deadly, but for you, the legendary Gor Li’ Khan, this should be a minor inconvenience.” 
     So, he knew who they were. What else did he know? Kryndale signaled to the others and they materialized before them at once. 
   “Kinistaya, why don’t you show them to their rooms? I’m sure they would like to clean up. It’s been a long, hard road.” Kinistaya bowed and left with Krayven, Kralkor, Malchyr and Loganthar.  
     “Now, we may speak openly,” said the Monarch. 
     “You’re very perceptive. I need to know, where is Nephraete?” 
     “Ahh, you must be Kryndale. I am Galavad.” 
     “I’m sorry. My manners are lacking, I’m sick with worry. Galavad if you know, please tell me where she is.”  
  “She is gone. She left with my son Kyler. They are on their way to Thunder Peak to meet with the dwarves. Morphindinaetlus is free once more and has begun to ravage the land. He is building an army of fire dwarves and goblins. War is at hand. Will Thelarki and Kaleika Bay stand with us?” 
     “Thelarki cares only for himself. He did not send us to aid you. We came on our own. I was to wed Nephraete, but I fear she holds no love for me. I think she ran to get away from me.” 
    “What are your intentions, then?” asked Galavad. 
     “I just want to make sure that she is alright. I do not intend to try to make her return with me. I’m not that kind of man.” 
     “Well Kryndale, I will extend the same offer to you that I made to Nephraete. You and your company are welcome to stay as long as you like. If you do not wish to return home, we would be honored if you would remain here with us.” 
     The Gor Li’ Khan leader did well to hide his shock. He could not believe that Galavad would offer them a place among them so easily. Thelarki led them to believe their forest kin would be hostile.  
  “Thank you, that’s very generous. Do you have a map that we might use? I intend to go after her in the morning.”   
     “Of course, let me make myself clear though. I have granted Nephraete my personal protection. If you harm her or my people, you will bring down my wrath.” 
     “I did not come here to harm anyone, especially Nephraete. I just need to see her again. If she only told me how she truly felt, I…” 
     “I’m sorry. I can understand how you must feel. I’ve been there a time or two myself.” Kryndale found that hard to accept. If Galavad’s son was as handsome, he could imagine losing Nephraete to him. 
     They passed the rest of the day in each other’s company and before they realized, it was time for the evening meal. Tiriel entered the room pushing a cart laden with food. 
     Kryndale and Tryndil rose respectfully and helped her. The rest of the Gor Li’ Khan entered soon after and seated themselves. 
  “This is my wife Tiriel,” Galavad said. 
  “It is truly an honor to meet you,” said Kryndale, introducing the Gor Li’ Khan. 
  After supper, Tiriel excused herself and let the men return to business. She left Nykessa  
  and glasses for them and quietly shut the door. Galavad poured a generous amount into each glass.  
     “They travel with a Mage of terrible power. Be wary and do not anger him. I do not know where they are for they left weeks ago. Continue west and you will meet up with them eventually. You will pass Mishkalan first and then Marubiel. Pass Marubiel by and do not enter if possible. It is a town of cutthroats and thieves. The town of Limmin is farther north on the Logan Plains. The last city you will see before you reach the dwarves is Al-Dan-Tir. That is the largest human city and it is southwest. I will have Kinistaya gather supplies for you. Most likely, by the time you reach Al-Dan-Tir, you will have to stop. The Logan Plains are vast and the last town before Al-Dan-Tir is Limmin. They lie many weeks apart. Be safe and may Shenna guide you safely home.” It was late when Kryndale and company returned to the rooms Galavad had been so generous to supply for them. 
     Morning dawned bright and early. Among the supplies Kinistaya brought them, were two pairs of soft leather boots. The Monarch, his consort and Kinistaya saw them off personally. They wasted no time, taking off at a hard pace. They had come so far already, only to find they had many leagues to go yet. 
     Kryndale did not intend to stop until they absolutely had to. They could go for several days without rest if need be. And he intended to see that they did. Galavad told them that his son traveled with a human. This would slow them down. They needed to catch them before they reached Thunder Peak.  
     They were nearing Marubiel when the sky turned black, blotting out the sun. Lightning raced across the horizon and thunder boomed in the distance. Autumn storms were harsh and unforgiving.  
     “I think we should seek refuge from the storm,” advised Krayven. 
    “This is the one place we were told to avoid if we could,” said Kryndale. 
     “Under normal circumstances, we’d all agree. But with this storm, I think we’d be better served in a warm, dry inn with a hot meal and cold ale,” mused Tryndil. They all nodded their agreement and took off for the city gates. 
     Once inside the city, they understood the Monarch’s caution. It was drab, seedy and all that walked the streets were people with dark intent. They gave the Gor Li’ Khan a wide berth, as if they sensed their own demise should they cross swords.  
     They made it to the center of the city to an inn called Dragon’s Bane just as the rain turned to a deluge. The wind picked up, blowing garbage and anything else that was not properly secured, past the travelers. The common room was warm, bright and Kryndale secured their rooms while the others seated themselves at a large table. The innkeeper tried without success to hide her surprise at the appearance of six elves in her establishment. 
     “I need rooms for the six of us please,” said Kryndale in perfect common. 
     “That’s three silvers each a night,” said the innkeeper warily. Kryndale gave her two gold coins and she gave him two silvers in change.  
     “Are you returnin’ home then?” she asked. 
     “No.” 
     “Course not. You goin’ after Kyler, aren’t you?” At his unreadable expression, she continued. “Well, they’re sayin’ he killed that girl, but I don’t rightly believe that. See, Kyler’s stayed here many a time and been nothin’ but polite. He even pointed out to me that I undercharged him once. I can’t see him doin’ this. Even though Dustin says he saw him leave Missy’s room. I ain’t sayin’ he’s a liar, but there must be some other explanation. Right?” 
     “Indeed. Do not worry; we’re not here to cause trouble.” He made his way to their table, where they spoke their native tongue.  
     “What was all that about?” asked Tryndil. 
     “It seems they think Kyler murdered someone. Not the innkeeper though. She swears he could not have done it. Maybe we should look into it. She thinks we were sent after him. This could work to our advantage. We could ask some questions, even demand answers. They won’t know the difference,” responded Kryndale.  
     “Why do we care? Why should we get involved?” asked Tryndil.  
     “Information is powerful, my friend. We’re to meet up with Kyler and this information could grant us a place in their ranks,” replied Kryndale.  
     “You desire this?” asked Tryndil. 
     “For now, yes. I need to learn more about them and what better way than to travel with them?” 
     “To what end? What do you mean to do? You do not intend to return home, do you? You’re going to accept the Monarch’s offer, aren’t you?” asked Tryndil, unsure of his feelings on the matter. 
     “What offer?” asked Krayven.  
  “Galavad said we would be welcome to stay as long as we like and I am seriously considering his offer. I have not been happy working for Thelarki for some time. Having no other option at the time, I kept my feelings secret. Now, I have a choice. Whatever your decisions, I will not hold it against you. As for me, I will never return to Kaleika Bay. I will make my home in Kiri A’ Nouell with our long distant kin. If you should decide to return home, tell Thelarki I was killed,” explained their leader.  
     “I cast my lot with you my friend, I’ll not abandon you. I won’t miss our former employer either. I long to work for someone who appreciates our talents and uses them wisely,” replied Tryndil.  
     With their two leaders switching sides, it left the others very little choice. If they returned home without them, the repercussions could prove fatal. They decided that none would return to Kaleika Bay. For once, they all felt a unified sense of purpose and peace. Now they would have no fear should they fail in their mission. Thelarki was a vengeful master and they were happy to be rid of him. They looked forward to serving Galavad and in turn Kyler, the Monarchs’ chosen. 
    Outside, the storm worsened. Rain beat down, the wind howled and the thunder played an ear-shattering dirge. People began filing in to escape the storm and pass the hours by drinking. Soon, the common room was full to bursting with a host of curious gazes directed at the elves. To their credit, they appeared oblivious.  
     “If anyone approaches, you do not speak common. I will handle the situation.” Kryndale commanded in elvish. 
     Before long, they received their meal. They had been on the road a long time and even this paltry fare tasted good. The Dragon’s Bane inn did not have Nykessa, so they drank ale and wine from Al-Dan-Tir.  
     In the morning, they went to the Platinum Pony. At the sight of the elves, the innkeeper nearly fainted. Carefully placed questions led them here to this man Dirk, by the description they had. 
     “M-m-m-may I help you?” he asked, scrubbing at an invisible spot on the counter. 
     “We need some information Dirk.” The fact that they knew his name was unsettling to him.  
     W-w-w-what do y-you wish to know?” he asked, clearing his throat.  
     “We need to see the room where Missy was found.”  
     “Of course. Of course, it’s this way,” he led them to her room. I’ll be downstairs if ye need somethin’ more. I have no desire to see this anymore.”  
     “You may go. If I need anything else, I know where to find you.” Kryndale said, firmly in control. Dirk nodded and headed back down the stairs. 
  They went inside, closing the door for privacy. Malchyr stood guard while the others searched the room. They did not know what they were looking for, but so far, there was no evidence of foul play. Kryndale took his time, absorbing all the details. The air had a foul smell that made his skin crawl. He sensed magic, very faint, but there nonetheless.  
  Krayven stood over a dark stain on the floor. He dropped to one knee, running his          
  fingers over it. He beckoned to Loganthar, who came over, looking vaguely alarmed. 
     “What is this, can you tell me?” asked Krayven. Loganthar nodded, looking sick to his stomach. He cast a simple spell. 
     “It’s blood mixed with … with… dragon se…” he reeled away, vomiting into an empty chamber pot. Krayven thought he knew what Loganthar was going to say and his stomach heaved violently, bile rising in his throat. 
     “Krayven, what is it?” asked Kryndale, a bit concerned at what could make two of his best react like first year novices. 
     “Blood. The girl… she… she… she coupled with the dragon,” responded Krayven, clenching his teeth to keep from vomiting.  
     “Are you certain?” asked Kryndale intently. Krayven nodded. 
     “This is good. It means Kyler was not the one who killed her. Now, we have our proof.” 
     They stood before the angry townsfolk to present their case. Kryndale took charge, telling them only what he thought they should know. He left out the grislier details. He wanted to spare the girl her dignity, though he suspected she did not know it had been a dragon to share her bed. Now he knew the power of Morphindinaetlus.  
     He assumed Kyler’s form. It was the only explanation. He must make the crowd see this as well. From the looks on many faces, he had his work cut out for him. As he began to tell the story, many accepted it, relieved. A few still clung to their beliefs, growing angry.  
     “Of course they’re gonna’ protect him! They’re his people! They’ll just cover it up for him. Let him do it again. I say we don’t let his kind back in our town!” shouted one man.  
     “How do we know that what you say is true?” asked another. 
    “We found many troubling things. We would spare you this, please. Do not make me prove it further.” 
     “You have proven nothing, but that you protect your own,” said Dustin.  
     Dirk was uneasy. This was not going well. He knew it would not be easy. Missy was well liked. The crowd was getting out of control, arguing amongst themselves. 
     “She slept with the dragon!” shouted Kryndale, trying to regain control. The crowd quieted immediately, shocked into silence.  
     “The dragon assumed Kyler’s form, she had no idea. The stain on the floor is not just her blood. It is from the dragon too. We found a few of his scales in the bed as well. There is no doubt. He drained her life force and waited. He wanted one of you to see him, the perfect crime. The dragon has ever been our enemy. And what better way to defeat us all than to have us arguing with each other?” Kryndale finished quietly. 
    “Our thanks to you for putting this matter to rest. You must understand, she was a nice  
  girl and well liked. We just want to be sure the right one is punished for this. Now that we know the truth, and there can be no doubt now, how then can we exact revenge? Kryndale is right. The dragon has ‘ere been our enemy and would like nothing better than to devour us all. What do we do now?” asked Kal, squashing any arguments that might remain by showing he supported the elves fully. 
     “Is there somewhere we can speak more openly?” asked the leader of the Gor Li’ Khan. 
     “Yes, my office is this way,” said Kal. The crowd soon dispersed, much to the relief of Dirk. He always knew Kyler was innocent. The elf had taken no interest in her though the girl had tried. It all made a strange kind of sense.  
     Later that same day, the Gor Li’ Khan set out once more, determined to catch Kyler. 
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     Darian was lost to them for a day and a half. Tynuviel stayed with him the whole time. She ran her fingers through his hair and put cool cloths on his forehead. At last, his eyes fluttered open.  
     “Gayla?” he asked softly. 
     “No Darian, it’s Tynuviel,” she said, trying to stop the tears from falling. Gayla was the beautiful girl she’d met in Mogan Dar. She said they were lovers at one time. Well, apparently they picked up where they’d left off. 
     The Mage sat up quickly, aware of what he’d blurted out. He cursed his foolishness. Well, now she knew. The tears ran freely down her cheeks.  
     “Ty, I’m sorry. This is not how I wanted you to find out. In fact, I never wanted you to find out at all. I’m sorry.” 
     “Darian, I don’t know what else to say. There was never anything between Trighton and me. I’ve always loved you. I hope she makes you happy.” She left him sitting there to collect his thoughts. 
    Kyler came by a few moments later with a bowl of soup, bread, cheese and a mug of water. 
     “I thought you might be hungry. She knows, doesn’t she?” 
     “I kinda’ blurted it out. I wasn’t fully awake and I called Gayla’s name.” 
     “Takasha, Darian! What were you thinking? No wonder why she’s crying.” 
     “I didn’t mean to hurt her. That’s the last thing I ever wanted to do. How’s the girl?” asked the Mage, deflecting. 
     “She hasn’t regained consciousness yet, but she’s resting comfortably. How do you feel?” He sounded as if he did not really care. His tone was formal, curt and dismissive. 
     “Fine. Famished, that for me?” asked Darian, and Kyler laughed in spite of his anger. He handed him the bowl, setting the water down. 
     “She’ll probably be out for a few days, that’s normal with the extent of her injuries. We should get going soon. We still have a long way to go.”  
     “Indeed.” They heard Nephraete shout and turned to see what had happened. 
     “Calisha! Where have you been? I’ve been so worried!” she cried, embracing him. 
     “Nephraete, there is trouble. Where is Kyler? I need to speak with you both.” 
     “He’s with Darian. Come with me,” she said, leading him to them. Kyler rose, grasping the Crebellan’s hand. 
    “Glad I am to see you. We’ve been worried about you. Where have you been?” asked the elf prince.  
     “Morphindinaetlus and his underling were questioning a girl at the Platinum Pony, as I’ve said before. But he went back.” At the mention of this, Kyler’s limbs went numb. He knew there were only two that might remember them, C.J. and Missy.  
     “They are looking for you. The dragon turned himself into you to gather information on your whereabouts.” 
     “What do you mean?” asked Kyler, a sickening dread filling him.  
     “He cast a polymorph spell, turning himself into you. He met up with a certain serving girl there who remembered you quite well. She took what she thought was you back to her room, where they made love. He drained her of her life force and made sure they saw you leaving her room. The townsfolk are very upset. They are demanding justice. Also, there is a group of elves on your trail.” He said this last as if it was inconsequential. 
     “That must be Kryndale. How did he find us?” asked Nephraete. She was trembling, visibly shaken. Calisha put his arm around her, lending his strength and support. 
     “That I do not know. I did not make contact. I thought it best to come directly to you, Nephraete,” Calisha explained, holding her tightly. “I will not let him hurt you. I will protect you as I always have.” 
  “I am glad you are here,” she said, clasping his hand. “Come, let us leave them to talk. 
  Walk with me,” Nephraete said to Calisha.  
     Kyler was unsure why, but he felt a stab of jealousy toward Calisha. They shared a deep connection, which was obvious. He hoped that was all they shared. 
     “You are changed somehow, Nephraete,” said Calisha softly.  
     “There is a budding relationship growing between Kyler and me. Sometimes, I can’t believe it. I came all this way just to meet him without ever believing I had a chance.” 
     “Why would you think that? You are a very beautiful, captivating woman. He’d be a fool not to want you.” 
     “Thank you Calisha, that’s very sweet. You’re a good friend and I’m glad you’re back. I’ve missed you.” 
     “I’ve missed you as well.” He clasped her hand and kissed it tenderly. 
     “Calisha… What… Are you trying to tell me something?” He laughed and she joined in, his laughter was contagious. 
    “Nephraete, if I wanted you, I would have you. Nothing anyone could do could prevent it from happening. I wouldn’t do that to you, of course. I know you love Kyler and I will not get in the way. You are not for me and I am not for you.” Calisha said nothing more as they walked. This was not unusual, as he was quiet most of the time.  
     She wondered what he meant by his comment, if he wanted her he could have her? In Kaleika Bay, most seers took their Crebellan for their lover. She had no doubt if she had stayed there, her and Calisha would be together as well. 
     In the morning, before they broke camp, Kyler sent a detailed message to his father explaining what had happened. Just before he severed the connection, he apologized for the delay and told his father of his growing love for Nephraete. He could feel his father’s happiness and approval.  
      Kiel and Tireniel carried the litter. It slowed their pace down, but there was no help for it. 
     “May I walk with you?” asked Tynuviel, as she approached Nephraete and Calisha. She looked terrible. Her eyes were red and swollen and it didn’t look as if she had rested well last night. 
     “Of course, Ty. What’s wrong?” asked the seer. 
     “Darian, what else? Takasha! I need to pull myself together. He’s with Gayla you know.” Nephraete could not hide her surprise. 
     “The girl from Mogan Dar?” she tried to sound convincing, as if she had no idea what was happening. Calisha glanced in her direction. He knew that she knew more than what she let on. He would never betray her though. 
      “He called out her name! He told me he never wanted me to find out. What am I supposed to do now? How can I live without him, Nephraete? Every time I look at him another part of me dies,” she said sadly, as tears ran down her pale cheeks. 
     “A man that causes a beautiful woman this much pain, does not seem worthy of the tears she cries,” said Calisha. 
     “I’m sorry, Ty, this is Calisha. He is my companion and a very dear friend.” 
     “Where have you been? I don’t remember seeing you before,” Tynuviel remarked. 
     “I’ve only just returned. I’ve been gone too long from Nephraete’s side.” Ty gave them a strange look. 
     “Competing with my brother for Nephraete’s affection?” asked Ty jokingly. 
     Calisha said nothing more for some time. He let the two ladies talk, enjoying the sound of their voices. It was good to be back with Nephraete. He missed her and her companionship. He intended to watch Kyler closely to see if he was suitable for his lady. He knew her feelings for the elf prince ran deep. She confided in him and she could trust him with her life.  
     The Crebellan had gotten her through Blavven Krill safely, guiding her the whole way right to Kyler. The Gor Li’ Khan were more than capable of doing the same. Kryndale was indeed on their trail and he would never give up until he found her. He wondered how Kryndale would accept the fact that Nephraete was with another man. Kryndale loved Nephraete, Calisha knew. He also knew she had never loved him in that manner. How would he take it after coming all this way to find her? He would stay close to the seer to ensure her safety. 
     By noon of the next day, they were nearing Marubiel. They gave the town a wide berth after the news from Calisha. They did not stop for the noonday meal, preferring to distance themselves from that place. 
     The sun was setting when they stopped to set up camp. Soon after, they were enjoying a hot meal. Darian set the safety wards, then seated himself next to his friend. They had barely spoken since he had healed that girl. 
    “I’m sorry Kyler. I never meant for any of this to happen.” 
     “I know,” he replied softly as he watched his sister. “I warned you, but you did nothing to stop this and now… Darian, in all the time we’ve traveled together and been friends, I’ve never asked you for anything. Fix this mess. Mend Ty’s broken heart. Get past 
   your personal conflicts. Swallow your pride for once in your life. Admit you were wrong, apologize and make it up to her, please. You owe her that.” 
     “I wish it were that simple,” the Mage replied quietly. 
     “It is. Just do it. For me, for Ty. Hell, do it for yourself. Everyone knows you still love her so stop denying it.” 
    “What about Gayla?” 
     “What about her?” Kyler asked acidly. 
     “I can’t just turn her out. I’m responsible for her.” 
     “You’re also responsible for the tears my sister cries. For that, you will answer to me. I have never gotten involved in your relationship, but this… This is inexcusable.”  
     The Mage nodded in silent defeat. He knew the elf was right. He just did not know how to make things right between him and Ty. Gods knew he still loved her. More than ever, he wanted her, and the tears she cried nearly killed him. Those tears were because of him. He caused her great pain. How would he make it right after what he had done? He did not know if ever he could. It wasn’t as simple as Kyler would like to believe. There were serious repercussions should he give in and get involved with Ty. Yes, he loved her, but… Should The Order find out about them… it would mean her death, maybe even his. 
    
     He walked over to where she sat, arms around her knees, head down. Her shoulders heaved with the force of her sobbing. 
     “Ty, can we talk please?” Darian tried. 
     “Go away!” She said, without even looking at him. All eyes were upon them, though they tried to pretend they were doing their tasks. 
     “Ty, please. Walk with me?” he asked her, quietly pleading. He touched her shoulder and she recoiled as if bitten. He looked to Kyler, but his friend’s face looked chiseled from stone. He heaved a heavy sigh. He must try harder. 
     “Ty, I’m sorry… for everything, for all the pain I’ve caused you. I know you must hate me and you have every reason to. Please, walk with me. Let us try to talk things through.” He took her hand in his and she lifted her tear stained face to look him in the eye.  
     She slapped him hard across the face, then punched him in the chest repeatedly. She began to cry anew, the force of her blows weakening. He held her close as she cried, stroking her hair. Finally, after long moments passed, she stopped crying. She returned his embrace. She looked into his eyes, trying to gauge his sincerity. 
   He moved slowly, he did not want her to slap him again. His cheek still stung from that blow! It was less than he deserved and he accepted it. Slowly, he brought his lips to hers, kissing her softly. At first, she did not respond. 
     She had not expected that. Damn him! She still loved him and he knew it. He was in effect, using it against her. She could stand it no longer. She parted her lips, letting him in. Takasha! He was a good kisser. She felt her knees go weak. She clung to him, wanting him, needing him. He put his hand on her bottom, pulling her closer. Apparently, he wanted her as well. 
     Everything disappeared. Nothing else mattered but them. Kyler cleared his throat, afraid his friend would take her now, in front of them all. 
     Darian gestured and spoke a word softly, urgently and two things happened. He took them to his tower and brought Gayla to the camp. 
    “Darian… where…?” she began, but he silenced her with his lips. She removed his Shryvven, gripping him gently, but firmly and he groaned in pleasure. He kicked off his boots and led her to the bed. He seated himself and she put her knee between his legs, sitting in his lap. She kissed him, easing him down. He pushed her hips gently down, feeling her desire grow with each passing second. He undid her shirt, tossing it aside, and brushed her breasts with his lips. She sighed in contentment and pushed her hips down, wishing their clothes were not in the way. She took off his shirt, running her fingers over his smooth, muscular flesh. 
     He brought his lips to hers in an urgent kiss. His hands were inside her breeches, easing them down past her hips. She rolled off, making it easier for him. He left a trail of kisses down her body, sending shivers of pleasure through her. He gave her what she wanted, what she needed. She grabbed fistfuls of his hair as his lips brought her to the brink of ecstasy. He rose from his position to kiss her once more. She got to her knees, wrapping her arms around his neck. 
     She held him close, putting her head on his chest, feeling his heartbeat. She eased him down on his back, putting her hands on his chest. He put his hands on her hips, gently pushing down. She gasped in pleasure, taking everything he had. He sat up, holding her tight. She sighed softly as she brought her hips down again.  
     Takasha! He was a better lover than she imagined. And she imagined a lot! He put a hand on each of her thighs and eased her down on her back. His movements were well rehearsed and steady. She could not believe this was finally happening. His eyes were clouded with passion; his face set in deep concentration. He kissed her, letting his lips linger on hers. She ran her fingers through his hair as he pushed her past the brink. He covered her mouth with his, as his movements became urgent. 
  Afterwards, she lay in his arms, deeply satisfied. He stroked her body, kissing her lips softly.  
     “I love you, Ty,” he said into her ear, and she giggled. 
     “I love you too,” she said, touching his face where she had struck him what seemed a lifetime ago. 
     “What now?” she asked. 
     “What do you mean?”  
     “What do we do now? What does this mean? Does this change things between us?” 
     “Of course, you’ll never get rid of me now. I’m like a bad copper. I’ll always turn up.” Tears sprang to her eyes at his words. It was what she hoped he was feeling. He kissed her softly, tenderly, as he laid his hand on her belly. She let him make love to her again. Hours later they lay, limbs entwined, deep in Ru Nay’ Sha. 
    
     Tynuviel sat up in the darkness, panting and covered with sweat. Takasha! It was just a dream! Of all the cruel things! It felt so real. She lay back down, but Ru Nay’ Sha was a long time coming. 
    
     Darian awoke in the middle of the night. Something had disturbed his meditation. But what? What the hell, since he was awake anyway…? He ran his hands over Ty’s smooth form. He kissed the top of her head and she snuggled closer to him. That was not what he had in mind. Gently, he rolled her over… 
     “Gayla?” he asked, simply stunned. It had been a dream? He cursed silently to himself. It seemed so real, even his talk with Kyler. Maybe that was the only part that was real. His brain felt cloudy, he was having a hard time concentrating. 
     He remembered leaving the camp. He knew Kyler was upset with him, but he didn’t know what he should do. 
    “Darian, are you alright? Who is Tynuviel? You’ve been calling her name all night.”  
     “Sorry.” Was all the explanation he gave her. He took her in his arms, kissing her. She did not ask for an explanation; she knew she would never get it. Besides, he was here with her now, which was all that mattered to her. She would give anything to have him love her, but she was realistic.  
     A Mage of The Order did not fall in love. They… They… Darian’s lips killed her train of thought. She let him make love to her, she could never tell him no. Not just because of all he’d done for her, but because she loved him, fiercely. Without him, she’d be back with The Order. His heart was not in it tonight. He was elsewhere, distracted. It was as if he was just going through the motions. 
     It was almost dawn. They lay in each other’s arms and she was beginning to doze off. He kissed her forehead, her lips and then rose silently to bathe. He was handsome and well built, who wouldn’t want him?  
     He stepped from the gate as the sun was rising. He wore his Shryvven, cowl pulled up, giving him a menacing look. The camp was very much alive already. He spotted Tynuviel scrubbing her face, eyes vacant and lost. His heart ached with the pain he’d caused her. He never wanted her to find out about Gayla. He did not know how to breach the gap between them. A  
  gap they both created.  
     He checked on the elf, she still had not awakened. She should soon. Kyler was with Nephraete and Calisha. He didn’t even glance in Darian’s direction.  
     Seems Ty isn’t the only one upset with me, he thought. Oh well, not the first time and it sure as hell ain’t the last. 
     By noon, they were half way to Limmin. They stopped for a meal and a short rest. Trighton and Shaz lay the litter gently down. Darian went to check on the elf as her eyes fluttered open. 
     “Where am I? Who are you?” she asked weakly. 
     “We’re near Limmin now. My name is Darian. We found you by the roadside. You put up a great fight, but you were near death. We took you with us to make sure you were okay.” 
     “You’re a Mage of The Order.” It was a statement, not a question. “You’re gorgeous, Darian. My name is Tryllia.” 
     “Will you be alright to walk or do you still feel too weak?” 
     “I think I’ll be okay.” 
     “Where are you from, Tryllia? What were you doing by yourself?” 
     “I’m from Kaleika Bay. I was on my way to Al-Dan-Tir.” She coughed weakly. He handed her a water skin and she took several long swallows. 
     “Thank you, Darian.” 
     “You are most welcome. Would you like something to eat?” He smiled disarmingly at her. In answer to his question, her stomach rumbled. 
  He was shocked at learning she was from Kaleika Bay, but he kept himself in check. He was very good at keeping his emotions hidden. He was a Mage of The Order after all. Why were Thelarki’s people daring to cross Blavven Krill, leaving their homeland behind? He should speak to Nephraete. She might have some insight. He felt certain he could get her to tell him. Kyler came by with bread, cheese and fruit for her. He did not speak to Darian. 
     “Why do you travel with a Mage of The Order?” she asked in a strange elvish dialect. Little did they know, Darian was well versed in the elvish languages—all of them. He smiled to himself. He did not let on that he knew what they said. 
     “He is my friend, my brother, and my companion.” 
    “Why are you upset with him, then?” 
     “Merely a personal matter. I’m sure it will be cleared up soon.” At that, he looked at Darian as if he knew the Mage could understand them. 
     “He is the one they seek. Is he not? What do they want with him?” She waited for several minutes for a response. When it was not forthcoming, she continued. 
     “Ah. You do not trust your own people with his safety or his secrets. Do not worry, I am no spy.” She smiled at him. 
     “Will you be okay to travel?” he asked, changing the subject.  
     “Yes, I will be fine. Just send over one of your handsome companions to accompany me.” 
     “Any one in particular?” Kyler asked, amused. 
     “I’ll let you choose.” 
     “All right then…” he began, but she interrupted. 
     “Not the Mage, you two need to talk and work things out between you. Right now, you do not behave as brothers or friends. I only have one more request, not the human either. I do not like the looks of him.”  
     “As you wish,” Kyler said tersely. This elf was far too perceptive. 
     Asa, please accompany Tryllia. Make sure she is safe. He sent the quick instructions to his older brother and immediately Asa responded, walking toward them. 
     “Your choice is most acceptable,” she said, looking Asa up and down with a smile. 
     “Greetings, lady. My name is Asa and I would accompany you.” 
     “Well met, Asa. I am Tryllia.” They hit it off right away, talking and joking easily. 
     So it was for days uncounted. Asa walked with Tryllia, Kyler with Nephraete and Darian walked alone. But this did not bother him. It gave him time to think. He pulled his cowl up, making himself unapproachable. When they decided they needed him again, maybe he would decline to help them. He glanced in Tynuviel’s direction. On occasion, she would look over at him, but she made no move to speak with him. Tireniel walked with her, trying to brighten her mood. The way he looked at her… Briefly, he wondered what else they were doing, but it was no longer his concern. 
     Their path had taken them south two days ago. They were crossing the Logan Plains, a vast expanse of nothing but tall grass and wildflowers. It had grown suddenly silent. No insects hummed. No birds chirped. Nothing. The tall grass was losing its color as the Plains prepared for the long, brutal winter. The late summer sun was still warm and could catch an inexperienced traveler completely unaware. The change of seasons was approaching quickly, the warm breeze carried the scent of it.  
     The grass shifted ever so slightly twenty yards ahead and to the left of them. Before Nephraete or Darian could shout a warning, the Gor Li’ Khan appeared, surrounding them. There was nowhere to go. Nothing to do, but face them. They did not appear threatening. They made no sudden movements, nor did they draw their weapons. 
     “Takasha! Nephraete, I’ve been so worried about you!” Kryndale rushed to her, holding her close for long moments. 
     “You should have told me. I would never force you to marry me. You must know this,” he whispered into her ear. 
     “I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I was frightened and I just didn’t know what else to do.” He released her, seeing the forest elves getting restless.  
     “I am Kryndale, leader of the Gor Li’ Khan of Kaleika Bay and charged with the task of finding Nephraete and returning her safely home…” Kyler cut him off before he could finish his statement. 
     “You’re not taking her anywhere. I believe the lady does not wish to return to that place. Her home is Kiri A’ Nouell. Now, please excuse us as we have pressing business.” Kyler finished and looked to Darian, but the Mage only shrugged his indifference. He did not feel threatened by them. He would show them they could not ignore him and expect him to do their bidding. And Kyler knew better. After all the time they traveled together, he should know him by now. Kyler stepped forward.  
    “I am Kyler Brighton, son of Galavad the Monarch,” he said tightly. 
     “Yes, the resemblance is obvious.” At the prince’s look of alarm, he continued. “Yes, I have been to your forest homeland. I have met your father, the Monarch.”  
     “If you harmed him…” Kyler let the threat hang in the air. 
     “If that was my intent I could have had you killed before the rest of you knew what was happening. No, killing you is not why we are here.” Kyler believed him. His long-lost kin were deadly. 
     “Then why have you come?” asked Kyler stiffly. 
     “We wish to travel with you to Thunder Peak. I believe we could be of use to you.” 
     “Really. Why should I consider your request?” asked Kyler, and Kryndale responded in elvish.  
     “I have a mage with me as well, yours seems uncooperative…” Darian cut him off, also speaking elvish.  
     “I am no one’s pet and I do no man’s bidding.” With that, he opened a gate and was gone.  
     The company from Kiri A’ Nouell stood in shocked silence. They had never before witnessed the two friends in such open disagreement. They did not know what to make of it.       
     Tryllia’s eyes grew wide as the Gor Li’ Khan appeared. She saw Tryndil, but there was no time, nowhere to hide. It was as if he did not see her. He looked right past her. He could not have forgotten her. 
     She left him without an explanation or warning. She knew he had been going to ask her to marry him and this frightened her. She ran without ever looking back. Now, here he was.  
  He was as handsome as he was then, but his eyes were cold. Suddenly, she wished she never left. If she could only make things right. Looking at him now, she doubted it. She hurt him deeply. Still, Asa was not a bad choice.  
     Kyler sent his thoughts to his companions. Do you think we should let them join us?      
     What’s with you and Darian? asked Asa. If we accept them, can we leave Shaz behind? asked Asa. 
     I believe it’s obvious father told them where we could be found. I dare say that they would be welcome indeed. They are seasoned fighters and before this is all over, we may need them, Tynuviel sent. 
     What say you? Kyler asked, looking at the rest of them. 
     Aye. The rest sent. Kyler made the briefest of nods, clearly unhappy with the decision. 
     “It is decided then. We welcome your company. We will be entering dangerous ground and your skills would be most welcome,” said Kyler graciously. Kryndale inclined his head. 
     “My apologies for my earlier behavior,” said Kyler sincerely. 
     “Forgiven. The way we surprised you left little time for manners. I am sorry for that, but felt it necessary under the circumstances. I did not think you would welcome our presence. There is something I must tell you, the town of Marubiel is convinced that…” but the elf prince cut him off. 
     “That I killed that girl, I know. I did not, it was the dragon.” At Kyler’s words, Kryndale did well to hide his surprise. How had he found out? He could not use this information as a bargaining chip now. 
     “Yes, but we found proof and have cleared you of the crime. A simple spell from Loganthar confirmed this. He must have assumed your form. It is the only explanation. She would not knowingly share her bed with a dragon, I think. Even if he was in the form of an elf prince.” 
     “Thank you for your honesty and your help with this. I need to know if I can trust you to be loyal to me and my command,” said Kyler sternly. 
    “Yes, of course.” Kryndale did not understand how but he would swear Kyler knew everything he had told him. How was that possible? 
     Kyler briefly touched the other’s mind with his. He saw that the Gor Li’ Khan leader was sincere. He severed the connection immediately, hopefully before he was aware. But there was no understanding in his eyes, no comprehension. Kyler wondered how else they differed. If someone had touched his mind he would know, but Kryndale did not. Interesting.  
  “Why is the Mage angry? Where did he go?” asked Kryndale.  
  “That is a personal matter,” said Kyler crisply. 
  “Of course,” Kryndale said with a slight bow. Kyler signaled that they would begin  
  moving again. 
     “Walk with me,” the elf prince said. 
     “As you wish,” replied the leader of the Gor Li’ Khan. “Thank you for your gracious offer. We will do what needs to be done.” Kyler nodded. 
     “Tell me, does Nephraete have the same abilities as you do? Can she blend in with her surroundings?” asked Kyler. 
     “No, she is T Ama’ Ro. She can do none of these things. When first we came to Kaleika Bay, neither could we. These skills formed over time as we adapted to our new environment. They were many centuries in the making.” 
   “Why exactly are you here, Kryndale? Please spare me the story you concocted.  
  I want the truth. I deserve the truth if you are to travel with me, if I am to trust you.”  
     “In all honesty, when we departed Kaleika Bay, I had every intention of returning home with Nephraete in tow. The farther we got from home, the more I felt an overwhelming sense of relief. 
     “Then I began to realize Nephraete held no love for me. If she had, she never would have left. When we came to Kiri A’ Nouell, it was as if we had finally come home. I felt an overwhelming sense of peace and tranquility. Then your father bade us to stay as long as we liked.  
     “We long to work for someone who has a unique appreciation for our talents and uses them wisely. I know that Nephraete does not love me as I do her. I will not force her to marry me. No, how could I live with myself?  
     “Thelarki can be a harsh taskmaster and we are eager to find someone better suited to us. Your father made us a gracious offer, to join his ranks and be one again with our long-lost kin. Imagine my surprise! He is a great elf and I thought if his chosen were half as good, we would be better served to make our home with you in the forest. Kyler, know that we are sincere and loyal. I would gladly die to protect you.”  
     “Why? Why would you do this? You do not know me.”  
     “As I’ve said, I need to work for someone that I can respect.” At the sound of Nephraete’s laughter, the leader of the Gor Li’ Khan became distracted. 
     She walked with an elf male and a beautiful elf that resembled Kyler. That must be his sister. He watched Nephraete. She had a dark blue scarf tied around her head. Her eyes sparkled in merriment. She was stunningly beautiful. She held the hand of a handsome elf that walked with her. This must be whom she left me for, he thought. Well, not really. They were never together, just friends, but he wanted her. Pain of loss filled him at the sight of her. 
  Maybe Tryndil had been right. Maybe it was not wise to come here after all. Takasha! That was Tryllia! What was she doing here? She walked with an elf male and they seemed to be  
  getting along quite well. Give it time, she’ll leave him as well, he thought. He saw her look at Tryndil more than once. This could mean trouble. It had taken Tryndil a long time to get over her. Late nights of drinking and carousing with many women seemed to have done the trick. Kryndale did not want him falling for her again. He knew he wouldn’t be able to stop it from happening anyway.  
 “Kryndale, there’s something I think you should know. Nephraete and I… We… I’m falling in love with her. She left Kaleika Bay to find me, I’m sorry.” 
  “Her visions… Then who is that with her now?” asked Kryndale, stunned. He did not recognize the elf by her side. Mixed emotions flooded him. Anger, sorrow, resentment.    
     “That is up to her to tell you.”  
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  The rogue Mage stepped from the gate into a darkened alley. It had been a long time since he was here last. He hoped he would still be welcome. The sun was just beginning to set as he climbed the stairs to the door and knocked, his face hidden in shadow. 
     “Come in, yeah. ‘Tis open.” At the sound of her voice, he smiled to himself. He opened the door and memories flooded him. It had been a long time. He locked the door and went to where he knew she waited. He stood across the room from her, as he lowered his cowl, so she could see her visitor. 
     “You! You no come here so long. I miss ye. I been so lonely waitin’ for ye. What keep ye?” She had a strange accent, but she was so beautiful and intoxicating. She had long, black wavy hair and dark skin. Blue eyes looked him over, inviting him closer. He crossed the room to embrace her. 
     “Rushani, I’ve been busy. I’m sorry. I never meant to neglect you.” He brought his lips to hers and she kissed him back, urgently. He caressed her skin with his hands as she removed his Shryvven and then his shirt. He let her take control. She guided him to the bed, shoving him down and climbing atop him. 
  She kissed him, teasing and tasting his urgency. Her breathing quickened as she rode the 
    
  tidal wave he created. He rolled her over, not even close to being finished with her.  
     Hours later, she lay in his arms, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. She did not want him to go, but knew he would never stay. He never did for long. She knew she should find someone else, but she just couldn’t do it and he knew it. She lived for these moments when he was with her. She knew she was not the only one in his life. She was no fool. He was a ladies’ man.  
     If The Order ever found out about her, it would be her death. A Mage of The Order was not to spread his seed to any but the Breeders or the sterile whores they provided for amusement. She was at great risk every time he came to her, but she wouldn’t have it any other way. 
     “Darian, love you. Know? Tell me what happen. Why you no come for so long? The Order keep you too busy now? You canno’ slip away for a while? You know I want you stay here with me.” 
     “I know, but I cannot, you know this. It’s dangerous for me to be here with you right now. If The Order ever found out…” she silenced him with her lips. 
    “No care. You stay with me tonight. We have lot of catchin’ up to do.” He did not argue with her. He had not the strength or the conviction. He did not want to concentrate with her lips on his body, so he gave himself over to her charms. 
     In the morning, he left a glass beside her bed. A mixture of bitter herbs that he made every time they were together. It would kill his seed in case… He had known for some time that she was not taking it. He also found out much worse things about her. Things he wished were not true, but… He had to protect himself and The Order. She was a spy for the Dark Mage and had been feeding him information about his whereabouts. No longer.  
    
  She awoke to find Darian already awake and dressed. She rolled over and tried to grab his wrist, but he pulled away. Then she saw his eyes, so cold, hard, and ruthless! She’d never seen that look on him before. She knew at once that he knew what she’d done and in that instant, all the gold she’d been paid wasn’t worth his betrayal. She hadn’t lied when she told him she loved him and she didn’t know exactly why she betrayed him. Jealousy perhaps. Jealous rage ripped through her now as she recognized that she was nothing to him. Nothing at all. He cared nothing for her.  
  “Why Rushani? Why have you betrayed me?” he asked. 
  “I… I… I don’t know. I’m sorry Darian, please… Please don’t hurt me,” she begged. “A terribly scarred, burned Mage came here and threatened me. He said that if I didn’t turn you in that he’d come back and kill me.” 
  “And what, exactly, do you think I’m going to do?” he asked her, quietly threatening.  

  “He forced me to…” she trailed off and he realized that her accent had vanished. 
  “Is anything real about you, Rushani?” he smirked. 
  “I wanted to tell you, I did, but… He was always watching me and I was scared Darian!”  
  Darian began casting a series of spells and she felt the magic ooze over her home. She was going to die a horrible, grisly death. The worst part of it all was that she knew she deserved it. She never should have turned against Darian. Not after everything they’d shared. By the looks of it, she was the only one feeling nostalgic.  
  “Please Darian, don’t hurt me. I’ll tell you whatever you wish to know,” she begged, as she began trembling in fear.  
  “Yes, you will,” he smiled coldly. “Who is the one who contacted you initially?” 
  “I don’t know his name, but he is vile and disgusting. He forced me to…” 
  “I don’t care what he did Rushani,” Darian cut her off.  “I only want to know what you told him.” 
  “But… Darian, he made me…” 
  “Darlin’, your well-being is of no concern to me. It never was. I’ve been in you, that’s all. I’ve been in thousands babe. You think I give a shit about any of them?” 
  She began to cry now. She thought he’d have some compassion, but she’d been wrong. Apparently, she’d been wrong about a lot. His face was smooth, perfect, and utterly captivating. She found she could not look away from his silvery-grey eyes. Her eyes traveled to his lips and down his body, drinking in the sight of him. Her only hope was to try and appeal to his senses. She smiled shyly at him and lifted the bed sheet so he could see her body. She got to her knees and put her hands on her hips. 
  “C’mon Darian, make love to me like you have so many times before,” she purred. 
  “Listen you stupid, worthless whore! I’m done with you! Now tell me what you know!” His words held magic and they forced her to obey, but not without pain. He gripped her throat in his right hand, squeezing, squeezing. He shoved her violently down onto the bed and bound her with magic so she could not move.  
 She began babbling anything that she thought might be useful to him. “I don’t know his name, but the Mage that comes here is the burned one. His voice is raspy and charred sounding. He comes regularly to pay me and pick up any information that I may have. Mortin, he is the one who initially set up the meeting with the burned one. He utterly despises you and would see you dead, I think,” she stammered. 
  “Are you saying that Mortin frightened you? You could take out Mortin with little more than your sharpened tongue! You filthy, lying wench.” 
  “Darian please, stop. You’re hurting me,” she cried.  
  Rather than release her, he did the opposite. He tightened the magic that was restraining her. “Are you gonna’ rape me too?” she asked. He looked at her and she thought she saw something akin to pity and she felt her bonds loosen.  
  “That’s not my style Rushani and I think you know that. Besides, I don’t have to force myself on women, they throw themselves willingly at my feet. You know, the same way you threw yourself at me, remember?” He smirked. “Are you stalling? Hoping that Mortin will save you? Gods, I hope he does show up so I can kill him too,” said the young Mage harshly.  
  He began casting once more and while he was occupied, she tried to hit him with something from her dresser. He never even opened his eyes. His concentration was frightening and his control absolute. He did not miss a syllable in his spell, even as he continued casting, he froze her with his right hand. Once the dweomer was complete, she started screaming and couldn’t stop. The pain was indescribable. She felt scraped raw from the inside out and her fingers twisted obscenely and no longer obeyed her commands. 
  She continued to scream, but fed him information when she could. He periodically eased the pain so she could speak, else she would be useless to him. He could hear the bones in her body breaking and rearranging themselves as they remade her into a frightening caricature of herself. She begged him for her life, but he merely laughed at her pain.  
  After he’d made sure she told him everything she knew, he let the magic consume her until her body was twisted practically inside out. He smiled at his handiwork. 
    
     He looked at her still form on the bed. Her face, once beautiful, was now twisted in a hideous mask of torture and pain. The spell of silence kept the sounds of her agonizing death from anyone’s ears. They would never find out how she had died. He made certain. He had spent years creating this spell for occasions such as this one. He was thorough and had covered every possible outcome.               
     He swore he would return to kill her when he was certain he could control himself around her and not give away that he knew everything. Kyler had given him the perfect excuse to get away. What a waste of a beautiful woman, he thought. 
     Cowl pulled close, he went to see what his gold had done. He found the two-story brick building easily enough. When he knocked, a middle-aged man answered. 
    “Yes, can I help you?” He looked slightly alarmed at seeing a Mage of The Order on his  
  doorstep again. What could they want this time? Hadn’t they taken everything he had the last time? He had nothing left to give. 
     “James Orwan?” Darian asked. He must be certain.  
     “Yes…” he replied hesitantly.  
     “My name is Darian. I’m the one who sent the letters… and the gold.” 
     “Darian! Please come in. I’m sorry. I had no idea who you were. I couldn’t fathom what The Order wanted with me this time. Please sit. I’ll find my wife and get you something to drink.” 
     “Thank you,” he replied, taking a seat. A few moments passed and James returned with his wife, who was carrying a tray of drinks. She set it on the table and embraced the Mage. 
    “Thank ye Darian, for looking after our girl and takin’ care of her and us. We owe ye everythin’,” said Gayla’s mother. 
     “You owe me nothing. As I explained in my letters, no one may know of me. I would appreciate your discretion.” Darian had insured that no one would find out. Once they read his letters, they disintegrated, leaving nothing. Not even ash.  
     “Of course, because of your help, my wife is healthy for the first time in a long time. My business is doing well and we have a decent place to live. How is Gayla? Can we see her?” asked her father. 
     “Not right now. It’s too dangerous. She is doing well, though. Thank you for the lemonade. I should go now.” James walked him to the door and Darian placed a fat leather purse in his hands. 
     “This will be the last payment for some time. As you have seen, war is upon us and I will be quite busy. Until we meet again.” He was lost from sight almost immediately. Tears of gratitude fell from James’s eyes at the Mage’s kindness. 
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     Minutes after Darian had gone, the thief and the bard walked past the house, oblivious that the one they searched for had eluded them again.  
     Darian had just stepped back through the gate when Morphindinaetlus flew over Al-Dan-Tir. The Knights of Shorlan were ready for the attack. However, the arrows they shot bounced off, falling harmlessly to the earth.  
     On his next pass, the mighty beast and his fiery breath attacked the Knights. Several burned alive, cooked inside their armor. Their dying screams would haunt Tansher Morningstar for days to come. 
   He saw Koryn, who had returned unharmed and without a good explanation, throw a  
  javelin, but the dragon steered away from the missile. 
     Swooping down, he caught a Knight in his talons, tearing him apart and spraying blood and gore over the city. At Tansher’s command, they lit balls of pitch and launched them from huge catapults. One struck the Mighty Green on his side and he roared in fury, letting loose a fiery blast, scorching the buildings it touched, even melting one of them. 
     Rohn stepped forward, aiming his javelin. He said a quick prayer to Shenna to let his aim be true. He sighted his target and let fly. It wasn’t a fatal hit, but it sunk an inch deep in the dragon’s rear leg. Morphindinaetlus roared, beating his massive wings. He would not be able to remove it right now.  
     Stryker and company came to lend what aid they could. He had a mithril crossbow and bolts. The first bolt took the dragon in the neck. He howled in pain, coming in low. He intended to knock the offending dwarf off the wall. The next bolt hit him in his already wounded leg. Kibblewolf launched a throwing axe, hitting the dragon in the side.  
     Morphindinaetlus bellowed, sending a searing blast of flame their way. He made one more pass over the city, then flew off toward the Ancient Mountain. He must remove the javelin so his regenerative abilities could heal him.  
     He had not seen the Mage or his companion. Either they were hiding, which was unlikely, he did not think they feared death, or they had not yet entered the city. His informant had told him as much, but he wanted to see for himself. She would notify him when they came. 
    
     Mordinian the thief and Torgyn Ro the bard went to find the thief’s contact. He knocked on the door and when there was no answer, he removed the tools of his trade, gaining access. Once inside, they found several candles burning low and a trail of clothes leading to the bedroom. 
     He smiled to himself. He must have been here. “Rushani, are you decent?” asked the thief. “Rushani, are you alright?” he called again. When no answer was forthcoming, he went to her bedroom. 
    She lay motionless, naked upon the bed. Her face was twisted into a mask of unbearable torture. Her whole body was bent and twisted in upon itself. A glass filled with a vile smelling concoction sat upon her night table. He could detect nothing, no trace of magic or anything else. No matter, he knew the Mage was responsible. He had to be. The Mage must have found out and dispatched her. Maybe he was more unstable than the thief was led to believe. If that were so, they must be very careful indeed.  
     They heard a terrible commotion, the sounds of battle filling the air. They made sure they left things the way they found them and returned to their rooms at the Serpent’s Kiss.  
     “What do you think this means?” asked Torgyn. 
     “It’s obvious, isn’t it? He’s been here. He must have found out she was selling information and silenced her.” 
     “I meant the dragon. What is it doing here and what do we do now?” the bard asked, taking out his flute and beginning to play.  
     “Yes, that is troubling. If the Mage came here once, more than likely he’ll return. I say we wait a while longer,” the thief said, obviously distracted.  
     “For what purpose?” 
     “Because we are being paid to do so. We have not made contact with him yet and those were our orders.” He turned his long-suffering gaze on the bard, but Torgyn merely shrugged disinterestedly. 
     Sometimes, he wondered why he traveled with the thief. It was profitable sure, but sometimes, it just wasn’t worth putting up with him and his superior attitude. Very few even knew his name, but the bard did not consider himself lucky to know it. If anything, he felt cursed.        
     More often of late, he seriously considered going off on his own again and just performing. He’d loved music and storytelling ever since he was a child. Though he was not yet beyond boyishness, his love for the arts had not dimmed at all. In fact, his passion grew with each new moon and he could not wait to meet up with the elf and the Mage to compose his first of many songs. 
     Though he was quite talented, he was the object of much ridicule among his peers because of his age. That is, until they heard his pure, strong voice. Every note he sang was true and he sang with such emotion, as if the words were engraved on his heart. 
     He traveled with the thief because Mordinian saved his life. At the time, he had nowhere to go and nothing to lose, so what the hell? But now he’d made a name for himself, had gold in his pockets and could get work easily enough. He detested the thief, but recognized he was a necessary evil. He still did not understand how the thief could sense magic. It must be an item on his person, but what it was the bard had no idea. 
     He continued to play his flute, more for the pure enjoyment of it than any other reason. It soothed the beast that was the thief. Oddly enough, he loved music as well. He would probably make a good musician with his dexterous fingers.  
    Since he had met up with Mordinian, the bard had learned several spells. Like the one  
  he used on the Knights they had captured. That was the biggest reason why he stayed with the thief. He was learning at a rapid rate and he didn’t want it to slow down.  
     Since they began traveling together, he had improved on many levels and he did not wish to stop now. Although he loathed the thief, their relationship was just one indignity among many that he was prepared to suffer.  
     So, he used the newest spell he’d acquired, wove it into the music and before he knew it, the thief was fast asleep. The bard smiled to himself and went downstairs to perform. 
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     When they stopped for the night and their meal was completed, Tryndil walked over to Tryllia, handing her a mug of ale. 
  “Thank you,” she said, unsure of his intent. 
  “Why did you leave? Was the thought of becoming my wife so terrible?” he asked sadly. 
  “No Tryndil, not at all. I was just scared and behaved like a frightened Ni’ Kulana. I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I know it comes too late and you can never forgive me. But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I look at you now and realize how foolish I was. I should have stayed. Leaving was the biggest mistake of my life.” 
   She took a sip from her mug, it was cold and that was all that really mattered. She drank the rest down, afraid to look at him. He moved closer to her, put his arm around her and held her close. Setting his mug down, he raised her face. Tears stained her cheeks and he gently wiped them away.  
     Takasha! What was he doing about to get involved with her again? By Shenna, there must be a reason they both found each other again. If not to start fresh, then why? He surprised her when he leaned forward and kissed her softly. At first, she did not respond. When her shock wore off, she dropped the empty mug to the ground, threw her arms around him and kissed him back.  
     “Your bedroll or mine?” he asked breathlessly. 
     “Both, we’ll have more room.” She said, undoing his shirt. 
     Kryndale watched from afar, shaking his head in disbelief. Everyone needs female companionship, but he knew it was different with Tryndil. He knew his friend had never really gotten over her. Now they were getting involved again. Well, for his friend’s sake, he hoped she was different now. Maybe this time…  
     Nephraete sat with Kyler and the elf whose hand she held frequently. He did not remember him from Kaleika Bay. Where had she met him? Kryndale could not take his eyes off her. She was so beautiful and happy! He’d never seen her this happy before. The separation from her father really agreed with her. 
     The Mage had yet to appear since his dramatic departure. Kryndale’s boys were getting along well with the others. For the first time in quite a while, he felt as if he’d made a good decision. Leaving Kaleika Bay behind had been hard in the beginning. But he was confident that he made the right choice. He honestly liked Kyler and believed the Gor Li’ Khan would fit in. He felt certain that the Gor Li’ Khan’s talents would finally be used wisely.  
     “May I sit with you?” he looked up to see Kyler’s sister and stood immediately.  
     “Please, that would be most welcome indeed,” he replied.   
     “My name is Tynuviel,” she said, giving him a warm smile. 
     “Well met, Tynuviel. I am Kryndale. I do not mean to sound forward, but Takasha! You are beautiful.” 
     “Thank you,” she said, laughing. “I thought if we could talk for a while, it would help take your mind off Nephraete. I couldn’t help but notice how you watch her. I can’t imagine how you must feel after coming so far.” 
     “Well, I began to piece it together bit by bit. By the time we reached Marubiel, I knew she never loved me at all. If only she’d told me. I would never force myself on her. I can see how happy she is. I’ve never seen her laugh or smile so much. She is finally free. Free from her father’s yoke.” 
     “Do you think he’ll send more after her?” she asked, concerned.  
     “I doubt it. He did not even send us. I insisted we come after Nephraete. Tryndil tried to warn me not to, but I wouldn’t listen. Maybe it will be for the best. Only Shenna can say,” said Kryndale with more assurance than he felt.  
    “It shouldn’t be too hard to find someone else. Our forest is plentiful and you are handsome,” said Tynuviel carefully. 
     “You are not interested then?” he asked with a wry smile. 
     “I’m sorry, no. I… Let’s just say that love has not been kind to me either. I cannot get him out of my head or my heart.” 
     “Friends then?” he asked. 
     “Friends,” she said with a smile. She passed him a flask filled with Nykessa and he took a pull on it and handed it back.  
     “So, who owns your heart?” 
     “Darian.” He nearly choked on the wine. 
     “The Mage?” he asked, once his throat was clear. 
     “Yes,” she said hesitantly, beginning to suspect he knew something she did not. She  
  began to panic, bile rising in her throat. 
     “That is forbidden. You know that, don’t you? You would risk the ire of The Order? The penalty is death.” Her shocked expression was explanation enough. 
     “How do you know these things? This cannot be, he… Then why do they make them so damn good looking?” 
     “You forget what we do. Our business is in information and misinformation. The Order does not let secrets go. We ferret them out. Not much is known of The Order and they would keep it that way. How long have you known him?” 
     “I think I’ve said too much already,” she said firmly. 
     “You don’t trust me, I know. Why should you? We’ve only just met. You can trust me. I am loyal to your father. I don’t really expect you to believe me, but in time… who knows?” 
    
     It was the middle of the night. The camp was finally quiet. Tryllia rested peacefully in Tryndil’s arms. Calisha lay close to Nephraete, Kyler and Tynuviel. The rest were scattered about the camp. 
     Kryndale suddenly opened his eyes and shouted an alarm to wake the camp. He became perplexed when no one heard his shouts of warning. 
  “There is an intruder in our midst. Awake!” he shouted in elvish, but the cloaked figure before him merely laughed. 
     “Shout all you want assassin. They will never hear you.” The voice croaked. 
     “What have you done?” he asked. 
     “Why did you tell her?” the figure demanded, lowering his hood. The Mage! Takasha! 
     “I… I… thought she knew. Her involvement with you is forbidden. You know this. Why would you pretend otherwise?” 
     “Because I love her, you dolt. She should have found out from me. I tried so many times to tell her. I will find a way for us to be together.” 
     “You’re just fooling yourself, Mage. It can never happen and you know it. The Order…” 
     “Do not speak to me of things you cannot fully comprehend! You do not know me and you know nothing of The Order.” 
    “You’d be surprised what I know. Does Kyler know of your deception? I think not. I bet  
  he’d be most interested to learn…” But he never got to finish. Darian put his fingers to the elf’s forehead and he collapsed, falling like a dead tree. Darian did not even try to break his fall. 
     “So tell me, how did it feel to find that Nephraete did not love you after coming all this way?” Of course, he did not expect an answer from the unconscious elf. 
    
     In the morning, Kryndale awoke with the remnants of a strange dream. He rose to find that he had never made it to his bedroll. He lay upon the cold, hard ground right where he’d fallen… He went to get something to eat and found Darian already in the camp. Something in his eyes told Kryndale it had been no dream. The Mage just watched him, his face smooth and expressionless. But those eyes! They were so cold. Like chips of ice. Cold and calculating like a predator. Kryndale did not wish to anger him, so he remained silent.  
    This was no monster, but a man. A man of flesh, blood and a Mage to boot. No, he did not want to cross wits with this one. The Mage could probably strike him dead if he so chose. He decided he would remain on his good side. He nodded and the Mage nodded in return. Apparently, Kyler did not know much about the Mage that he called his friend. 
     Out of habit, as the Gor Li’ Khan walked, they disappeared, blending into their surroundings. They seemed to vanish from sight, which was very disconcerting. Only Tryndil remained visible as he walked hand in hand with Tryllia. They did not speak much, had no real need to, their closeness was enough.  
     Asa did not seem to mind Tryndil replacing him. He walked with Kiel and Tireniel, laughing and joking all day. 
     Shaz walked under the watchful eyes of Chamlen and Lorin. He rolled his eyes contemptuously. Was he that big a threat? Well, instead of calming down, things had reached the boiling point. 
     The tension between Kyler and Darian was palpable. They had not spoken in days. Not since their disagreement about Ty. It sure was interesting traveling with them. Never a dull moment with this bunch. He wasn’t sure if they would complete their mission and remain alive. At any moment, they might self-destruct. 
     In the short time he traveled with them, he had never seen the two friends so at odds with each other. By the looks on the other’s faces, neither had they. What could this mean? How long would this go on? He had better choose sides wisely.  
     Darian would most likely win and he hated Shaz. So there was nothing for him there. On the other hand, Kyler was not fond of him right now either. So where did that leave him? 
     He could always leave them behind. He did not think they would go out of their way to find him. They would probably be happy to be rid of him.  
    He watched Nephraete’s alluring shape as she walked with Calisha and Tynuviel. He  
  would be willing to pay a fair amount of gold for one night with her. No sooner had he thought it, then Calisha gave him a steely, vengeful look. Shaz just shrugged his shoulders as if to say what? Then right before his eyes, Calisha’s face changed into some horrible, grotesque thing. 
     If you touch her, you will face my wrath. I will kill you myself; the words were not  
  voiced aloud, but were heard only in his head. He looked around for who had spoken to him, but there was no one there. No one else seemed to see what was happening. The only one looking at him was Calisha. 
     He can read our thoughts?  It just didn’t seem plausible. Nevertheless, there could be no doubt as Calisha stared at Shaz with open malice.  
     Alrighty then. So much for trying not to anger them. He made enemies like Nephraete made friends. He just did not understand. He was likable enough. He was so misunderstood. He blew an exasperated breath, as if he cared! 
     Darian walked alone, cowl pulled up. The medallion that hung from a heavy silver chain about his neck had a strange symbol engraved in it. One of the many new and different things the elves had noticed about him. 
   “How long will you two go on without speaking?” asked Nephraete as she walked up to the Mage.  
     “I’m sorry, did I ask for your company?” he asked sardonically. 
     “Say what you will Darian Brade, I do not think you mean it. I see the way you look at all of us talking amongst ourselves. No one likes to be ignored. If you like, I will walk with you.” 
     “I’m touched, really. Why are you here?” he asked flippantly. 
    “Why are you so angry? I just wanted to talk to you,” she continued calmly, undaunted by his harshness.  
     “Nephraete,” he began, but she could tell she was wearing him down. His body began to relax. “Nephraete,” he began again, his tone softening. “I do not like to be treated like a lap dog. We’re supposed to be such good friends, Kyler and I, but he disrespected me. He has not spoken two words to me and then expects me to help him, on his terms. Maybe he’s used to that kind of treatment, but he will never get it from me.” 
     “You’re right. What he did was wrong, but both of you have wronged each other. This is not the first time nor shall it be the last. That is the way it is when personalities clash. You two are friends. No, closer even. You must find a way to make this right.” 
     “I’m right here where I’ve always been. He is angry about what went on between Ty and me. I know she’s his sister, but he has no right to make demands of me. There is so much that he does not know about me. I keep it that way for many reasons. First and foremost, I am a Mage of The Order. Sometimes I think you all forget it. You have become so used to my presence  
  that you view me only as Darian and not the Mage that I am.  
     “I take orders from no one. No one present is even worthy to be called my peer. I tell you true, not to be boastful. Ask Lorin or Loganthar, they will tell you, for they give me a wide berth.” He spoke to her calmly now. As usual, her easy manner had the desired effect. 
     “Darian, I would like to be considered your friend. I respect you and your boundaries. I value your friendship and understand that it is not given lightly. I accept that there are things I will never know about you. I acknowledge that you will not confide in me even if you could, for your safety and for The Order’s. I accept you for who you are and love you in spite of it.” 
     “Nephraete, if Kyler was not my friend, I’d kiss you. You’re very appealing to me.” 
     “Darian! How can you say such things? What about Ty?” 
     “I can’t help it. I’m a man. To say anything less would taste a lie,” he said, smiling. 
     “No, but… Oh Darian be serious.” She said, pushing him playfully. He grabbed her hand, entwining their fingers together. 
     “I am being serious. I am about to tell you something that I’ve never told anyone before. I offered a glimpse into my world, but you are the first to hear the complete truth. Tynuviel and I are forbidden to be together. According to The Order, a Mage must never fall in love. They must remain apart. We cannot spread our seed to any but the Breeders. To do so will bring about punishment. The punishment is death for the offending woman and for the Mage, well at best he will be beaten. 
     “So you see, how can I make it right with Ty? To do so means to accept her death and that is something I will never be prepared to do.”  
     “What about Gayla? Why are you with her then?” She tried to keep the shock off her face, but she was failing. 
     “The Order provides certain female companionship.”  
     “But, isn’t that defying their own rule?” 
     “Ah, but you see, the women they provide cannot carry the child of a Mage.” 
     “How can you be so sure?” she asked, not liking what he was telling her. 
     “The Order has seen to it,” he replied obliquely.  
     “I don’t understand.” 
    “When the girls are first brought in, some of their organs are removed.”  
     She caught on to what he had been implying. “How can The Order make such rules and enforce them? It does not seem fair.” 
     “That is the way it’s always been.” 
     “That doesn’t make it right.” 
     “Well there you go,” he said softly, releasing her hand. She struggled to digest what he  
  had told her. But she wasn’t sure she would succeed. She saw that Kyler had been watching them, for how long, she had no idea. She got a peek into Darian’s dark past and felt she could now sympathize with him. She understood so much better now. 
     “Who or what are the Breeders?” she asked, linking her arm in his. 
     “When a very powerful Mage emerges, The Order sends him to the Breeders. In this way, our power structure is safe. Only the Breeders may bear the child of a Mage.”  
     “So, you surely must have been to the Breeders. I am no Mage, but I feel your strength. Your power is great.” A strange look came over him. 
     “What’s wrong? Did I say something…?” 
     “Nothing… It’s nothing.” He put his arm around her slender waist and held her tightly against him. For a split second, she felt a rush of emotion surge through him before he blocked it off. Was it inner turmoil? She couldn’t say. She wondered why he held her. Surely, he was joking earlier about kissing her. Wasn’t he? 
     “Nephraete,” he said softly. He sounded strange, not angry or sad but… Her eyes widened in understanding. 
     “Darian, Takasha!” 
     “What? What’d I do?” 
    “I think you know,” she said, but she couldn’t help laughing with him. “A man indeed,” she said. 
     “What was it like in Kaleika Bay for you?” 
     “My father is very strict and he was trying to marry me off. I am T Ama’ Ro and generally, we take our Crebellan as our lover. He knows this, but it was about power with him. Without even asking me, he gave my hand to Kryndale.” 
     “Did you know him?” 
     “Yes, we were friends but I certainly was not in love with him. It became clear that I must leave my home. It was the only way I’d ever truly be free.” 
     “We’re a lot alike that way. I left Mogan Dar… Well…”  
     “Darian, why did you leave?” 
     “It’s a long story and one I do not like to speak of,” he said softly. Nephraete put her small hand in his, holding him tightly. 
  “Sometimes, it helps to talk of these things. I will tell no one if you wish it. I am good at keeping secrets. Besides, that is what friends do. They listen to each other and confide in one another.” 
  “Nephraete, you walk a dangerous road. I have never confided in anyone. A Mage cannot afford to do so. It could be his death. In Mogan Dar, a Mage has no friends. It is every Mage for 
  himself. The ultimate prize being a Mage’s secrets and his spellbook.” 
  “You always refer to a Mage as he, there are no female Mages?” 
  “No. The Order believes that women belong on their backs or their knees. They do not respect women and a lot of them do not treat them right.” 
     “This angers you.” It was a statement, not a question. 
     “Yes. There is no reason to treat a woman badly, to beat her and humiliate her. A woman will give you anything if you show her respect and treat her with kindness.” He stopped and looked into her eyes. She pulled his hood back so she could see him. He whispered something she could not understand and pulled her to him. His lips found hers in a tender kiss that lasted breathless long moments. 
    “Why did you do that Darian?” she asked shakily. 
     “I wanted to know what it was like. I’m a man and I love beautiful women.” 
     “What about Kyler?” 
     “He’s not my type.” 
     “Seriously Darian.” 
     “I won’t tell if you don’t,” he whispered in her ear as he kissed her cheek. He took her hand and began walking again. He canceled the invisibility spell with a word and a gesture. 
     “You never answered my question. Why did you leave Mogan Dar?” she asked, trying to forget the kiss and failing miserably. 
     “The strongest Mages are sent to the Breeders to conceive a child. I was to go but never went through with it. The idea frightens me. It is wrong and I find it abhorrent. I much prefer the idea of falling in love and conceiving a child this way.” 
     “You sound hopelessly romantic, every woman’s dream,” she said. 
     “A lot of good it does me.”   
     “So who or what are the Breeders?” 
     “They are the female offspring of a Mage.” 
     “That is abhorrent. Who makes these rules?” she asked disgustedly. 
    “It has always been this way,” he replied quietly. 
     “That’s ridiculous. Someone must have come up with the idea. But why?” 
     “It is for the good of The Order. It is how we maintain our power structure.” 
     “You don’t honestly believe that?” she asked, horrified.  
     “It does not matter what I believe. I am a Mage of The Order and I must obey the rules and laws no matter how ridiculous they are.”  
     “But you’re stronger than they, change the rules.”  
     “It is not that easy. I do not wish to be in power, chained to a desk. The Order has many  
  orders, factions if you will, and each has a Mage at its Head. Aganor is the Head of my order. He must stay in Mogan Dar and see over the daily affairs. I find this to be inescapably boring.”  
     “Can’t he do something then?” she asked, caught up in the horrific tale. 
     “No. They all must agree and this seems unlikely. Most do not like change and they support the ways of The Order.” 
     “Darian, it seems you are at odds with The Order. Why do you remain a Mage then? Why not give it up and move on?” at her suggestion, he laughed. She did not see what was so funny. 
  “I am a Shivvendar. I was born to be a Mage of The Order. It is in my blood, my bones. It is what I was meant to be. I cannot just walk away. One does not wake up one day and decide they are not a Mage anymore. The Order would never let me go. They would kill me first.” 
     “They would kill you? But… I do not understand. 
     “They would rather kill me than let me go. They cannot afford to lose any one of us. We would never be allowed to wander freely…” 
     “Are you determined to find a way to be with Ty?” she asked, changing the subject.  
     “Yes. I love her. I need her and I feel weak because of it.” 
     “How can you say that? You think love is weakness?” 
     “It is forbidden to me. It is foolish to think The Order would let us be together, but I cannot abandon all hope. I must find a way, though she may not want the same things anymore. I hurt her deeply.” He sighed in resignation. 
     “She still loves you, Darian. I think given a chance, she would choose you. It’s always been you.”  
    “Thank you for the chat. I accept your sensuous offer of friendship.” He began to fade from sight, and then he was gone. 
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     They stopped to set up camp. The Logan Plains were vast and there would be no protection for them. They would find no cover here. Several of them had seen a big grey wolf trailing them. It never got too close, but it never strayed too far, either.  
    Loganthar and Lorin set the protective wards. Nephraete sat by the fire that Chamlen had built, lost in thought. She was still thinking over what Darian told her. She felt sorry for him. What a life he had. She did not envy him. Not allowed to fall in love? How can anyone demand such a thing? She began to wonder what would happen if Ty bore Darian’s child. Would that be such a bad thing? Would it be any different from the Breeders? She touched her lips where he’d kissed her. He was a good kisser. She wondered why she hadn’t stopped him. What did he mean her sensuous offer of friendship?  She did not want anything from him but friendship. 
     “May I sit with you?” Kyler asked.  
     “Of course,” she said, smiling up at him. He handed her a cup of tea as he sat.  
     “Thank you,” she said. In response, he kissed her softly, urgently as he held her tight. She felt good in his arms. He wanted her, needed her, and he cared about nothing else. 
   “Kyler… Kyler, please stop. Remember what we agreed? I’m sorry, I just don’t feel ready yet.” 
      “Sorry,” he whispered, embarrassed. “When I’m with you, it just feels right. I’ll try to control myself.” 
     “Kyler… please don’t be angry with me.” 
     “Why would I be angry?” he asked, clasping her hand. In response, she smiled, kissing his cheek.  
     “I began to have the visions a year before I left Kaleika Bay. I fell in love with you. It sounds silly voiced aloud, but I knew I had to find you. Calisha helped me a great deal. If it wasn’t for him, I never would have made it.” 
     “You two seem close, nigh inseparable,” he said, feeling a bit jealous.  
     “We were bonded soon after my birth. He’s always been with me.” 
     “What were you and Darian talking about earlier?” he asked, suddenly remembering. 
     “You’ll have to ask him. He should be the one to tell you. Kyler please, talk to him soon, he needs you. Just imagine how you’d feel if your positions were reversed. How would you feel if you were in love with me, but we could never be together? What if we could never make love for fear of angering The Order?” 
     “Nephraete, I do love you. I would do everything in my power to keep you safe. I would stop at nothing until I found a way for us to be together.” Suddenly, he understood how his friend must feel and he felt ashamed for the way he’d treated him. 
     “Darian is in deep turmoil. He loves Ty and wants to be with her, but he cannot for fear of The Order finding out. Stop this foolishness and talk to him. It’s tearing the company apart. They do not know what to do.”  
    “Alright, I will talk to him tomorrow. It’s gone on long enough. I miss him and it’s time to make things right. With you by my side, I can do anything.” He kissed her, holding her tight. 
     Kryndale could not concentrate on what the elves were saying. His eyes always returned to Nephraete. They were so into each other. The rest of them may as well not have existed. The elves from Kiri A’ Nouell were fiercely loyal to Kyler and would do anything to protect him. They were happy to see him and Nephraete together and ensured that they would be left alone.  
     Shaz had been on his best behavior. He remained quiet and out of the way. The elves began to speak common once more and he really enjoyed their stories. He had to admit if only to himself, he had missed the conversation. It had been quite boring being by himself all those long days. 
     Chamlen sat with Kiel, Tireniel, and Tynuviel, his eyes watchful. Tireniel watched Tynuviel constantly and the tracker suspected there was more to the relationship than they let on. Since Kyler and Nephraete returned from Limmin, Kyler had not been himself. Nephraete brought the best out of everyone. Kyler needed her and their relationship might help to heal the  
  Niri Ku’ Yamma. 
      Tryndil sat with his arm around Tryllia, as he told the story of the battle in Blavven Krill. Tynuviel was so into the story, she gasped aloud. Tireniel put his arm around her, holding her tight. All she knew of Blavven Krill was that it was a dark place full of creatures used to frighten children. She could not imagine how they made it through alive. 
     Not much was known of the Gor Li’ Khan of course. She knew they were assassins. Their name told her as much. She wondered what kind of ruler Thelarki was and if he would send more elves after Nephraete. She hoped not, she really liked her and they had become close. What would she do if they took the T Ama’ Ro away? What would Kyler do? Surely, he would never allow it. She was happy for her brother, she was, but a hollow ache in her chest demanded attention. Tireniel sat next to her and in a way, lent her strength. They had been friends for a long time. The light of the fire set his hair ablaze, making his blue eyes sparkle. He was so handsome. If she were not so caught up in Darian, she might go for him. 
     The Gor Li’ Khan had told her a Mage of The Order was not allowed to fall in love. This explained so much! No wonder Darian always behaved so strangely around her. He did love her! She wished that he were here right now. But she knew that even if he were, he would tell her the same things he always told her. Takasha! Love could be so cruel. Oh Shenna! Why bring him to me if I can never be with him? He told her when this was all over, that maybe they could be together, but… how? She really wanted to ask him. Maybe tomorrow, she would gather her courage and see if he would speak to her. She must try.  
     Despite his almost confession of Gayla, she still loved him. She could not just stop. If it were that easy… If it were that easy, would she choose to forget him? After all she’d been through, who could blame her? He was the only one she had ever loved. She must admit it to herself.  
     An elf, in their lifetime, would have many lovers. Because the elves were immortal, it was difficult to find love that lasted forever. Tireniel watched her closely. He could not take his eyes off her. She turned in soon after. Ru Nay’ Sha taking hold of her as thoughts of Darian swirled around her. 
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    Aganor called Mortin to his office. His time was up and if he had found out nothing more, then he would pay the ultimate price. 
     “What have you found out?” asked Aganor impatiently, when Mortin had closed the door behind him.  
    “My source tells me he has been to Al-Dan-Tir recently. He is not there now. I will be alerted to his presence when he arrives.” He had the audacity to look smugly confident.  
     “That’s all you have?” said Aganor disdainfully.  
     “As you know, Darian is a hard man to find. Apparently, he does not wish to be found.”  
     “Indeed. What of the girl, Gayla?” 
     “No one has seen her since he left.” 
     “We must find him, and quickly. I fear he is in danger.” 
     “He knows someone is after him. I suspect that is why he left Mogan Dar.” 
     “That will be all, Mortin. Apprise me when there is news.” Aganor dared not speak aloud his deepest fears about Darian. He always knew Darian was different, special. Now he began to fear for his son’s life. For that is how he viewed the young Mage, as his son. He believed Darian was different in many ways. 
     Darian loved and respected women. It had never been more apparent than when he sought retribution for Trétorna’s treatment of Gayla. Then he released his two regular girls from service and took only Gayla for his lover. With his status in the Dregian order, he could have as many women as he wanted. He feared Darian had fallen in love with the girl. That would prove to be disastrous if it were true. Order law dictated that the girl must die and he must be punished severely.  
     Sometimes, Aganor questioned some of the old rules and laws. Wasn’t death a bit extreme? What was so bad about love? The Breeders! He must do research of his own. He made his way to the posh, Breeder quarters.  
     He had been here many times, but it never lost its effect on him. As he entered, a pleasant aroma filled the air, relaxing him and putting him in the mood. Of course, he was a man, so he was always in the mood. This was a place of carnal pleasures and from the sound of it, the Breeders were hard at work. 
     “Aganor…” he heard his name whispered. She was close. 
     “Trembliss, I need to speak with you.”  
     “Talk is boring. That is not why we are here,” she said, as she put her hand between his legs. 
     “Trembliss, please. It is not my time yet. I came here to ask you something important.” 
     “Very well,” she said, sounding bored. 
     “Has Darian ever been here?” 
     “Darian? Oh gods no. I would have remembered him.” 
     “But, he was sent. He should have come.” 
     “Believe me, if he was with me, he would have. Word is, he is no longer in Mogan Dar. Is this true?” 
     “Trembliss, tell no one of our talk. He is not a safe subject of late.” He returned to his quarters to think. Darian must have fled when he got word of his appointment with the Breeders. It certainly agreed with his disposition.  
     Aganor was even more convinced of Darian’s love for the girl. Why else would he run from the Breeders? He must try to reach Darian. So far, it had been fruitless. Darian was far stronger than he was and the only reason the young Mage let him remain in power was because Darian loathed it. The daily matters seemed to bore him. All he was interested in was creating new spells and women. Just as a good Mage should be.  
    Several months before he left, he began acting strangely. He kept to himself increasingly and then the incident with Trétorna. Aganor knew Darian used his magic to push him down three flights of stairs. Order law demanded that Darian’s punishment for his actions be harsh, but there was no proof. Aganor did not want to punish Darian anyway. Trétorna was a drunken sot and deserving of his just desserts. 
     If only Darian would confide in him. Maybe together, they could solve this. He made his way to the library, there were questions he needed answered. Maybe in some small way, he could help the young Mage from within these walls.  
     The library was a vast room with tall support columns evenly spaced throughout. The shelves, tables and chairs were carved from cherry wood. Only a handful of novices were present. This was good. They would not question his presence. He walked to the aisle where Order law was located and removed several volumes. He seated himself and began to peruse each book, searching for clues, anything that might be of some use.         
     Hours passed uncounted. Finding nothing, he took several more volumes, lit another candle and began to read again. The hour was late and still he had found nothing. He went back to the top shelf digging around. His hand touched a section of the wall that did not feel right. He knocked softly on it. It sounded hollow. He fumbled with it for a while before finding a secret latch. Opening it, he found the first volume ever written by the founders of The Order. The oldest rules and laws set down by the first Shivvendari. Finally, he found what he sought near the middle of the book.  
     A Shivvendari Mage must not spread his seed to a human host. After many experiments, they have proven to be undesirable as most subjects died in childbirth. The subjects who survived, gave birth to the weakest Mages and were all destroyed. The elves have proven to be the best hosts. The first Breeders were offspring of a Mage and elf union.  
     Aganor sat there, stunned. He could not believe what he was reading. The first Breeders were half-elf? Nowhere in these pages could he find opposition to love. Where had that rule originated and why? A part of him understood that it would be a serious distraction, but he could find nothing specific. Well, it’s a good start, he thought.  
     Gayla could not conceive, so she should be safe. Maybe with this knowledge, Darian would return. He would try once more to reach him. Because Darian was far superior, he could refuse the communication as he had been doing. Since the young Mage left, he had no contact with anyone from Piri-Tuma. This was not unusual, as he was greatly feared and most disliked him out of jealousy.  
     It was late. All the students were long gone. So absorbed in his reading, he paid them no mind. He snuffed the candles and returned to his chambers, exhausted. 
    
    
   ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     The morning air was chill, fall fast approaching the closer they got to Thunder Peak. The sky was overcast. There would be no sun today. Kyler rose early, washed up and made tea for Nephraete. He smiled at her resting form. She was so beautiful, so peaceful and he loved her desperately. Asa was the next to rise and he clapped his younger brother on the back warmly. 
     “Rest well?” asked Asa, smiling. 
     “Aye,” Kyler replied. 
     “How is Nephraete?” 
     “She is still resting.” 
     “Do not worry brother, I think the Gor Li’ Khan are loyal to you. Kryndale is upset of course, but that is to be expected. It will pass. We will continue to watch over them until we are sure of their fealty.” 
    “Thank you, Asa. I’m glad you’re here with me,” said Kyler. 
     “Takasha Kyler! I wouldn’t miss this,” replied Asa, laughing.  
     The camp quickly came to life and they ate a hastily prepared breakfast before starting out. Darian had not seen fit to show his face as of yet. Kyler held Nephraete’s hand as they walked, speaking in low tones.  
     “How are you feeling?” asked Kyler. 
     “I’m fine. You mustn’t worry,” she said, squeezing his hand.  
     “I can’t help it.” 
     “You are very sweet,” she said, as she kissed him on the cheek. 
     “Where is Calisha?” 
     “He is near. I can feel his presence. Do you need to speak to him?” 
     “No. I want to be alone with you,” Kyler replied, his voice husky. 
     Calisha watched from a distance, silently approving of Kyler. He was hoping that he would not have to step in on behalf of Nephraete’s honor. The elf prince did not strike him to be arrogant or self-centered. Calisha could see the desire in Kyler’s eyes every time he looked at Nephraete, but he also saw love and affection. Kyler seemed sincere and Calisha honestly liked him. He knew Kyler was a bit jealous of his relationship with Nephraete. He couldn’t blame him. If their positions were reversed, he had no doubt that he would be as well. 
     “Darian is here,” Nephraete said softly. 
     “How do you know?” asked Kyler, looking around. 
     “He is behind us… Our bond…” Nephraete drifted off. 
     “I will go speak to him. Will you be okay?” 
    “Yes, of course. I have Calisha. Go and do not worry,” she said, laughing.  
     Kyler turned around and found himself face to face with the Mage. He had his cowl pulled up and he wore a heavy medallion around his neck. The Mage battle ring shone in the dull light. Kyler inadvertently gasped aloud. Darian kept walking. He did not acknowledge the elf. 
     “Darian, can we talk please?” 
     “Speak if you wish, it matters not to me,” said Darian, coldly.  
     “Darian, I wanted to say I’m sorry. I had no right to treat you the way I did. I didn’t even try to understand your point of view. All I thought of was my sister. I’m sorry. We’ve been friends a long time and been through a lot together. Can you forgive me?” asked Kyler sincerely. 
     “As you say, we’ve been friends a long time. What would possess you to treat me so? You disrespected me and treated me as if I was an obsequious bootlicker. No one gives me orders. No one. I’ve been trying to tell you for some time that Tynuviel and I could never happen. Now do you understand why?” he asked, sounding weary. 
     “I must have misunderstood, seeing you kiss her so many times.” Kyler snapped, his anger quickly returning. 
     “You think it’s easy for me? I love her, Kyler! That confession alone demands her death by The Order. Every time I see her, I come undone a little more. The ache of knowing we can never be… Yes, I am weak. We’ve almost made love twice now. If The Order ever found out… I must remain strong, close off my emotion. It is the only way.”  
     “Isn’t there anything that can be done?” asked Kyler, his anger gone with his friend’s confession.  
     “I don’t know. I must search the library at Piri-Tuma.”  
     “Are you mad? That is too dangerous my friend,” said Kyler seriously.  
     “No, I am not An Gla’ Mah. I suppose I could look in Al-Dan-Tir when we get there, but the best place is Piri-Tuma.” 
     “I will not let you go there,” said the elf, touching his friend’s arm.  
     “Oh? And how will you stop me, talk me to death?” For a moment, Kyler did not know how to respond.  
     “You should see the look on your face,” Darian burst out laughing and Kyler joined in.  
     “So, you think my conversation is boring, eh?” asked the elf. In response, the Mage began to snore. Kyler pushed him playfully and they both laughed. He was the only one who would dare act so familiar with the Mage.  
     The rest of the company let out a silent breath of relief at the friend’s reunion. It had been so tense. The rest of them caught in the middle of their private war. The only one that seemed unperturbed by any of it was Shaz. At least he was predictable. He cared only for himself. 
    “Why don’t you and Nephraete have dinner with Gayla and me?” 
     “Because you never asked us to.” Darian let out a breath in mock exasperation.  
     “How’s next week?” asked the Mage. 
     “Fine, I’m sure Nephraete will be happy. I think she really wants to meet Gayla.” 
     “It’ll be good for Gayla, too. She doesn’t get to talk to anyone but me.” 
     “Poor girl. I know how she feels.” 
     “Hey, you came to me, elf prince.” Darian sounded strange and Kyler wondered if he had pushed too far. Suddenly, it was gone and Kyler began to wonder if he’d imagined it. They talked as if nothing had happened between them. Darian, for the first time in many days, lowered his hood. 
     “Darian, that day that you left, where did you go?” 
     “If I told you that, I’d have to kill you. And I rather like having you around. You’re a good friend and I enjoy your company.” Something in the way he said it made Kyler believe he spoke the truth.  
     When they stopped for their noonday meal, Tynuviel saw her chance. Darian was alone.  
     “May I sit with you?” she asked. 
    “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Ty,” he replied quietly. 
    “Please, I just want to talk to you.” He nodded imperceptibly.  
     “Darian, none of this has been easy for either of us. I… I just wish you had been honest with me from the beginning. You told me at my doorstep that when this was all over maybe we could… If there was never a chance, you should have told me instead of stringing me along and raising my hopes.” 
     “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just… I love you Ty and I don’t want to accept that we can never be together. All I want is to hold you, to make love to you. I never wanted to make you cry, but that is all I’ve managed to accomplish. This is not easy for me. I’ve never been in love before and I find that when I’m with you … you make me weak. If The Order found out about us, it would be your death.”  
     “I’ll take my chances. I love you, Darian Brade.” She leaned into him, brushing her lips on his. He parted his lips. At first, she thought he would say something to stop her. Instead, he pulled her atop him and kissed her, holding her tight.  
     Trighton smoldered at the display, but did not interfere. The Mage almost killed him last time. She let Darian undo her blouse, his lips making her quiver with delight. She sighed in contentment. 
     “You know we cannot do this,” he sighed regretfully. “I will not risk your life for one night of reckless pleasure. We must find a way together. I just do not know where to begin. The library at Piri-Tuma is our best hope. I might be able to find something there.” 
    “You cannot go there, not now. Is there something else we can do?” 
     “Kyler and I already discussed it. I will look in Al-Dan-Tir. I don’t hold much hope, but I will try. For you, I would do anything.” Including letting you go, if I have to, he thought. He kissed her again, his lips filled with longing and urgency. 
     The Gor Li’ Khan were shocked by the display. They knew more of The Order than the rest of the elves present, as they had worked for them on many occasions. 
     “Are you not going to put a stop to this?” asked Kryndale. 
     “Do not interfere,” responded Kyler.  
     “Do you not understand what this will mean for her?” pressed the Gor Li’ Khan leader. 
     “I understand that for the first time in weeks she does not cry. This is her choice, their choice. Who are we to stand in their way?” 
     “Who indeed. You have a responsibility to do the right thing, Kyler. Do you want to seal her death?” 
     “You overstep, assassin. Do not presume to know what is in my head.” Calling him an assassin was a slap in the face, an insult. 
     “As you wish,” Kryndale replied tersely. 
     “Kryndale, I understand your concerns, for I have them as well. Nothing short of killing her myself will keep her from his side. She is aware of the dangers and is not afraid. Why are you?” 
    “Is she not your sister?” 
     “Aye, she is. But I have no control over her. Nor do I want it. Why does it bother you so?” asked Kyler curiously. 
     “We have worked for The Order many times. I’ve seen the things they are capable of.” 
     “Do not worry. They know not where he is.” 
     “He is the one they search for, is he not?” Kyler did not respond. 
     “Kyler, you must trust me. I just want to secure our safety. I do not intend to turn him in. Why would I? I am loyal to you and he is your friend. He is a Mage of The Order, a valuable asset and a powerful enemy. I was just giving my advice as I’m used to doing. Forgive me for speaking so openly.”  
     “No forgiveness is needed; you’ve done nothing wrong. Continue to speak your mind. I value your counsel.” 
     Finally, the towering city of Al-Dan-Tir became visible on the horizon. The sky overhead was infested with grey clouds. The farther west they went, the colder it became. It seemed summer was finally over. At least in this part of the world. The company was tired, dirty and in need of rest. Their supplies were running low and the water almost gone. 
     They made haste, for they needed to reach the city by nightfall. Winter had come early and snow began to fall lightly at first, but quickly turned into a snowstorm. The air was crisp and cold. They all pulled their cloaks tightly around them, warding off the chill. 
     Only Darian seemed unaffected by the weather. Lost in thought, he walked by himself, the cowl hiding his features. 
     It became apparent that they would not reach the city for at least one more day. The snow was falling faster now; thick, white flakes covered the ground in a cold blanket. The snow was rising to their knees making it increasingly difficult to walk and they needed to find some kind of shelter soon.  
     Nephraete was freezing. She could no longer feel her hands or feet. She stumbled and went down. Darian helped her up, lifting her easily in his arms. 
     “S-s-s-o-o-o c-c-cold.” She was shaking violently. 
     “Kyler! We need to find shelter, now!” cried the Mage. 
    “Chamlen! Find us something quickly,” Kyler commanded, as he ran to Darian and Nephraete. 
    “Nephraete, hang in there. We’ll find something soon,” Kyler said, clasping her hand.  
  Darian ground his teeth in frustration. 
     “Kyler, we need to get her to my tower. She needs to get warm and dry or she won’t make it. I will not take everyone, only you two.” 
     “No, you go. I cannot leave them.” 
     “Go brother. Make sure she is alright. We will be fine,” said Asa. 
     “Asa…” 
     “Go! Take care of her. Chamlen’s found something. We will be okay! Return to us in the morning.” Kyler gripped his brother’s hand warmly. Reluctantly, he stepped into the gate the Mage opened. 
     It was warm and dry here. Thick, fur rugs covered the floor. He removed his cloak and hung it on a peg to dry. He then took off his boots so he would not track water through this place. 
     Darian entered seconds later. He carried the T Ama’ Ro to the fireplace, laying her down gently. Kyler began to remove her clothing and boots. 
     “I’ll bring you a towel and some blankets. When she’s warm, I’ll run a bath.” 
     “Thank you, Darian.” Kyler held her close. She was so cold! He removed his weapons belt and lay next to her, holding her tightly, lending his warmth. Darian re-turned with the towel and blankets. Kyler gently dried her hair and body, covering them with the blankets. He began to feel her skin warm against his and she snuggled closer to him. He kissed her softly, warmly, running his left hand along the smooth skin of her thighs. Her skin was so soft! He brought his lips to her breasts and she sighed contentedly.  
     “Sorry to interrupt, the bath is ready.”  
     “Darian, you have poor timing my friend.” Kyler wrapped her in the towel, retrieved clean clothes from their packs and followed the Mage. 
     After the bath, when they were dressed and presentable, Darian took them to the dining hall to meet Gayla. 
     “Gayla, this is Kyler, and Nephraete,” he said, gesturing to them both. Gayla rose and came to meet them.  
     “It’s so nice to be able to meet you under better conditions, Kyler. When last we met, things were very different. Nephraete, I’m so glad to meet you. Darian did not exaggerate your beauty.” 
     “Thank you, Gayla. You look lovely,” said Nephraete. “I love your dress, it’s beautiful.” 
     “Thank you. My birthday gift from Darian.” The seer’s eyebrows rose, as she looked at the Mage, who merely shrugged. 
     “Darian, you have a beautiful place,” Nephraete remarked, as she sat next to Kyler. 
     “Thank you,” Darian said, as he held the chair for Gayla. 
     “So, how did you two meet?” asked Nephraete. 
     “Um, it’s a long and complicated story,” responded Gayla. 
     “I’m afraid that it doesn’t make good dinner conversation,” said Darian firmly. Clearly, he did not want them to hear the whole story. 
     When dinner was over, Nephraete offered to help Gayla clean up. Darian took Gayla in his arms and kissed her passionately, putting his hands on her bottom.  
     The two girls cleared the table and did the dishes, leaving the elf and the Mage to retire to the sitting room. 
     “So, this is where you go every night. I can’t blame you. Why sleep on the ground when you can rest on a soft bed? She’s beautiful Darian. She really loves you.” Kyler suddenly felt sorry for Gayla. He wondered if she knew about Darian’s love for Tynuviel. It would crush her. He never thought about her feelings when he asked Darian to make it right with his sister. He wondered about his friend’s reasoning when he asked them here to meet her. 
    “I know. I do care for her, but I do not love her. She knows of course, but all she cares about is that I’m home every night.” 
     “She’s younger than what I thought.” 
     “She has not yet seen twenty-two winters.” 
     “She’s barely past adolescence Darian!” Kyler said angrily. 
     “I did not bring her into this life. I saved her from a worse fate. At least I am good to her. I show her appreciation. I buy her things and I take care of her.” 
     “I was not accusing you. It’s just not right. There are plenty of women who are more than willing, why take children?”  
     “Because they are more malleable and will bend to the will of The Order.” Kyler appeared disgusted by the Mage’s words.  
     “She’s lucky she’s got you. You’re a good man, Darian. I can see that you take care of her and that she wants for nothing.” 
     “This is true. I have a tendency to spoil my women. It sometimes makes them emboldened to do things that under normal circumstances, they would never even consider.” 
     “Like telling you they love you.” 
     “Exactly. It is my duty to kill her. Order law demands it of me, but I cannot. No, I will not. I find it foolish. I understand that it would severely compromise us to fall in love, but to kill because of it…” 
    “How would it compromise you?” 
     “We are in a death struggle every day of our lives. Someone is always trying to kill us. Whether it’s another Mage or an enemy, the result is the same. Entering love into the equation could be our demise. Imagine the enemy holding Tynuviel, it would corrupt my thinking and hamper me in my spellcasting.” 
     “I thought The Order trained you to maintain your concentration at all times.”  
     “They do. Not for this purpose, however.” 
     “How do they train you?” Kyler could not help himself. 
     “By making us cast spells under arduous circumstances. Some, you would probably never think of.” 
     “Like…?” Kyler prompted. Darian seemed unusually talkative of his past and the elf was taking advantage of it. Of course, the Nykessa he’d brought along helped to loosen the tongue as well. 
     “My instructors used to cast spells at me, trying to break my concentration. They would throw axes, come at me with a sword… You name it. There were more pleasurable ways as well.” 
     “Like…?” 
     “A lot of students did not pass these first tests. Some could not concentrate during the disruption. Many died. They were unable to cast the spell and dodge the weapons at the same time.” Kyler could not believe his ears. 
     “Do you believe you’re the only one who’s fallen in love?” asked the elf. 
     “That, I have no way of confirming, for who would admit to such an offense?” Kyler nodded, his growing understanding of Darian’s world leaving him speechless.  
     “I hope everyone is alright. I feel guilty for being here when they are all out there in the storm.” 
     “You want to check on them?” asked the Mage, motioning him to follow. 
     He took the elf to his study. It was a large room with a big desk of dark wood. Bookshelves lined the right wall. The elf could see that there were many books that appeared to be journals. Maybe these were Darian’s own notes. On what, the elf could not guess. The left wall had shelves that held orbs and crystals of many shapes and sizes. He went to a rather large one, touched it, and whispered something softly. An image appeared in the crystal. Their companions had built a shelter out of snow and fir tree branches and had a fire to keep them warm. They were laughing and joking as they ate.  
    “You see? They are fine. Stop worrying and enjoy the privacy with Nephraete. I’ve already prepared your room,” said Darian with a smirk. 
     “Thank you, Darian, you’re a good friend.” 
    “And not to worry, each bedroom is warded for silence.” Darian said with a knowing smile. He waved his left index finger over the smooth, glossy surface and the image disappeared. 
  When they went back to the sitting room, the ladies were waiting for them.  
     Nephraete thought Darian looked like a totally different person without his Shryvven. He wore a dark blue silk shirt with the first three buttons undone. It showed off his tan chest. His loose-fitting black breeches hid his well-muscled frame. He really was good looking and he knew it. 
     Gayla sat in his lap, his arm encircling her slender waist. They sat and talked for some time, until finally, it became apparent that they really wanted to be alone. Darian showed them to their room. 
     The room was huge and beautifully done. There was a large, four-poster bed just inside the room to the right. A dresser of dark wood lined the wall opposite the bed. A tall vase held fresh flowers. A long table of the same dark wood stood to the right of the bed.  
     “Now, if there’s anything you want that I’ve neglected to think of, just say the name and it will appear before you,” he said, a mischievous gleam in his eyes. Kyler closed the door and crossed the room to Nephraete. 
     “You look beautiful,” he said, admiring her shape. The dark blue dress fit her well and showed off her shapely curves. He kissed her tenderly as he held her. 
     “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear. She changed into soft pants and a shirt and climbed into the bed. He could only nod as he watched her. He removed his weapons belt and hung it by the bed. He took his shirt off, started to lay it on the table, and stopped. He decided to see if what Darian said was true. 
     “What are you doing?” she asked curiously. 
     “Clean shirt,” he said softly. His shirt vanished from his hand, only to reappear folded neat and clean upon the heavy table. “Darian told me if there was anything he forgot about, to just ask for it and it would appear. I decided to test that out. Works well too.” He cleaned the rest of their clothes in this manner. A hot flush raced through him when he pulled out her under things. He went through their haversacks, sorting out what they would need in the morning. 
     Then he went to her. For some time, they kissed and touched, becoming familiar with each other. She tried hard not to tremble at his touch. She did not know why, but she was terrified. He seemed to sense this. He knew she was not yet ready. Maybe when they got back home… 
     He brought his lips to hers, his strong arms pulling her atop him. She tossed her lustrous hair out of her face as she kissed him, running her hands along his tan, muscular chest. She leaned forward, brushing his lips with hers.  
    “Kyler,” she said breathlessly. 
     “Mmm?” he asked dreamily. 
     “How are the others?” she asked, kissing his chest.  
     “They’re fine. Chamlen found them shelter. Do not worry. I must admit, I felt guilty at  
  first for leaving them.”  
     “Not anymore?” she asked slyly. 
     “No. Takasha, Nephraete! I’ve wanted you from the first time we met. I couldn’t come to terms with it at first. I didn’t understand what I was feeling and why. I felt childish for moving so fast with Destiny. I would have married her when I found out about our child. I would have stood by her regardless of my feelings for you.” 
     “I know. That’s the kind of elf you are.” 
    “You told me then that sometimes things happen for a reason, no matter how terrible. Do you think that was Shenna’s way of correcting my mistake?” 
     “Kyler, Takasha! Don’t say such things!” 
     “I’m really sorry about all the pain I’ve caused you. All that time, I’d no idea your feelings for me. I dragged you all the way to Limmin… That must have been really hard on you.” 
     “You’ve no idea,” she said quietly.  
     “You’re a good friend. I will do my best to make you happy always, to give you everything you desire.” 
     “You can start right now by kissing me.” 
     “As you wish, lady,” said Kyler, kissing her as he put his hand on her belly. 
    
     Darian closed the door, kicking off his boots. He crossed the room to Gayla. She stood in front of the mirror as she removed her jewelry. He stood behind her, his hands on her waist. He kissed her neck, undoing her dress and letting it fall to the floor. She wore nothing underneath.  
     She turned to face him and he kissed her. She unbuttoned his shirt, running her hands along his chest. He tossed the shirt on the back of a chair. She went to her knees, taking his breeches with her.  
     A sudden rush of emotion coursed through him. He could feel Nephraete and everything she felt. She still had not learned how to block off her emotion. This could be interesting, he mused to himself. 
     He picked up Gayla and carried her to the bed. He wasted no time in giving her what she wanted.  
     As they made love, the flood from Nephraete was so intense, it was as if he made love to her instead. The idea did not displease him. It excited him and he hated himself for it, but only momentarily. He could sense her curvaceous body, but could not see it. Closing himself off once more, he concentrated on the woman with him right now. 
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     Mordinian and Torgyn Ro caught up to Rohn outside of the Serpent’s Kiss. “Have you seen the Mage yet, elf?” asked the thief.  
     “No,” was all Rohn would say.  
     “Interesting. What keeps him, do you think, Rohn?” 
     “How would I know? I’m standing here with you,” the elf’s sardonic rejoinder came quick. 
     “Yes, so you are. Who was the dead woman they found?” Mordinian asked, switching tactics.  
     “She was an informant, a spy. We still do not know all the details.” 
     “I see.”  
     “Why would this interest you and how do you know about it?”  
     “We happened to be walking by when they were removing the body. Just concerned citizens,” answered the thief.  
    “Yeah right, and I’m a goblin.” 
     “You do look a little green, Rohn. Are you getting enough rest and eating right?” 
     “I think it’s my close proximity to trash,” the elf said in a cutting tone.  
     “Do you want to know what I think?” asked the thief. 
     “Not really, no. But I bet you’re gonna tell me anyway.” 
     “I think the Mage went to see her. I think they shared more than wine and I think he killed her ‘ere he left.”  
    “A Mage of The Order cannot sleep with common whores. Their entertainment is provided.” 
     “Interesting,” the thief mused. This piece of information he had not known, he felt it click into place inside his head.  
     “I have a job to do. If you’ll excuse me,” said Rohn. Without waiting for a reply, he walked away. Torgyn moved to stop him, but Mordinian waved him away. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Thelarki was growing restless. Months had passed since the Gor Li’ Khan crossed Blavven Krill. He wondered if they made it through alive or if they’d been killed. He knew they would not return so soon, but he was anxious. 
     After they left, he began to think on what he would say to his daughter when Kryndale brought her back. There was never a doubt that he would succeed. They never failed in a mission.  
     She had better have a good reason for running off like that. He would have to punish her so she would not do it again. He wondered where she was and what she was doing. He wondered whom she was with. He knew he had not been the same since his wife’s death. He withdrew from everyone and everything. His relationship with Nephraete had suffered greatly. She kept to herself more and more.  
     That she ran from Kryndale perplexed him. They had been close friends since they were elflings. They were perfect for each other. He knew there was much his daughter had not told him. She would not confide in him anymore, nor tell of her visions. This troubled him. He must know what she saw! He walked to the window, looking out at the crystal blue water. He could see dolphins and fish as they swam below the waves. 
     He missed swimming in the Bay. The Lira Tu’ Malay were as much a part of the water as they were the land. He had not returned to the water since Mishtari’s death. He did not know what to do without Kryndale here. He relied heavily on his advice and now he was not here to give it. 
     He thought he might know where Nephraete had gone. Only one place came to mind… Kiri A’ Nouell. He knew Galavad had a young son around Nephraete’s age. The rumors said that he was blessed by the Goddess. He wondered if they would fall in love. How would he feel about that? As long as she’s happy, that’s all that really matters, he thought. First, his wife was killed, then, his son, months later. Nephraete was all he had left. He did not want to lose her too. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     In the morning, Darian, Kyler, and Nephraete returned to the camp. Nephraete linked her arm with Kyler’s as they walked. Darian walked beside them and they chatted informally. Asa came to join them after a while.  
     “May I join you?” he asked. 
     “Of course, brother,” replied Kyler.  
     “I told you we would be alright,” he chided, winking at Nephraete, and she laughed. “You look much better today, Nephraete. I trust my brother took good care of you?” asked Asa with a knowing smile. 
     “Yes. Yes, he did.” The look she gave Kyler was all the answer Asa needed. He smiled, she was good for Kyler and helped him to recover from the tragic events.  
     He saw the way the Mage discreetly watched his sister. Asa honestly felt sorry for Darian. He couldn’t imagine what his life must be like. The more he got to know him, the more he liked him. He had a unique sense of humor and sometimes his sarcastic wit came out, which amused Asa to no end. 
    Darian felt the communication from Aganor, but refused to listen. Now was not the time. He would need to speak to him soon. Aganor was risking everything by repeatedly trying to contact him. Later, he would go speak to him personally.  
     He let his mind drift as he watched Ty. He was so used to as many women as he wanted that he wondered if he were capable of being happy with just one. 
     “Darian, are you alright?” asked Asa. He was obviously not listening to what was said. His mind was elsewhere. 
     “Darian?” repeated Asa. 
     “Hmmm?” replied the Mage distractedly.  
     “They look good together, don’t they?” the elf repeated for the third time. 
     “They do. It’s like they were meant for each other.” 
     “You okay?” 
     “Not a care in the world,” he responded glibly. 
     “Hey, I know all this is really hard on you. I can’t imagine how you must feel. How do you handle it?” asked Asa curiously.  
     “All my life I’ve been taught how to control my emotions.” 
     “Yeah, that seems to be working well for you.” Darian looked over at him and chuckled. 
     “You’re right Asa. It is hard on me. But what choice do I have? I cannot risk her life.” Asa nodded his understanding. 
     “What was it like for you back in Mogan Dar?” 
     “Before… I was happy I guess. I had female companionship whenever I wanted. I could have my pick from hundreds of girls…” 
     “So… Why’d you leave?” asked Asa. “That sounds like any man’s dream.” 
     “Yeah. For a while it was, but… As with anything, after some time, I became bored. I wanted to travel, not be trapped inside the school forever." 
     “Well Darian, I’m glad you’re here. If finding a way to be with my sister makes you happy, I hope you find it. If you’re content with the girl you have, then I’m happy for you as well. You’re a good friend, Darian and a good man. It would be an honor to have you as part of our family.”  
     “Thank you, Asa,” replied Darian sincerely as he gripped the elf’s hand warmly. 
     “What do you think of Kryndale? Do you think we can trust him and the others?” 
     “Yes. A Gor Li’ Khan’s word is everything to him. Remember that they are still elves. They may be different from you, but they are still your people.” 
     “Did they really work for The Order?” 
     “Yes, on many occasions, though I do not remember their faces. I kept to myself much of the time. I was very busy.” He felt that tingling sensation in his brain that told him Aganor was trying to contact him again. Damn it! What’s he trying to do? He’s calling too much attention to us. I really must speak to him tonight, thought Darian.  
     By noon, they had reached Al-Dan-Tir. The Knights were standing outside the city gates and bade them to stop.  
     “State your business,” the Knight said. 
     “I am Kyler Brighton of Kiri A’ Nouell and have traveled far. We are on our way to Thunder Peak, but are in need of rest and supplies.” 
     “Glad I am to see you again Kyler,” said the Knight. “I am Firehawk, this is Gilliad,” introduced the elf. 
     “Well met,” Kyler said, shaking their hands. 
     “Tansher will probably want to speak with you. Will you be staying at your usual place?” 
     “Yes, that is, if there’s room. The city looks full.” 
    “It is, but the inn’s new owner, Zhanay, always reserves the top floor for kin and kind.” In elvish, he said, “Don’t know where you’ll put the Ni’ Kulana though?”  
     “I was thinking of leaving him here with you.” Kyler chuckled. “This is good news. Tell Tansher we would bathe first and get a hot meal. Then we will be ready to meet with him.” The company made their way to the Vale inn. The sign on the outside was in elvish. It said Yoki Eli’ Washti, which meant, I will never leave you. 
     Inside, it was warm and bright. There was a fire in the hearth and the smell of roasting meat permeated the air. At the sight of the company, Zhanay came from around the counter to embrace Kyler warmly. 
     “It has been far too long, elven prince. How fares Kiri A’ Nouell?”  
     “The elven homeland rests comfortably in Shenna’s hand,” he responded. 
     “This is good. What may I do for you?” 
     “We are in need of rooms. I would like the top floor, please.” She looked at each in turn, eyes resting briefly on Darian, as they roamed over his body and came to stop on Shaz. 
     “Of course, how long will you be staying?” 
     “Three nights, no more than four. We are in need of a hot meal as well.” 
     “I will see to it personally. Please, I will show you to a table that will seat you all comfortably and afford you privacy.” 
     “So, when did you take this place over?” 
     “Not too long ago, three years? It seems like yesterday,” she said with a smile. 
     “I like it much better now. It’s like a slice of home.” She beamed at his compliment. She took them to the back of the room and around a corner to a separate room with a huge oak table and chairs. She was right. It would seat them all and then some.  
     “I will send Nereina to be your personal server.” 
     “You are too kind,” responded Kyler. Zhanay left them to talk amongst themselves, and in a few moments, Nereina appeared. 
   She was tall and shapely, her nut-brown skin glowed from the sun and her long black hair hung down her back. She wore a tight black skirt that barely reached mid-thigh, showing off her long, curvaceous legs. Her top, if it could be called such, only covered her breasts. Her green eyes looked at each of them, coming to rest on Darian. 
    “Can I start you all off with a drink?” The elves and Darian ordered Nykessa, Shaz ordered ale. She returned shortly with the drinks and Darian paid her, her fingers lingering on his.  
  When she was gone, all the men except Kyler let out a collective breath.  
     “By the gods!” Kryndale murmured, and they all nodded their agreement.  
     She returned a while later with a beef roast on a large platter. She then laid out platters of onions, potatoes, carrots and a crusty loaf of fresh baked bread with whipped butter. Kyler attempted to pay her, but she refused.  
     “Your meal is on the house, Kyler and company.” She winked at Darian, then left once more. She returned shortly with more drinks, and again, Darian paid her. She blew him a kiss, her alluring red lips capturing the Mage’s interest.  
     “Takasha, Darian! I think she likes you,” said Asa. 
     “So it would seem,” he looked in Ty’s direction, but she was talking to Nephraete. She appeared as if she had not seen anything. 
     The ladies finished first. Excusing themselves, they went to their rooms and took their packs to the bathhouse. Soon after, Shaz left in search of the brothel. 
     “Can I get you anything else?” Nereina asked, looking only at Darian. 
    “Actually, I think we’ll go to the bathhouse.” The Gor Li’ Khan left. Nereina put her tray down and sat in Darian’s lap. She smelled inviting and her breasts were right in his face. He stroked her thigh with his right hand, his left hand he rested on her back. 
     She brushed his lips with hers. Then right in front of the others, she straddled him, undoing his shirt. They were so shocked, at first, they didn’t move. Kyler signaled them to leave and they, too, searched out the bathhouse. 
    He cast a spell, searching her body and mind to make sure she was free of disease. He cast another to search her mind to see if she was a spy, she was not. When he was satisfied that she was just a beautiful woman who wanted him, he brought his lips to hers. He let his hands roam over her body. His right hand slid up her skirt, she was ripe, ready and he would take her, but first things first. 
     “I have some business to see to first. What room is yours, Nereina?” he asked breathlessly. She pouted, licking her lips seductively. 
     “Second floor, third door on the left.” 
     “I won’t be long, I promise,” he whispered, kissing her softly. 
     “Be sure that you’re not,” she said, stroking him. With great difficulty, he left and went to his room that he should be sharing with Kyler. Collecting his thoughts, he put Nereina out of his mind. He concentrated on his surroundings and focused in on where he was going. 
     He opened a gate and stepped through into Aganor’s chambers. He was not alone. The girl atop him rode him hard, her breasts bouncing tantalizingly. He cleared his throat and she opened her eyes, but did not stop. He went to the sitting room to wait. He did not wait long.  
     “What is the meaning of this?” Aganor asked angrily. Darian silently set the wards in place, then dropped his cowl. 
     “By Delvishan! Darian!” he cried, as he rushed to embrace the young Mage. Darian wasted no time with pleasantries. 
     “Why have you been trying to contact me? What you’re doing is very dangerous.” Aganor’s smile slowly faded.  
     “I have so many questions, so much to tell you.” 
     “I don’t have much time,” he replied shortly. “The enemy will no doubt sense my presence.”  
     “Darian, why did you run? Is it because you have fallen in love with Gayla?” 
     “Where did you get that absurd idea?” Darian scoffed. 
     “It’s okay Darian. I will do what I can to protect you.”  
     “Really. Where did you get that absurd idea?” Darian pressed. 
     “The way you treat her. Then, you never kept your appointment with the Breeders.” 
     “That is vile. There is no romance in it.” 
     “I’ve always known you were different, Darian. So, you are not in love with Gayla. But you are in love?” 
     “Do you think I would condemn an innocent woman to death so easily?” 
     “I’ve been to the library. I’ve read the laws and rules. Nowhere does it say we are not allowed to fall in love.” Darian sat back, unable to believe his ears.  
     “What does it say?” 
     “It says not to spread our seed to a human host as most died in childbirth.” 
     “Someone is after me and my staff. A Dark Mage.” 
     “Now who’s being absurd? Dark Magic is forbidden.” 
     “Do you think I do not know the difference?” Darian responded acidly. “I was his captive. I’m telling you, he’s somewhere within these walls. Someone we know and trust.”  
    “There’s more I must tell you. The laws…” 
     “Another time, friend. I have stayed too long already. Please, do not contact me again. He is powerful and might be able to overhear or even follow the communication. You put me at great risk every time you try to contact me. I must find out who he is and defeat him. Only then will I feel safe to return. I must go. Be well.” Darian opened a gate and was gone. 
     Aganor smiled at the ease with which Darian accomplished the most difficult tasks. Tasks that most Mages struggled with. To open a gate like he did was a most difficult task that even some masters had yet to do. He was filled with pride as he thought of the young Mage and the things he had accomplished. He hoped that one day he would return and stay once more.  
     Darian returned to the room in Al-Dan-Tir. Kyler had not come back yet. Maybe that was best. He cast a minor cantrip to clean himself and his clothes, then went downstairs in search of Nereina. He knocked on her door.  
     “Come in,” she said. He bolted the door behind him as he entered. She came out of the adjoining room to stand before him, completely naked. 
     “I told you I wouldn’t be long,” he murmured as he took her in his arms.  
     He kissed her neck, his hands on her hips. She undid his breeches, letting them fall to the floor. She undid his shirt, stroking him as she kissed his chest.  
     He eased her down to the bed, kissing her softly. She sighed as he made his way down her body, his lips coaxing soft moans from her.         
     She’d never had a lover like him before. Only then did she realize she did not know his name. She guessed it didn’t really matter. He was not the type to commit. She knew it instinctively. 
     He kissed her again and she eased him on his back. She put her hands on his chest to steady herself. She brought her hips down and she gasped. He put his hands to either side of her. He sat up and she wrapped her arms and legs around him, hips rising and falling. How he excited her! He had amazing control. 
     He flipped her on her back without missing a beat. She felt good to him, so relaxed. She denied him nothing. Everything he wanted, she gave. Hours later, she lay in his arms, her breathing not quite returned to normal. She snuggled closer to him, one leg over him. 
     “How long will you be staying?” she asked. 
     “Three nights at most,” he replied as he stroked her arm. 
     “Will you stay with me until you leave?” 
     “If you wish it,” he told her. 
     “I do. I don’t know your name, though.” 
     “This bothers you?” 
     “Not so much. However, I do wonder what you are called.” 
     “Just call me Loki Char,” he said. It was elvish for good lover, but he did not tell her this. She fell asleep soon after. 
     In the morning, he went to the bathhouse, then went to find Kyler. They made their way to the Market Square to buy what they would need. The streets were crowded. Hundreds of people were out perusing the wares or trying to sell them. Of a sudden, Kyler took off running; his slim form easily dodging through the crowd. The Mage sighed, tagging him with a tracking spell. He caught up to him quickly enough. 
     “Stryker!” Kyler called, spotting their booth.  
     “Kyler, me boy! Where ye been? We almost headed home.” 
     “I’m sorry. We ran into some complications.” 
     “Conflagration! A Mage o’ The Order or I ain’t me mother’s son!” 
    “This is Darian. He’s my friend and traveling companion. Is this a problem?” 
     “O’ course not. Any friend o’ yours is a friend o’ mine,” replied Stryker. 
     “Well met,” Darian said as he calmly approached. The day was cold and bright, their breath forming white clouds in the cold air.  
     “Me king sent us to find out the elves position. We’ve been waitin’ fer ye since the message arrived. When there was no sign o’ ye, we set out fer the city to see if ye came through yet.” Kyler trusted Stryker, had known him longer than the Mage, but he would not risk telling exactly why they were late.  
     “I’m sorry. We should have been here months ago.” That was the only explanation the elf gave.  
     “Have supper with us tonight. Where ye stayin’?” asked Stryker. 
     “The Vale. Would you like to meet us there?” asked Kyler.  
     “’Tis gotta’ be better’n where we’re stayin’.” At the look Kyler gave him, he elaborated. 
     “There be a man with dark calculatin’ eyes a watchin’ everyone n’ everything.” At the mention of the stranger, Darian became stiffly alert. Darian remembered the thief and the bard that he ran into just outside of Kiri A’ Nouell. What were the odds that it was those two? He was already calculating the probability in his head.  
     “Though they pretend not to know each udder, me thinks the bard works with the thief.” 
     “Interesting,” Kyler said. One look at the Mage and he knew his friend knew more than he let on. Very interesting, thought the elf.  
     “We need to get some supplies, we’ll see you tonight,” Kyler said, grasping the dwarves’ hands. Darian nodded as he walked away. He followed his sense of smell to a baker’s table. He bought two sweet cakes and a loaf of fresh bread. He handed Kyler one of the cakes and they ate as they walked. 
     “You did not return last night,” it was not a question.  
     “No, I did not. I went to see Aganor.” 
     “Are you out of your mind? Why would you risk something so foolish?” 
     “Because, the alternative was so much worse. He kept trying to contact me and this is very dangerous. The Dark Mage could easily intercept or even track the communication.” 
     “But… That would lead them here…” Kyler trailed off, understanding why Darian took the risk he did. They could not allow the enemy to know their location or their plans.  
     “Did you spend the night with Nereina?” Kyler asked, no trace of resentment in his voice. 
     “Yes. She is… very sweet.” 
     “So what’s the difference between her and Ty? Why can you sleep with a stranger, but not with a woman who loves you?” asked Kyler accusingly. 
     “Because I do not care what happens to this wench. I love your sister and cannot risk her life! The worst that will happen to me is a beating. It’s not as if it hasn’t happened before. Ty will get the death penalty.  
     “Kyler, I must tell you something. When I left Kiri A’ Nouell, I ran into the thief and the bard. I said nothing before, but… They search for me. I don’t know how, but he followed my trail. He must possess some magical item… Then Morphindinaetlus came and they fled southwest.”  
     “Darian, why did you not tell me? When will you trust in me?” Kyler looked disappointed.  
     “I would have told you if I thought it mattered. You’re the only one I trust, my friend.” Darian said, as he put his hand on the elf’s shoulder. 
     They spent the rest of the day walking through the market. It would take a couple days to gather what they would need. At one booth, Darian stopped to pick up a deep purple, fur lined cloak. He paid the merchant and added it to the haversack. At another, he found fine leather gloves lined with thick, soft fur. These went into the haversack as well. Kyler wondered why he purchased a woman’s cloak and gloves, but said nothing. 
    The Mage stopped at a booth that sold perfumes. He smelled several before he found the one he wanted. He noticed a crystal rose so delicate and perfect it almost seemed real. He bought the rose as well and they walked on.  
     It was approaching noon and the smell of roasting meat made them both hungry. They passed several food booths before finally stopping. For five coppers each, they bought kebabs. Thick chunks of grilled beef and chicken put on a stick with carrots, potatoes, and onions. The market was very busy so few took an interest in an elf and his companion. 
     They needed to find a merchant that sold magical items. They needed more magical haversacks because their company had grown in size. They also needed healing potions and Delvishan only knew what else. 
     “Do you think it wise that I allowed the Gor Li’ Khan to travel with us?” 
     “If you did not, they would have followed us anyway. Besides, I think it a good thing. Kryndale seems sincere and the rest follow his lead without question. A Gor Li’ Khan’s word is everything to him. Remember, they are elves. They are welcome indeed.” Kyler nodded as he took the last bite of carrot. They tossed the refuse into a big wooden barrel and walked on.  
     They purchased dried meat, cheese and fruit. They chose several bottles of the Al-Dan-Tir blue wine and several ale casks. Again, the Mage did something peculiar. He piled several casks of different juices along with the rest of their supplies. These they put in Kyler’s haversack. They were about to give up for the day when they spotted the booth with the magical items.  
     This is where they would spend the most gold, which Darian seemed to have an endless supply of. They bought all the magic packs he had, four total. They purchased the healing potions, anti-poison and various other necessities. They headed back to The Vale as the sun was beginning to set. The merchants were all closing, packing up and counting their profit. Mordinian stepped in their path, arms crossed.  
     “You’re a hard man to find, my friend.” 
     “You are no friend of ours,” Darian responded.  
     “I was hired to make contact with you.”  
     “Why a thief? Why not a bounty hunter?” Mordinian did not seem surprised or perturbed that they knew his occupation. 
     “Perhaps we could have a drink?” the thief suggested. 
     “We’re not thirsty,” the Mage retorted. 
     “Could we go somewhere to talk then?” 
     “Oh shucks, we already have plans. If only we could cancel.” The thief smiled at the Mage’s quick wit.  
     “My companion and I would like to travel with you. There is much we need to discuss.” 
     “I think not,” said the Mage quickly. 
     The bard appeared, playing the violin. Darian waved his hand and froze him where he stood. The thief hid his surprise at the ease with which the Mage dismissed his companion. 
     “We need to talk. Mortin…” 
     “Is a pathetic loser. I hope you have something better than that to persuade us.”  
     “I’ve gone to great lengths to assure we would meet. The least you could do is listen to what I have to say.” 
     “Tomorrow night. A neutral location, say the Wolfsbane at sundown.”  
     “Fine.” They walked around the thief. “Hey, my companion.” Darian snapped his fingers and the bard began playing again. 
     “Oh stop that, they’re gone.” 
     “What? How? What happened?” 
     “He froze you with a wave of his hand. We will meet with them tomorrow night at the Wolfsbane,” said the thief, full of contempt. 
  They returned to The Vale without further incident. They stowed their supplies in their room and went down to the common room for the evening meal. Soon after, Stryker and Kibblewolf arrived.  
   
  “Glad we are to see ye, elf prince,” Stryker said as they seated themselves. The Gor Li’ Khan bristled at such a familiar tone. 
     “Did ye sit on a pin cushion me boy? What ails ye?” asked Stryker. 
     “It’s okay, Kryndale, Stryker and I go back a long time.” 
     “Aye,” agreed Stryker. 
     “We met up with the thief and the bard,” said Darian, ignoring the Gor Li’ Khan. 
     “What happened?” asked Stryker.  
     “We’re to meet at Wolfsbane tomorrow night.” 
     “Are ye sure that’s wise?” 
     “You don’t think I can protect us from a thief?” scoffed Darian.  
     “It isn’t that lad. I was just wonderin’ what he wants with ye. Take no offense.” Just then, Nereina came to their table.  
     “Can I start you gents off with a drink?” she asked lightly. The dwarves and Shaz of course, ordered ale. The elves and Darian ordered Nykessa.  
     She returned shortly with the drinks. Before she left for the kitchen, she kissed Darian on the cheek, whispering in his ear. 
     “See you tonight, Loki.” Tynuviel watched, saying nothing, but the pain in her eyes betrayed her. Nephraete hurriedly engaged her in conversation and before long, had her laughing. Kyler watched how Nephraete soothed his sister so quickly and fell in love with her a little more. 
     “You’ve got a lot o’ companions with ye this time, Kyler,” said Kibblewolf. 
     “Dangerous times, my friend,” Kyler replied, introducing them all.  
     Nereina and two other serving girls arrived with platters of roast chicken, potatoes, carrots and crusty loaves of bread with fresh whipped butter.  
     “When will ye be ready to leave?” asked Stryker.  
     “About three more days. We need rest and supplies.” Stryker nodded his understanding.  
     “Ye’ve come a long way elf. Ye deserve a bit o’ rest.” Nereina came back with another round of drinks. As she walked away, all the men watched her go, except the dwarves, who paid her no mind as they tore into the food. Krayven whistled.  
     “So, what do ye think this thief wants with ye?” asked Stryker.  
     “I cannot begin to guess, but we’ll know soon enough. Do you have any idea? You say he’s been watching everyone. Anyone in particular?” asked Darian.  
     “Well, since we frequent this place, we became friends with some o’ the Knights. We were sittin’ there havin’ a couple with ‘em ’n catchin’ up. The thief would not take his eyes offa’ us. Arrived just a ’fore us he did n’ he’s been there every night since. Like he’s waitin’ fer somethin’. Them same Knights come up missin the next day,” said Kibblewolf.  
     They passed the rest of the night in pleasant conversation until one by one they all retired. Nephraete climbed the stairs to the room she shared with Tynuviel. Suddenly, she had the feeling she was not alone. She turned around and he was there. She was so startled, she couldn’t even scream.  
     “Nephraete, it’s me, Darian,” he whispered. When she recognized his voice, she hugged him, putting her head on his chest, her heart hammering against his ribcage. 
   “I’m sorry. I did not mean to frighten you. This is for you,” he said, handing her a carefully wrapped package. 
     “What is it?” she asked. 
     “Go upstairs and open it,” he said softly. “I must go.”  
     She continued up to the third floor to her room, wondering about the Mage’s kindness. What would prompt him to do such a thing? She opened the door to find Ty sitting on her bed, legs crossed, and deep in prayer. She tried to be quiet. She did not want to interrupt her commune with the goddess. She laid the parcel on her bed and began dressing for the night. 
    “What’s that?” asked Ty, indicating the package. 
     “I’ve no idea. It’s from Darian.” The mention of his name wiped the smile from her face.  
     “Do you think he’s sleeping with her?” she asked in a tiny, strained voice. 
     I… I don’t know,” she lied. “Ty, you can’t keep waiting for him. This isn’t good for you to be like this.” 
     “He loves me. I know it.” 
     “He may but… He’s not depriving himself. Why should you? Kiel or Tireniel would be more than willing I am sure.” She managed to get a smile out of her friend. 
     “Yes, but I just can’t do it.” 
     “Why not? Surely you must be lonely.” 
     “Yes, but does that justify my weakness?” 
     “Needing love is not a weakness. How long must you wait for Darian? There is a very real chance that he will find nothing to help.” 
     “But what if he does and then spurns me for not waiting?” 
     “He can hardly punish you for something he’s doing himself.” 
     “What if Tireniel is not interested? I’ll feel like such a fool.” 
     “Oh, I don’t think there will be a problem. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.” 
     “What if it ruins my friendship with him? We’ve been friends a long time, even before I met Darian.” Tynuviel replied in a small voice. 
     “I think he wants more than friendship from you. He is a good elf and he will take care of you,” said the seer. 
     “I feel like this is wrong,” said Ty sadly. 
     “Listen to your heart. If you’re really not interested, don’t go through with it. I just want to see you happy again. I don’t like seeing you cry all the time. Forget I said anything. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” 
  “No, no. It’s okay. I’m scared I might really fall in love and then if Darian… I don’t want to hurt anyone and I don’t want to be hurt. I just don’t know what to do. I think I’ll take a walk. I’ll be back in a bit.” 
     The seer sent a message to Tireniel, telling him Tynuviel was upset and shouldn’t be alone. Nephraete did not have the heart to tell her friend that she saw Darian enter Nereina’s room. She knew he was a man who demanded attention and was used to getting what he wanted, but she didn’t like the pain it caused Tynuviel. So she suggested she do the same. It might do the Mage some good to feel humility for a change. Well, since Ty took a walk and Darian is with Nereina that leaves Kyler alone, she thought. She waited for a while to make sure Ty was gone, went down the hall to his room, and knocked quietly. 
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    Kyler was going through the forms with his sword when he heard a knock on the door. He was bare to the waist, a sheen of sweat covering him. 
     “Oh, am I interrupting you?” she asked, blushing furiously.  
     “Not at all. Would you like to come in?” he asked, hoping she would. 
     “Yes,” she said huskily. She could not take her eyes off his body. He locked the door behind her and toweled himself off. She did not give him a chance to speak. As he turned to face her, she kissed him, running her hands over his well-muscled frame. 
     “Nephraete, what if Darian returns? This room does not afford much privacy.” 
     “He is with Nereina,” she whispered. He lifted her easily as she wrapped her legs around his waist.   
     “Would you like a drink?” asked Kyler, hoping she would say no. 
     “Sure,” she replied as he reluctantly set her down. He slipped his shirt back on and got the Nykessa. They sat talking for some time before she dropped into Ru Nay’ Sha. He sighed, disappointed. Every time they were together, he wanted her more. All things in good time, he thought, as darkness claimed him.  
     She stepped into the hallway and found herself face to face with Tireniel. She almost ran into him as she skidded to a halt. He held up his hands to catch her, the braids in his hair swaying from the motion. 
     “Tynuviel, are you alright?” he asked, blue eyes sharp with concern. 
     “I just wanted to take a walk. You startled me is all.” 
     “A walk at this hour?” he asked, keeping any expression off his handsome face. 
     “Is something wrong with that? I need some fresh air.” She had meant her tone to be stern. But he was so handsome and so near that all she managed was to sound like a child sent to bed without dessert. 
     “Would you mind if I accompany you?” he asked. 
     “Did Kyler tell you to keep an eye on me?” 
     “No. He doesn’t have to.” His tone sounded strange. 
     “I don’t need a body guard,” she said harshly. 
     “That’s not what I meant. You’re very beautiful Tynuviel. I enjoy watching you. Kyler never needs to ask me to do that.” At first, she wasn’t sure if she heard him right. His blue eyes seemed to look through to her soul. She was lonely, he was handsome, and he seemed willing… 
     “Care for a drink?” she asked, stepping around him and descending to the common room. There were only three patrons here at this late hour. She chose a small table where they would be alone and could talk freely. He seated himself across from her, watching her carefully. 
     “I’m tired of waiting for Darian. I love him desperately, but… All the time that’s been wasted… What if he never…? I don’t know what to do anymore. I have so many conflicting emotions. I’m so lonely.”     
     She looked him in the eye, trying to gauge his feelings on the matter. She may as well have tried to read the wall for all the good it did her. The serving girl came and they ordered Nykessa. They waited until she brought the wine before resuming their conversation.  
     “I know this isn’t easy for you or Darian. I can’t imagine what you both are feeling. I know it’s difficult to want to be with someone and know you cannot.” His expression was unreadable.  
     “Well, he’s certainly not depriving himself. I don’t want anyone thinking badly of me if I…” 
  “No one would ever think badly of you, Ty. Everyone loves you. Anyone who dares think bad of you will answer to my sword,” he said seriously, his eyes hard.  
 She smiled at him and he smiled back. She reached across the table to hold his hand. 
  “You’re a good friend, Tireniel. We’ve been friends a long time, haven’t we?” she asked as she stroked his hand with her thumb. 
     “Yes, we have. Ty, I’m sorry Trighton ruined it for you. Had I known, I would have stopped him.” 
     “I know. It probably wouldn’t have happened anyway. I know things happen for a reason, but this… This is just cruel. My heart is breaking. I cry myself to sleep every night. His distance…” 
     “He shouldn’t treat you so. If he loves you as he says, he should show it.” 
     “He cannot. Unless he finds a way, The Order would demand my death.” 
     “What?” he asked sharply. She told him what Darian had told her. 
     “What if he lies?” 
     “Why would he? Everyone knows we love each other. Kryndale confirmed it. He said the Gor Li’ Khan worked for The Order on many occasions and though they are a secretive lot, they managed to learn a little.” 
     “This explains much. Ty, why haven’t you come to me before? I would help you get through this. Whenever you need me, I’m here. Don’t ever hesitate.” 
     “I need you now,” she said, looking him in the eye. “Let’s go upstairs. I want to be alone with you,” she said, standing and draining her glass. She led him back to her room. On the way up the stairs, they heard Nereina’s cries of pleasure. She kept calling Loki, which meant lover in elvish. She knew it was Darian even before she heard his voice. She locked the door behind Tireniel.  
     “Ty, I’m not sure this is a good idea. We shouldn’t be alone like this.” Something in his voice told her he didn’t mean what he said. 
     “Don’t be ridiculous. We’ve been alone lots of times.” 
     “You’re upset and not thinking clearly. Please don’t do something that you’ll regret tomorrow.” 
     “I promise,” she said, coming closer. 
     “I should go,” he said quietly, but making no move for the door. 
     “Please don’t go. I don’t want to be alone.” 
     “I know,” he said softly, holding her close.  
     She put her head on his shoulder. She felt good in his arms. She just wanted a chance to be happy. She decided to take that chance. She kissed his neck and undid his shirt. Takasha! He looked good. She kissed his chest, running her hands over his body.  
     “Ty, what are you doing?” he asked in a strained voice. 
     “Isn’t it obvious?” she said between kisses, her tongue teasing him.  
     “Ty, I’m more than thrice your age.” His attempts were feeble at best. 
     “That doesn’t matter and you know it,” she said, stroking him and loving how quickly  
  his body responded to her touch.  
     “Ty…nu…viel, we can’t do this,” he could barely get the words out. It was hard to concentrate with her hands in his breeches. 
     “Why not, you’re up for it.” He could not believe he was about to do this, but right was right. He removed her hands, holding them tightly in his. 
     “Ty, this isn’t right. As much as I would like to, we just can’t.” 
     “Did my brother say something to you?” 
     “This isn’t about Kyler. It’s about you and me. You don’t really want me. I’m just here right now. But tomorrow, could you forgive yourself?” 
     “You said if I ever needed you, was that just another lie?” 
     “You know I meant it.”  
     “Then why are you turning your back on me now?” 
    “I’m not. I’m trying to be your friend,” he said sadly. 
     “I appreciate it. But right now, I need my friend to be my lover.” She kissed his lips, but he did not kiss her back. 
     “I really should go. Ty, if things were different…” he let the words go unsaid. 
     “Fine. Go. I’ll get Shaz. He’ll gladly give me what I need with no questions asked.” 
     “You wouldn’t,” he said, sounding horrified. 
     “I will. I need love too. I have needs that are being ignored. Just because I’m a woman doesn’t mean… Oh what’s the use? Go if you want to. Leave me alone, everyone else does.” A tear fell from her eye, tracing a path down her cheek. He came to her immediately and took her in his arms. 
     “Tireniel,” she said, looking into his eyes. He kissed her then, softly, urgently. He put his hands on her bottom, pulling her closer. 
     “Before we do this, we must set some things straight. I will be your lover as often as you like for as long as you like, but if Darian finds a way for you two, then I promise not to stand in your way. As hard as it may be for me, I will stand aside.” 
     “Trighton told me much the same and look what he did.” 
     “He is young and brash. Trust me Ty, we could be good together. I’ve wanted this for some time, but I knew you loved Darian. You’ve kept your distance from me for too long.”  
     He kissed her the way he knew she wanted him to, the way she needed him to. He undid her tunic, letting it fall to the floor. His lips went to her breasts immediately as his hands traced a path up her legs. She moaned softly at his touch. They left a trail of clothes to the bed. As they sank down, he pulled her atop him. She resisted him pushing on her hips. She kissed his lips, his chest and pleasured him as his head sank deep into the pillow. He grabbed her by the waist and laid her gently on her back. He explored her body thoroughly, taking note of the things she liked. Her legs were on his shoulders as his tongue coaxed moan after moan from her lips. 
     Takasha! He was damn good at what he did. He flipped her on her belly and grabbed her hips, pulling her to him. A strong wave of pleasure washed over her. As strong as he was, he was careful not to hurt her. He was gentle, yet urgent. He seemed to know exactly what she needed. He laid her down on her side with her back to him. This was a pleasure she’d never before experienced. 
     Takasha! Why had they never done this before? He excited her, and the rush of emotion coursing through her threatened to overwhelm her. He rolled on his back, taking her with him. He eased her hips down as she rocked back and forth. She ground her hips into his, biting her lip to keep from screaming. He rolled her onto her back, kissing her as he groaned in pleasure.  
     “Takasha, Ty! We should have done this a long time ago. By Shenna, I’ll rest well tonight.” 
     “Mmm. Tireniel?” 
     “Yes?” 
     “I’m glad you changed your mind.” 
     “Hmm, you didn’t give me much choice, did you? I could not have you going to Shaz.” 
     “He is utterly repulsive. I would never do such a thing.” 
     “Aha! You manipulated me.” 
     “And it worked. I knew what I wanted and I definitely won’t feel guilty in the morning.” 
     “Me neither.” 
     “What were you doing in the hall, anyway?” she asked. He did not say anything for a long time and she began to think he was in Ru Nay’ Sha. 
    “Nephraete told me. She said she was worried about you and thought that maybe you shouldn’t be alone. I’m sorry.” 
  “For what? Nephraete is a good friend. She told me that you would be willing. She told me how you look at me.” 
     “She did, huh?’ 
     “Mhmm.” 
     “This was a setup.” 
     “Are you angry?” she asked worriedly. 
     “Not at all. I’ve wanted this for a long time. I never should have let Trighton near you. For that, I am deeply sorry.” 
     “It’s my fault, no one else’s. Everything happens for a reason, right? Thank you Tireniel. That was amazing.” 
     “It was, wasn’t it? Takasha! Kyler will kill me!” 
     “No, he will not. I’m a big girl and can take care of myself. He has no say over my heart. He just might be pleased. He knows you well and trusts you.” 
     “My point exactly. He trusts me. I don’t think he’d like me making love to his sister.” 
     “I’ll take care of it. You’re a good elf and he knows that. Why would he worry?” 
     “Brothers can be vicious.” He kissed her softly, stroking her bare flesh as he held her. For the first time in many days, she did not cry herself to sleep. Tireniel deeply satisfied her. She drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha with a smile on her face. 
     In the morning, Tireniel and Tynuviel were the first in the common room. When the others arrived, she was sitting in Tireniel’s lap as they kissed. The Mage sat across from them, his face devoid of emotion.  
     Nephraete had a gleam in her eye and a smile on her face that not an elf present failed to notice. 
     Darian did not eat much. The sight of Ty kissing Tireniel made him sick to his stomach. He could not expect her to ignore her needs. He just wished it were him satisfying her and not Tireniel. But, he was better than Trighton. He respected Tireniel. He would take care of her. Trighton was a child in an adult’s body. Just then, Tansher walked into the common room and right up to their table. 
     “I am Tansher Morningstar, leader of The Knights of Shorlan. I would speak to Kyler Brighton of Kiri A’ Nouell and the Mage of The Order that travels with him.” Kyler stood at once. 
     “I am Kyler. What can we do for you, Tansher?” 
     “I would speak to you alone if you don’t mind.” 
     “Of course.” Kyler led them upstairs to his room. 
     “I’m sorry I could not come sooner. I’ve been kept quite busy since the dragon attack. 
     “We heard from the dwarves. I’m not sure what any of this has to do with us,” said Darian seriously. 
     “I’ve heard tales of your prowess. It is an honor to finally meet you. There have been many strange happenings of late. The thief and the bard, though they act suspicious, have done nothing wrong that I know of. First, they came to the city. Then, two of my best Knights disappear for a couple of days. Then we found Rushani dead and Morphindinaetlus attacked.” 
     “Again, what does this have to do with us?” asked the Mage tonelessly. 
     “Who is Rushani?” asked Kyler, looking from Tansher to Darian.  
     “I was hoping you two might have some insight. You travel with a large company, Kyler.” 
     “I have no idea who that is. As for our company, six of them we picked up along the  
  way. They are the legendary Gor Li’ Khan.” At the mention of this, Tansher paled. “The human we rescued from goblins. As for the thief and the bard, we are to meet them tonight. They wish to join us as well.” 
    “For what possible purpose?” asked Tansher. 
     “I gather that is why we meet tonight,” Darian inserted. 
     “How long will you stay?” asked Tansher. 
     “No more than two more nights.” 
     “How fares Kiri A’ Nouell?” 
     “The goddess, as always, protects her people,” responded Kyler.  
     “The forest has been unaffected, then?” asked Tansher. 
     “Nay. We were attacked by a Dorgansi.” 
     “A… How?” The shock on Tansher’s face was palpable. 
     “I do not know. This is the second attack by a Dorgansi that I know of,” admitted the elf prince.  
     “Then more are free?” the Knight asked worriedly. 
     “It would seem so,” responded Kyler. 
     “But how?” 
     “A Dark Mage,” interjected Darian. 
     “I thought The Order worked to prevent this from happening again,” said Tansher stiffly.  
     “We do. I believe he is behind the release of the Dorgansi. I believe he controls the Mighty Green as well.” 
     “He would have to be powerful indeed. This is much worse than I feared,” said the leader of the Knights. 
     “So it would seem,” said the Mage quietly. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
     The Knights blocked the lone elf’s path at the gate and they would not let him enter. 
     “State your business,” said Firehawk. 
     “I’m with Kyler. We got separated during the snowstorm,” the elf replied confidently. 
     “Kyler did not mention waiting for anyone,” replied the Knight. 
     “No doubt he thinks me dead. It was a bad storm. We got separated and I had to find shelter. When the storm was over, they were all gone. I tracked them to the city, hoping to catch  
  them before they left.” They searched him and let him pass. 
  Once inside, he walked the streets in search of his prey. This day was a long time coming and he became aroused at the thought that he finally would get what he was after. His keen sense of smell led him to The Vale inn. He walked past it and down the street a bit to wait for them. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     “What is The Order’s position? How do you intend to help? Will you send Mages to every city?” 
     “I am not at liberty to discuss this right now,” stated Darian.  
     “What can you discuss? So far, you haven’t been much help,” retorted Tansher, his amber eyes blazing. 
     “Well excuse me. I have a Dark Mage crawling up my ass and I’ve been a little busy lately trying to throw him off my trail! You take care of my problem and it’ll free up my mind to work on yours,” said Darian acidly. Tansher blew an exasperated breath. 
     “I’m sorry. We are all under a lot of pressure. We have much to worry about these days and have been on the road for quite a while and are in need of rest,” soothed Kyler. “We are on our way to see Branson Thundershield. From there, we will return home and tell the council what we have learned. The Monarch and the council will decide our next course of action. That is all I can tell you right now, Tansher.”  
     “It is a pleasure, Kyler. Any plans for marriage in the future?” Kyler smiled at the question. 
    “Not at this time. I’m still getting to know her.”  
     “She’s a beauty. Keep her close. More than one elf in your party watches her. One misstep could be your downfall, Kyler. And I meant no offense…” Tansher said, looking to the Mage and extending his hand. 
     “Darian,” said the Mage, clasping the Knight’s hand. 
     “Darian,” repeated Tansher. “I should get back to my duties,” Tansher said as he left the two friends alone. 
     “I’ll catch up to you in the market. I wish to speak with Tireniel. Do you mind?” asked Kyler. 
    “Not at all,” said Darian, wondering what would be said. They went back to the common  
  room. Darian was relieved to see Ty off his lap now and talking to Nephraete. 
     “Tireniel, a moment please,” said Kyler, going back to his room. He could have easily sent the mental command, but preferred to let everyone see that he was talking to him privately. Ty and Nephraete prepared to leave, but the Mage stepped in and took hold of Ty’s arm. 
     “Could I talk to you please?” He led her to a corner where there was an empty table out of sight of theirs. 
     “Ty, I think it’s good that you’re with Tireniel. He is good for you and he will not hurt you the way I have,” he said carefully. 
     “Darian, what are you trying to say?” she asked, feeling sick to her stomach. For she suspected and the very thought of it made her weak in the knees. A chasm had opened and her whole world crashed down into it. 
     “It’s over Ty. I am letting you go. I will not interfere in your life again. Maybe you can find happiness if you’re not thinking of me.” 
     “You’re giving up on us? You will not try to find a way for us to be together?” she asked as tears fell from her eyes. 
     “All I’ve ever managed to accomplish is to make you cry. And that is the last thing I’ve ever wanted. With me out of your life, maybe you can find happiness.” 
     “All I’ve ever wanted is you Darian. Please don’t do this. Promise me you won’t give up. I need you. I love you,” she said, crying freely now. 
     “I love you too Shan Ta’ Zi,” which in elvish was an affectionate term with no definite translation. He kissed her then, never wanting to stop. This is not how he wanted it to end. He always thought they would end up together. He just could not bring himself to cause her more pain than he already had. He felt it best to end it now. She could still be happy with Tireniel and he was giving her that chance. The hardest thing he had ever done was to walk away from her as she cried. 
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     Kyler closed the door behind Tireniel and did not speak right away. He took several moments to gather his thoughts.  
     “What are your intentions toward my sister? She is in a delicate position right now and does not need any more complications. She’s had a rough time with Darian. Shenna only knows why she still loves him.” 
     “Kyler, I care for her. We’ve been friends for years and I never told her how I felt because I knew she loved Darian. Last night, we bumped into each other in the hall. We went down for a drink… I just wanted to make sure she got to her room safely because she was visibly upset.  
    “I told her I would not stand in Darian’s way. If they want to be together, I will step aside. As hard as that may be, I will do it and if Darian does not find himself by the time this is over, I intend to ask your father for her hand.” Tireniel finished and waited for Kyler’s response. The elf prince broke into a big smile and hugged Tireniel. 
     “Truly? You shall ask father for her hand?” 
     “Yes. I’m no Darian, but I’d like to make her happy.” 
     “By the looks of it this morning, you do.” 
     “She is a very passionate woman. It is easy loving her. If she will let me, I would do it  
  for a lifetime,” said Tireniel. 
     “Tireniel, I’m happy it’s you and not Trighton. He is no good for her. I did not tell him because I did not wish to hurt his feelings. You’re a good elf and you both deserve happiness. I know you will treat her right.” 
     “Thank you. That means a lot to me. I was worried you’d be angry with me.” 
     “That’s why I wanted to talk to you in private. I would have been angry if you were taking advantage of her. I can see this isn’t the case, she isn’t crying anymore either,” said Kyler.  
     They returned to the common room to find her doing exactly that. Tireniel went to her immediately and Kyler took Nephraete’s hand, giving his sister space. 
     “Ty, what’s wrong? What happened?” Tireniel asked, holding her tightly. 
     She clung to him as her whole body was wracked with sobs. She could not speak for some time, so upset was she. He was patient with her and did not try to rush her. He stood holding her, stroking her hair. He began to sing to her in elvish and finally she grew quiet. 
    
     Darian kept going until he was outside the inn. He stumbled down the narrow alley, vomiting until there was nothing left. He wiped his brow with a soft cloth and dragged his hand over his mouth. By Delvishan, that was the hardest thing he had ever done. He knew she would be better off with Tireniel, but it pained him, breaking his heart. He could not get her tear stained face out of his mind. 
     He took control of his emotions, blocking them off and sealing his love for her behind his iron will. When he’d regained his composure, he went in to the market. They still needed many things and he was in need of some personal items as well. 
     He had just completed the purchase of his personal items when he heard Kyler behind him.  
     “Darian, wait up!” the elf sprinted lightly to his side. “What happened back there? Are you alright? You don’t look too good.” Something about the elf’s presence set his teeth on edge and grated on his nerves.  
     “What’s with the questions?” asked the Mage shortly. 
     “Sorry for being worried about you. I should know better by now.” 
     “Yeah, you should.” Darian walked away in search of the baker’s table they visited yesterday. He intended to get more of those sweet cakes. His stomach began rumbling, apparently forgiving him for the earlier outburst. They made it to the table and Darian bought four of the cakes. He offered one to Kyler, but he turned his nose up at it. 
  “Darian, do you have the staff? I sense trouble approaching.” Darian set the cakes down on the table, tapped his staff, sending the command word and the staff grew in size. He spun  
  around, attacking Kyler, but the elf was ready and blocked blow after blow, albeit clumsily.  
     “Darian, what are you doing? Stop this madness! Darian!” the elf cried, trying desperately to bring him to his senses. The Mage turned his back on his friend, shaking his head as if to clear his troubled mind.  
    People in the streets began to run screaming. The sound of smashing wood and broken glass reached his ears. The Mage turned to face his destiny. Morphindinaetlus stood in the square. His huge bulk had smashed many of the vendor’s tables, including the baker’s table.  
     “That was my breakfast!” shouted Darian.  
     Fire shot from the wyrm’s mouth and the Mage brought his staff to bear, freezing the flames in mid-air. Nereina huddled in a corner, well hidden. She could not believe her eyes. The man who’d shared her bed for the past two nights was a Mage of The Order! 
     The Great Wyrm swung his enormous tail in a mighty sweep, trying to smash his hated enemy. The Mage ducked low, then jumped high to avoid the powerful strokes. The battle quickly decimated the Market Square. The people were long gone except Nereina, who was frozen in shock. She could not take her eyes off the horrific battle taking place in front of her. 
    
     “Nephraete, what’s wrong?” Kyler asked worriedly.  
     “Darian! He’s in danger!” she cried, sounding far away.  
     “No. He’s fine. He went to the market. I told him I’d meet up with him later.” 
     “No! He’s not alright. He is in grave danger. The wyrm is in the city. A great battle is being fought and if the Mage loses…” she trailed off, losing consciousness. 
     “Tynuviel, stay with her. Make sure she’s okay.” He signaled for the rest of the elves to follow him.  
     “Be prepared… We go to fight the dragon. Darian needs us. If he falls…” he let the thought go unspoken.  
     Once outside, it wasn’t hard to find them. Terrible sounds filled the air. Black ash fell from the heavens, blotting out the sun. Lightning raced across the sky and thunder crashed, sounding far too close for Kyler’s comfort. He stumbled and almost went down, the pull on the Magical Weave ripped through him, nearly laying him low. 
  The Mage seemed tiny compared to Morphindinaetlus. Darian raised his staff high and red light poured out. The dragon sneered at the Mage, the spell having no effect on him. Darian tucked that bit of knowledge away for later. If indeed there was a later for him. 
     “Where is my Orb, Darian Brade?” asked the wyrm in his mighty voice. “I shall keep you for a lifetime to torture you and bleed out your magic for your impudence.” 
     “Really, and does your master agree with your decision?” Darian took a great chance in bringing this up to the prideful beast. A dragon had no master, but he knew the Dark Mage had taken control of Morphindinaetlus, a difficult task indeed.  
     The dragon expelled the flame again. Darian raised the staff, once more turning the fire to ice. The dragon swung his tail to the right, and when the Mage prepared to deal with the blow, Morphindinaetlus quickly changed direction, sweeping to the left and catching the rogue Mage off guard. The blow caught him in the side and he heard the snap of bone, knowing he was in trouble. The blow pierced his lung, he could not catch his breath and he began to cough up blood.  
     He cast one of his most powerful spells, he knew it wouldn’t kill the beast, but it would injure him, he was sure. The blue snake-like fingers of death flew from his fingertips, biting into the wyrm. They found the dragon’s most vulnerable spots and struck without mercy.    
     The beast howled in pain and anger, lashing out with its wicked claws. The Shryvven protected him from being ripped open, but the force of the blow deeply bruised his thigh. He collapsed on the ground, writhing and twitching, his leg no longer supporting him. The wyrm raised his huge limb, intending to squash the Mage. Darian barely made it to safety as the appendage came crashing down where he lay, only seconds before. Shards of shattered bricks and dust flew into the air as the dragon’s might smote the square. The shrapnel cut into Darian’s exposed flesh, leaving his hands and face raw and bleeding.  
    Darian reached into a pouch at his waist and threw the faerie dust in the air, weaving his staff through it in intricate patterns. The orb flew free of the staff. The dragon’s eyes grew wide with fear. Apparently, this fact was unknown to the dragon and his master and the Mage ground his teeth at the thought, but there was no help for it.  
     Wisely, he tucked his wings tightly against his back. He could ill afford anything to happen to them. The orb scorched the dragon’s flesh on its left side and he howled in anguish. He opened his mouth wide, spraying flame and torching everything in its path. When he opened his eyes, he was amazed to see Darian still standing there, unscathed by the flames. The Mage was gravely injured though. He could see the strain behind his eyes. He could smell the blood on him and it smelled… good. 
     Morphindinaetlus had many weapons. He was not an easy kill. He had two large horns on the top of his head that he used now. His used his head like a battering ram, trying to smash the Mage into pieces. Ignoring the pain in his leg, Darian danced out of the way. But as he did so, his bruised leg gave out and he tumbled to the earth, leaving himself exposed. This time he could not move out of the way. The horns tore through the fabric of his pants, ripping his leg open and grating his hipbone, spraying blood everywhere. Darian was finished and he knew it, but he still had one spell left in him. 
     A thousand needles of pain struck the dragon, burrowing deep inside. He heard the beast howl in pain and rage, but it seemed from far away. He was losing consciousness. Then he heard shouts and cries, the twang of bowstring and the clash of steel. He opened his eyes to see the Knights of Shorlan along with the Gor Li’ Khan and the forest elves battling Morphindinaetlus. 
     “Lorin, Loganthar, to me!” cried Kyler, spotting the crumpled form of his friend. “Darian, drink this,” Kyler urged, as he slowly poured a healing potion down the Mage’s throat.  
     The two elven Mages came running and Lorin’s heart fell at the sight of the torn and bloodied mess that was the powerful Darian. The pool of blood surrounding the Mage did not give Lorin much hope, but he would do everything in his power. Lorin went right to work, but Darian grabbed his wrist, letting his hand fall on a pouch tied to his waist. The Orb of Healing! Lorin was aghast. Did Darian trust him enough to use it or was it because he knew he was close to death and this was all that could save him? He decided it did not matter. He withdrew it and began to sing to it, letting the power build. As Lorin worked, Loganthar and Kyler protected them. 
     Tansher led the Knights in an attack, javelin and sword leading the way. The beast’s thick, scaly hide protected him from most of the attacks. But that damn silvery-blue haired elf got through his defenses. His sword bit deep and he spread his mighty wings, knocking them back. He lifted his massive bulk into the sky, flying off to lick his wounds as he torched the city in his flame.  
     Tansher approached Kyler. “Is he alright?” asked the leader of the Knights, looking at the grisly battle-torn square.  
     “He is seriously wounded. We don’t know the extent of the damage yet. Lorin is working on him now.” Tansher moved to see, but Kyler blocked his path. 
     “I am no threat,” soothed Tansher.  
     “Sorry Tansher, no one gets by me. I take no chances where he is concerned,” said the elf prince seriously.  
     “I understand. I meant well. Send word of his progress.” Tansher ordered the Knights to begin clean up and find out how the dragon got into the city. 
     Kyler heard shuffling sounds behind him and turned to find Nereina stumbling from behind her shelter. 
     “Nereina, are you alright?” asked Kyler. 
    “H-h-h-e-e w-was y-you,” she stuttered, quaking with fear. 
     “The dragon you mean? He looked like me?” asked Kyler. 
     “Y-y-yes.” 
     “Come here. It’s alright, he’s gone now,” said Kyler soothingly. 
     “W-will he b-be al-alright? I d-didn’t k-know h-he was a m-Mage of T-The Order.” She was in shock. Kyler removed his cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders. She put her hand on his chest and wept, all the emotion coming out in a torrent.  
     “Tansher!” Kyler called. The Knight turned at the sound of his name and came running.  
     “She saw the whole thing. She said Morphindinaetlus looked like me. He has the power to polymorph. This is how he did not draw attention. Darian must have known and attacked him. When she calms down, you may question her, but right now she is in shock,” said Kyler, holding her protectively.  
     “Did that elf ever find you?” The perplexed expression on Kyler’s face spoke volumes.  
     “One of my Knights just told me that this morning a lone elf gained access to the city. He said he had become separated from you in the snowstorm and that you thought him dead.” 
     “That must have been Morphindinaetlus. All my elves are with me. He can change his appearance; I don’t know how often. But I do know he’s used my face before.”  
     “He seems to have taken a personal disliking to you two, why?” 
     “I wish I knew. I need to get her back to her room.”  
     Tansher watched him release her into the care of one of the Gor Li’ Khan. He refused to leave the Mage’s side. Kyler knew more than he would say. How much more? What was his connection to the Mage and why was he so protective? A Mage of The Order had no friends. And yet… 
     However unlikely it was, they had a strong relationship. Elves usually stayed together. Once in a while, they made friends with humans, even took one as a lover. Shenna knew he had a time or two himself. But a Mage and an elf as friends? Strange was not even close to describing the relationship. Tansher concentrated on the tasks before him, putting the oddity behind him. 
    
     Rohn did everything he could not to come face to face with Kyler. He was not yet ready to see his sister. Not yet.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan and the forest elves made their way back to Kyler. 
     “Kryndale, I need you to see that Darian gets safely back to our room.” His eyes conveyed the trust he placed in Kryndale. 
     “I will see to it personally,” responded the Gor Li’ Khan leader. 
     “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Kyler replied gravely. Kryndale, Tryndil, Krayven and Kralkor lifted Darian gently, carrying him back to the Vale inn on a makeshift litter. Kyler checked on his elves. 
     “Is everyone alright? Tireniel, you look like you need a healing potion.” 
     “No. I’m fine. Save it for when we really need it.” 
     “Well, I’d say we’ve gotten as many supplies as we’ll get this trip. The wyrm destroyed the Market Square. Let us return to the Vale for a meal and a much needed drink.” 
    
     It was late afternoon when Darian awoke, alone in the room. He lay for several long moments before slowly sitting up. His head was clear and he felt like a new man. He checked his things to make sure they were all there. Satisfied, he went down to check on Nereina. He opened her door and locked it once he was inside. She lay on the bed, rolled into a ball. 
     “Nereina,” he said softly, as he approached the bed. She did not move and at first, he thought she might be asleep. He sat down on the edge of the bed and touched her arm. 
    “Nereina, I just wanted to see if you were okay. If you don’t want to see me, I understand.” He stood to go, but she grabbed his wrist. 
     “Please, hold me,” she said. He held her to him as he stroked her hair. “Will you come to me tonight?” 
     “If you wish it, I will.” 
     “I do,” she said, kissing him. 
    
     He went down to the common room for something to eat. At the sight of his friend up and about, Kyler beamed.  
     “What are you doing up already?” asked the elf prince. 
     “We have an appointment to keep.” 
     “You can’t seriously mean to go to the Wolfsbane. You’re not up to it. You need to rest,” said Kyler. 
     “We will keep that meeting. I need to know what they know, what they want.” 
     “Kryndale, I need the Gor Li’ Khan. I want you to shadow our every move in case things get ugly.” 
     “What about us, Kyler? Did you forget your own people?” asked Trighton. 
    “You should know better than to ask me such a ridiculous question,” Kyler admonished. “The Gor Li’ Khan can blend in with their surroundings. Have you forgotten? I need the rest of you to stay here, keep watch and let me know if anything happens.” 
     “Worry not Kyler. Tireniel and I will take care of it,” said the Elflord. Upon their return to the Vale, Lorin healed Tireniel as well before giving in to the exhaustion. He still had not yet risen. The Elflord signaled the serving girl and she made her way over to their table. 
     “What can I do for you?” she asked with a sweet smile. 
     “Our friend here is in need of a meal and a drink.” 
     “You must be the Mage everyone is talking about. I’ll make sure your meal is freshly  
  prepared,” she said with a wink. 
     “Thank you,” said Darian. After she’d gone, he continued. “Well, it seems I’ve managed to attract attention to us.”  
     “Not you, Morphindinaetlus,” said Kyler.  
     “It matters not. Now they know where we are. Where I am. We should leave tonight, after our meeting.” Kyler agreed with the wisdom of this decision. 
     “Where is Shaz?” asked the elf prince. Everyone shook their head or shrugged their shoulders. 
     “Do you wish for us to find him?” asked Asa. 
     “No. Do not waste valuable energy. Forget him. If he does not show up by the time we are to leave, then he will be left behind,” the elf prince ordered. No elf present argued on behalf of the bounty hunter. He was Ni’ Kulana. 
     Kyler and Darian set out for the Wolfsbane, the Gor Li’ Khan on their heels. It was two streets down from The Vale inn. The common room was full. As they entered, it grew quiet and all eyes were on them. They heard snatches of whispered conversation.  
     “That’s the Mage what took on the dragon by hisself,” said one man. 
     “Them elves’re real badasses…” from another. 
     “What could the dragon want with ‘em?” 
     They found Mordinian and the bard in the far left corner. So much for trying to be discreet. The crowd continued to stare at them. Then of a sudden, a drink flew out of one man’s hand. 
     “Hey! What’d you do that fer!” 
     “Huh?” asked the man next to him. The man who lost the drink punched the other in the mouth, which started a brawl. The Gor Li’ Khan formed an invisible wall around the table where Kyler sat.  
    “Quite a show today in the market,” said the thief. 
     “I knew we should have charged admission!” Darian said. 
      “He will never stop coming after you. You must know this. How are you even able to stand? From what I’ve heard, you were badly injured. Maybe even near death.” 
     “Can’t believe everything you hear. Let’s skip the pleasantries. What do you want?” asked Darian coldly. 
     “As I’ve said before, we’ve gone through much to find you. They paid us a large sum to make contact with you. Mortin was charged with the task of finding out what happened to you.” 
     “Why Mortin? He couldn’t find his way out of his wardrobe let alone find me,” said Darian scornfully. 
     “Ah, but find you he did,” said Torgyn. 
     “Nooo you dolt, Mordinian found me.” 
     “Yes, through Mortin,” replied the bard. 
     “Shhh. Do you hear that?” asked Darian. 
     “Hear what?” asked Torgyn, looking around. 
     “It’s your village, their idiot is missing,” said Darian.  
     Despite the gravity of the situation, Kyler and Mordinian burst out laughing. The Gor Li’ Khan did well to hide their laughter. The bard scowled.  
     “I’m glad you recognize that Mortin had nothing to do with our skill in finding you.” 
     “Skill, huh? You two were within an elbow’s reach of me in the high grass when the dragon flew overhead and you never knew,” Darian replied in a scathing tone. 
     “Alright, we needed to find you because Aganor is desperate. He needs you to return to Mogan Dar.” 
     “Why would Aganor resort to a thief and a bard to locate me?” 
     “He does not know who to trust. That is all I was told.” 
     “No matter. I’ve already spoken to him. I’d say that absolves you of your duty and you may go your merry way,” said the Mage, starting to rise. 
     “Please, wait. We would travel with you.” 
     “Why?” asked Kyler. 
     “I can gain access to many places and can disarm any kind of trap. He can play many instruments and can sing.” 
     “That’s it? That’s all you got?” asked Darian disdainfully.  
     “What my companion is trying to say is that we already have someone who can do these things. Why would we need you two?” asked Kyler. 
     “I have learned magic spells. I can play any song you can name or I will learn it. I can bolster your men during battle. I can make your enemies fall asleep and I can lend you strength through song,” said the Bard.  
     “We will follow you anyway, if you say no,” said the thief.  
     “My companion and I must discuss this,” said the Mage. 
     “We will give you space,” said the thief.  
     “No need,” said Kyler. Their confusion only turned to open astonishment when they could see the Mage and the elf communicating without words. 
     “What do you think? Do you think he is capable of following us?” sent the elf. 
     “Yes, I do. He has an enchanted necklace. With this, he can track us and I think he probably will. What I don’t know is why they are so interested in us.” 
     “Right. So, what do we do? Should we let them come along?” asked Kyler. 
     “For now, I think it best. At least we can keep an eye on them.” 
    “Agreed,” Kyler nodded. 
     “Alright, you may come. I will go with you to The Serpent’s Kiss. While you gather your things, I will collect the dwarves and we will leave at once,” said Kyler, ignoring the surprised looks that the elf knew where they were staying. 
     “I will get everyone together and wait for you to return.” Half the Gor Li’ Khan went with Kyler and the other half with Darian. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     The Dark Mage severed the connection with the dragon as he paced in his chambers at Piri-Tuma. So, they were in Al-Dan-Tir. Well, they wouldn’t be for long. Darian was too smart for that. His son was clever, strong and powerful. He was everything a Mage of The Order should be. Too bad he had to die. He could not allow him to live. He needed the young Mage’s staff. With that, he would be virtually unstoppable.  
     That damn dragon failed again in bringing down Darian. At least they’d managed to injure each other. The elves that accompanied Kyler were strong and loyal. He’d hated to let them all go but he wanted the staff, and it was the only way. His son would lead him to it.  
     Darian was still a novice when the Dark Mage learned of their relation. This was against Order law. No Mage was allowed to know which offspring was theirs and no Mage knew their biological donors. The Order was their family. Trembliss was an excellent host. She should be. She was the daughter of the first Shivvendari-elf union. She was the original Breeder. 
     He watched Darian grow and quickly advance in their ranks. He saw how the others despised him. He watched as their hatred turned to fear as Darian’s power grew.  
     Mastery of the mystical arts was easy for Darian. He should have felt pride at his son’s accomplishments, but all he felt was urgency. He could not wait until Darian was granted a staff so he could pry it from his cold dead fingers and use it to bring down the accursed Order. How he hated those pompous asses! They did not understand what true power was.  
     The Order and their lame tests! It would all be for naught. They thought themselves so clever. To be made to cast a spell during an orgasm, what was the point? All that did was ruin the orgasm. It did not prove you were any cleverer or stronger than the others were.  
     All the Mages did was gorge themselves on women, and Darian was no exception. All the girls wanted a piece of him. He did his best to make them all happy, at least in the beginning. As he rose through the ranks, he picked out favorites and the rest fell by the wayside. Then he chose two regulars, but when he released them, taking only Gayla, that angered everyone. It was certainly within his right and this only made them angrier.  
     Well, soon Darian would not have to worry about who to make happy anymore. Soon, he thought. Soon all his ambitions would come to fruition. He wanted to see the look in the young Mage’s eyes when he finally realized there was nothing he could do. He wanted to watch as the dragon drained his magic and thus his life force. He smiled as he thought of the death of the most powerful Mage The Order had ever seen. 
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     Despite the late hour, the spirits of the company were high. They were all ready to be back on the road and were all lost in their own thoughts for a while.  
    
     Nereina had not put up a fight when Darian insisted that she drink his foul-smelling concoction. Even after everything she’d been witness to, she would still do anything for him. He wanted to hold her, to comfort her, but he had no time now. He cast a spell to erase her memory of him. When she woke, she would not remember his touch or the way they made love. She would not remember how badly she wanted to be with him, always. When Tansher Morningstar came to question her, she would not be much help. Alas, that’s the way it must be.  
     How had Morphindinaetlus known he was here? He knew it was the enchanted necklace, but he did not know how… yet. He would try to study it and see if he could find anything out about it. Darian did not believe in dumb luck. The Dark Mage must know his exact location. It was the only explanation that made sense. 
   None of his companions seemed pleased with the two additions they’d picked up. The elves remained stone-faced and withdrawn. Even Shaz seemed perturbed, probably because he had to compete to be the most hated now. Darian smiled to himself. They seemed much alike, the thief and the bounty hunter. No wonder why he despised them both. 
  The night was dark, the clouds obscuring the moon making it difficult to see. The cold  
  night air was frigid and harsh and held the scent of ice and snow. Kyler was lost in thought, holding Nephraete’s hand as they walked. He could sense her dismay at the thief and the bard joining them. He was not happy about it either, but he trusted the Mage. They’d been friends for a long time now and he knew Darian’s judgment was sound.  
     Nephraete looked up at him and smiled. He could see the change in her as she looked at him. He wondered how he could’ve been so blind to what was so obvious to him now. He felt at peace with himself and his love for the seer. He was glad she was here. He briefly wondered how her father would feel about their relationship. 
     He felt sorry for Kryndale. He’d left his homeland, no small thing for an elf, crossing dangerous country only to find that his love was unrequited. Kyler could see the pain in Kryndale’s eyes when ‘ere he looked upon the seer. However, he remained loyal to Kyler in spite of his love for Nephraete. He was an elf after all.   
     The Gor Li’ Khan’s worth had already been proven. They were a valuable asset and he wondered why they chose to serve Kiri A’ Nouell instead of Kaleika Bay. He did not wish to offend them, but he was curious.      
     To switch allegiance so easily… What would prevent them from going back to Thelarki? He had no answers to these questions, but if he were to find out, he must ask Kryndale and risk offending him. Were the answers important enough for such risk? Nephraete might know… Did Kryndale wish to remain in Kiri A’ Nouell so he could be close to her? The thought deeply unsettled him.  
   
     Lorin felt weak. He had given everything into saving Darian. The Mage had been close to death. His lung was punctured, three ribs were broken, one leg was badly bruised and his hip and other leg torn open. How the hell could he still cast spells like that? He was amazed that Darian was awake already.  
     Chamlen walked close by in case the elven mage needed him. Lorin did not like the thief and the bard and did not understand why Kyler and Darian would allow them to accompany their group. Lorin trusted Darian and Kyler implicitly and they must have their reasons. It was not up to him to question their decisions. He was just a mage, a soldier in the elven army that answered to Galavad and in turn, Kyler. He would never betray Kyler’s trust in him.  
    The dwarves grumbled in low tones, probably for the same two reasons. The elf mage  
  was glad they’d found each other. The night was cold and dark and they had a long way to go.  
    
     Kiel and Tireniel gripped their daggers tightly as they eyed their new companions. Then from out of nowhere, Calisha appeared walking beside them. The look in his eyes spoke volumes.  
     When he looked upon Nephraete however, his face softened and his disposition relaxed. If Kiel did not know better, he would swear Calisha loved Nephraete. As quickly as the moment had come, it was gone, his face becoming smooth and expressionless once more.  
     Calisha often came and went, silent as death. Where he would go, though, was a mystery to all except for maybe Nephraete. It was apparent to all that they had a history. Their lives were intertwined. That could not be easy for Kyler to accept. He appeared not to let it bother him, for what choice did he have? 
    
     Mordinian and Torgyn Ro kept quiet and alert. They were placed in the middle of the company so the elves could keep a close watch on them. They intended none of them any harm, though they did not expect to be trusted right away.  
     Even when they captured Rohn and Koryn, they did not harm them. Yes, he threatened Rohn, but had no intention of going through with it. He’d been desperate to find Darian. It wasn’t because of Mortin. No. As Darian had eloquently put it, he was a pathetic loser. No, his interest was personal. Why did The Order go to such great lengths for secrecy? Why did they search so desperately for Darian? Why had Darian left Mogan Dar? Did he ever plan on returning? He burned with the need for answers to these questions.  
     After a time, Torgyn began to sing a song of an ancient battle and the elves quickly joined in. The bard had a pure, strong voice, making their differences easier to forget for the moment. Torgyn’s deft fingers wove in a spell of respite to wash away their tiredness.  
     Tynuviel, Nephraete and Tryllia danced, bringing a smile to the men’s faces. Calisha remained quietly alert. They stopped at dawn for a brief rest and a short meal. Then they were off once more.  
     They did not stop again until late afternoon. This time they set up camp at a place chosen by Stryker. Snow covered the ground and they were forced to clear the area without Darian or Lorin’s help. They did not want to attract any undue attention. The ground was flat and even, coarse grasses covered the earth. 
     They were all exhausted, but Lorin and Darian did not even eat. They wrapped themselves in their blankets and were soon in Ru Nay’ Sha. The previous days’ events had taken a toll on both of them. Loganthar quickly went to work placing the protective wards.  
    Chamlen lit more than one fire due to the increased size of their company. After the evening meal was consumed, Torgyn took out his violin and began to play, a tale of two young lovers. Kryndale and Nephraete sang as they danced, acting out the events. When the song was over, he looked longingly at her as she returned to Kyler’s side. 
 Trighton watched Tynuviel and Tireniel, his eyes hard. Why did Kyler not stop their  
  foolishness? He was angry, hurt and… What did it matter anyway? When they returned to Kiri A’ Nouell, he would just find someone else. She was not worth the trouble. Well… he thought, at least Darian doesn’t have her either.  
     In the morning, they broke camp and began their journey once more. So the days passed until one morning the winter chill had formed a layer of ice on the rocks. They had finally reached Thunder Peak.  
     The dwarven guard gave a hearty shout and the dwarves returned it enthusiastically. Another dwarf entered the tunnels to alert the king that the waiting was over, the elves had come at last.  
     The dwarves worked the stone well. The walls were worn and smooth and had dwarven symbols carved into it. But how did such little people do such great things? How did they reach so high? For the ceiling was worked smooth as well.  
     The company followed without comment through tunnels where the ceilings were more than ten feet high, a comfortable height for all. When they reached the king’s audience chamber, they all let out a collective gasp. The audience chamber had high, vaulted ceilings. Stone statues of all the clan’s kings stood guard over the audience hall. In the center was Thundergarde the Stout, the dwarven god. 
     When they reached the throne, they all went to one knee in respect for the king. Branson Thundershield rose and came to greet them.  
     “By the goddess! Yer a welcome sight,” he roared, clasping the lead elf’s hand. 
     “Your highness, I am Kyler Brighton of Kiri A’ Nouell. I have come in accordance with the Monarch’s wishes. We’ve seen some trouble and I’m sorry we’re late,” Kyler said respectfully.  
     “Bah! Ye call me Branson, boy. So, you are Galavad’s youngest, eh? Blessed by the goddess ye are,” he said with a laugh. “Ye sure have some seedy characters in yer company,” whispered the dwarf king.  
     “Apologies, it is a long story. One we rescued from the goblins, the other two we picked up in Al-Dan-Tir. They sought us out and we felt it a safer course to keep an eye on them,” Kyler said, smoothly switching to dwarvish. Branson hid his surprise that the young elf knew his tongue.  
    “Understood me boy. We’ll keep a sharp eye on ‘em while yer here,” said the dwarf in  
  his ancestor’s speech. Kyler introduced them all and Branson showed no emotion on his face. He appreciated the elf prince’s candor.            
     “Bannikker has been sent to prepare yer rooms. Yer travel has been long and arduous. Rest fer awhile, fer tonight we feast. Bannikker will come git ye ‘afore.” 
    “Our thanks, good dwarf,” Kyler replied, his smile genuine. Bannikker came to lead  
  them deeper into the tunnels to the sleeping quarters. They were given one whole corridor, rooms on each side. The doors were thick wood reinforced with mithril. A testament to dwarven craftsmanship as they were a perfect fit. The rooms were spacious, warm and bright. Each room had a fireplace and the fire was already going. Bannikker left them so they could settle in.  
     Tynuviel threw her things on the bed, looking around. She did not unpack; she didn’t think they’d be here that long. She hadn’t spoken to Darian since… that day in Al-Dan-Tir. It seemed so long ago.  
     She did not understand. She was no fool. She knew he still loved her. So what was the problem? She wanted to talk to him. To hear his reasons, to understand. She did not think he would see her though. She wouldn’t know for sure unless she tried. She wasn’t even sure it was such a good idea. All she was sure about was that she loved him desperately and would risk The Order’s ire. She stepped into the corridor, quietly making her way to the Mage’s door and softly knocked. A moment later, he opened the door. He was bare to the waist and his face was unreadable.  
    “Tynuviel, what are you doing here?” he asked, afraid he already knew.  
     “Can’t we talk, please?” she pleaded.  
     “I thought I made myself clear,” he said gruffly.  
     “Clear to you maybe. Not to me. Can I please come in?”  
     He swung the door wide to admit her, bolting it in place when she was inside. 
    “Ty, this isn’t wise and you know it. What more is there to say? What else could you possibly want?” he asked harshly.  
     “Darian, I know you still care for me. I don’t understand you. One minute you’re committed to finding a way for us, the next you’re telling me it’s over.” 
     She came to him, but for every step she took toward him, he took one away from her. He cursed as she backed him into the bed. She reached out to touch his face, running her small hands over his smooth, unblemished skin, stroking him as he groaned. He brushed her lips with his as she gently eased him down. He kissed her, holding her tightly as he ran his hands down her body. In one fluid motion, he had her on her back.  
     He stood, trying to clear his mind. Takasha! How she made it so easy. She sat up, pulling him atop her. How he wished he could go through with it, but he knew he could not. She wrapped her legs around his waist, reveling in his hardness that spread heat from her core throughout her body. She felt so good and he felt his control slipping. He kissed her passionately, undoing her blouse as she undid his breeches, touching his hot skin. 
     “Ty, we just can’t do this,” he said in a strained voice as he moved away from the bed. 
     “Why not? I know you want to as badly as I.” 
     “The Order. I am a Mage first and foremost. I must follow the rules.” 
     “Mhmmm. And do those rules include bedding Nereina?” she asked hotly. “Why are you not afraid of those repercussions?” 
     “Because I care nothing for her! If they found out about you… Those are risks I will not take.”  
     “I’m not sure how to take that. You don’t care if she dies, but you can’t tolerate my death? Who’s to say they’d ever find out?” she asked. “Maybe they wouldn’t be opposed. After all, I’m an elf, not a human.” 
     “Even if they accepted our relationship, there are other risks involved. Things you’ve no idea of.” 
     “Like…” she replied, not letting him off the hook this time. 
     “Well for one, a child. If we go through with this and you get pregnant, what of the child?” he asked slyly. 
     “What do you mean?” she asked guardedly. 
     “Do you honestly think The Order will allow a child, my child to remain with you? No! They will demand it be brought to Mogan Dar to become a Mage.” This was something she had never considered.  
     “What if it was a girl?” she asked, feeling sick to her stomach.  
     “Believe me, you don’t want to know.” 
     “Darian tell me please; I need to know.” He sighed heavily.  
     “You’re not going to like the answer. If it was a girl, The Order would still demand the babe.” 
     “But why? I thought only males could be Mages.” 
     “This is true. But who better to sire a child of a Mage…” 
     “Than a child of a Mage.” She finished for him. She reeled, almost losing her grip on consciousness. “The Breeders…” she trailed off.  
    “Are the female offspring of Mages,” he finished for her. 
     “Have you been to the Breeders?” she asked, afraid.  
     “No. I was supposed to go, but I left instead. Do you now understand why I can’t get involved with you? Upon my return to Mogan Dar, they will force me to go to the Breeders.” 
     “But… You could protect us. You could keep us safe,” she said, feeling lost. She knew she was losing him and nothing she could do would change it. She knew her words were hopelessly desperate even as she voiced them aloud.  
     “I am a Mage of The Order, sworn to uphold the laws.” 
     “What if we never have a child?” Tynuviel asked, growing desperate. “As I’m sure you’re  
  aware, we elf females choose when to have a child. The male is merely the donor.”  
     “I would still have to go to the Breeders. They would never allow so powerful a Mage the choice to not sire a child. I cannot do that to you. I have more love and respect for you than that. And don’t try to tell me that you’d be okay with it. I don’t want this life for you. You deserve better and Tireniel will give it to you. In time, you’ll forget your love for me. It will be hard, I know, but there is no other way,” he said in a resigned tone. 
     She nodded imperceptibly, walking toward the door. She hesitated, and then left quietly without looking back. He closed the door, deeply regretting the look in her eyes. He knew he’d hurt her yet again. 
     Now she understood. It was finally clear to her. Now his actions, his words… she understood everything. She did not want to be alone. She went to Tireniel. She knocked softly, hoping he was not resting yet. He opened the door. When he saw her, he knew there was something wrong. 
     “Ty, come in. What’s wrong? What’s happened?” he asked as he bolted the door. She put her finger to his lips. 
   “Shhh. No questions.” She kissed him then and he no longer thought of anything else but her. Much later, they lay, limbs entwined, deep in Ru Nay’ Sha. 
    
     Calisha would not leave Nephraete’s side. She felt safer with him near. He held her tightly as she drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha. He stroked her hair and she snuggled closer to him. He had no doubt had they remained in Kaleika Bay that they would be lovers. That was one reason he pushed her to leave. Not that the thought of making love to her repulsed him. On the contrary. She was beautiful and sensuous, but he was a creature of Faerie. He knew she was meant for so much more. He did not lie when he told her if he wanted her, he would take her. He was ancient, possessed of magic quite different from the elves. He cared deeply for her and would not do such a thing.  
     She had finally found happiness with Kyler. She could let the memories of her former life slip ghost-like into the past where they belonged. If Thelarki or the Gor Li’ Khan tried to take her back, he would kill them all.  
     He heard a soft knock on her door. Gently disengaging himself from her so as not to wake her, he opened the door to see the elven prince just as he’d expected.  
     “Calisha, what are you doing here? Where’s Nephraete?” he was surprised to see the Crebellan in Nephraete’s room. Surprised and more than a little jealous.  
     “Nephraete is resting, Kyler. She asked me to stay with her. She did not want to be alone.” He stepped out into the corridor, softly closing the door so they could speak.  
     “Kyler, I know my presence here upsets you, but I assure you I am no threat. Her heart belongs to you. We are bonded for life so I will always be near, but there is nothing between us. You have nothing to fear from me.” Kyler nodded, hating himself for what he’d been feeling.  
    “I’m sorry Calisha. I didn’t mean…” 
     “It’s okay. I understand how you must feel, how this must look. This is why T Ama’ Ro take their Crebellan as their lover. Had we stayed, I’ve no doubt she would have taken me, but I pushed her to leave. Because she shares everything with me, I knew of the visions and of her growing feelings for you. I know my presence makes things awkward, but I promise not to interfere. When you want to be alone, I will give you privacy.” 
     “Thank you, Calisha. I’m sorry.” He returned to his room feeling a little better, and laid down to rest for a while. 
    
     Mordinian paced the floor. He was not yet tired. Darian made him turn the necklace over as a condition of their joining the company. This he did grudgingly. He knew he had to gain their trust. He wondered how Mortin had come by it. For its creation was surely beyond that one.  
     Mortin told him the Mage he sought was dangerous and unpredictable. He saw none of this in Darian. He wondered anew why Darian was on his own and why The Order tried so hard to get him to return. Maybe once they saw they could trust him, he would ask. The Mage did not speak often. When he did, it was mostly to Kyler.  
     He wondered if Kyler knew the answers to his questions. If he did, he wouldn’t tell. Their relationship was peculiar. Very few Mages left Mogan Dar except in times of war. There was a slim possibility that Darian just liked to travel, but the thief trusted his instincts. There was something bigger going on here. He could feel it.  
     He’d already searched the room. There was nothing out of place. Nothing of interest. He would see what he could learn at dinner. He lay down and was soon sound asleep.  
    
     Torgyn was excited. He couldn’t believe he was in Thunder Peak. He would be having dinner with the dwarf king! He knew he would love traveling with the elves. He imagined all he could learn. The places he would see; the spells he could learn. He wondered briefly if he would be allowed to enter Kiri A’ Nouell. He was sure they could teach him songs and stories that he did not know. The elves were timeless.  
     The elves in Kyler’s company guarded him and the thief, though they seemed friendly enough. He could understand their disposition though. Sometimes he felt the same around Mordinian. He hoped they would lighten up. He went to bed then. It was a long road and he knew not where it would lead. 
     Bannikker came to get them just before supper. He led them to the dining hall where large chairs were set up for Kyler and company. The only dwarves seated at the table were Stryker’s detachment and Branson Thundershield.  
     “Ah, there ye be. Sit’n enjoy me table,” said Branson.  
     “Our thanks,” replied Kyler, taking a seat after helping Nephraete. Calisha sat next to the seer while Darian sat next to Kyler. Shaz sat across from the Mage. Tireniel and Tynuviel sat next to Shaz and the Gor Li’ Khan and the rest of the elves sat together. Mordinian and Torgyn Ro were surrounded by elves and dwarves all watching them.  
     Darian did not look in Tynuviel’s direction. He concentrated on Kyler, Nephraete and the food before them. There was food and ale aplenty, but to Nephraete’s dismay, no wine or juice. She did not like ale, so she left hers untouched. The Mage pulled a bottle of juice from his Shryvven and poured the seer a cup. She smiled at him gratefully.  
     “Ye telled me ye ran into some trouble on yer way,” said Branson to Kyler.  
     “Yes we did. The goblins and fire dwarves are working together. We helped a farming community just east of Mishkalan. They burned their crops and many homes, but we were able to run them off. Branson, there was a Dorgansi there as well and one attacked my home while I was away,” stated Kyler.  
    “Bah! Goblin’s n’ fire dwarves!” the king spat venomously. “What the blazes is a Dorgansi doin’ here? Thought they were banished.” 
     “They were, but apparently, someone has the power to free them. This same someone controls Morphindinaetlus as well,” said Darian, entering the conversation cautiously.  
     “What’re ye sayin’ Mage?” asked the king. It took a while for Darian to respond, gauging how much he should say. They deserved to know the truth.  
     “A Dark Mage. I know not his identity. I know he is after me for my staff and he will stop at nothing to get it. At all costs, we must not let this happen. If he should get it, he will be virtually unstoppable.”     
     He shot a look at Mordinian, who sat next to Stryker. The thief did well to hide his surprise. He knew the Mage was telling the truth. He had nothing to gain by lying. He felt another piece to the puzzle that was the rogue Mage click silently into place.  
     “A Dark Mage ye say, eh? What do we do? What’s the best defense…? Darian, isn’t it?” asked Branson.  
     “Yes. With your permission, I will construct a gate. It would take me a couple weeks to create, but when I’m done, travel for the elves and dwarves would be greatly reduced. Kyler, get a message to your father to see if it’s acceptable to him as well.” 
     “Right,” said Kyler.  
     “Ye kin do this?” asked the dwarf king.  
     “Yes,” said Darian without elaborating.  
     “An’ where would ye put the thing?” asked Branson.  
     “Wherever you like,” answered the Mage, taking a deep drink from his tankard.  
     “Where do ye thinks best?” asked the king. 
     “After the meal we can walk and decide the best location,” said the Mage.  
     “The Monarch said that would be welcome indeed. He said the location he’d leave up to you. He trusts your judgment,” said the elf prince. Upon hearing this, Branson’s opinion of the young Mage rose considerably. This was not a light statement coming from the king of the elves. 
   When the meal was over, Darian, Kyler, Kryndale and Branson went to look for the perfect spot. The rest of the company was free to roam about, but eyes followed the thief and the bard wherever they went. 
     “What’s to stop anyone from usin’ this gate? Will it be safe?” asked Branson concernedly.  
     “It will be safe, dwarf king,” said Darian lightly. “I will weave in a certain phrase or password. Without it, the gate will not operate. I will also instruct the gate who is allowed to pass and who is not. Like goblins or fire dwarves, should they learn the password, however unlikely, they would be burned to ash to even attempt it,” said Darian confidently. 
     “I like ye boy. It sounds complicated.” 
     “It is. It’s extremely complex and time consuming. It will take me at least one full day just to prepare the proper spells.”  
     “What ‘ere ye need, ye be havin’ it.” 
     “My thanks,” Darian said sincerely.  
     “What about me throne room? Can ye put the thing there?” asked the king. 
     “I wouldn’t recommend it Branson. I would rather put it somewhere secure and easily defended. Somewhere small and out of the way. A Pantry or larder would do nicely.”  
     “What about the one in Kiri A’ Nouell?” asked Kyler.  
     “I was thinking the council room. It’s small enough and it is always guarded,” answered Darian.  
     “How will you do it?” asked Kyler. 
     “Not to worry, my friend. That’s part of the creation. I can create it from here through this one.” 
    “You want a drink?” asked the Mage once their business with Branson was complete. 
     “I would love one,” responded Kyler.  
     “C’mon then, elf. I’ve got some Nykessa in my room.” 
     “You’ve been holding out on me?” 
     “Desperate times, my friend.” They both laughed. 
     “So, what’s going on? With you and my sister, I mean.” 
     “Kyler, it’s a long story.” 
     “I’ve got time,” responded Kyler as they sat, drinks in hand.  
     “Here’s the thing. Even if The Order would allow our relationship, if she conceived a child they would demand it to be returned to Mogan Dar. They would never allow a child of a Mage of The Order to remain anywhere else,” The Mage said soberly. 
     “To be honest Darian, I’d never thought of that. I guess everything you’ve done makes a strange kind of sense. Could you keep your relationship secret?” 
     “I could try I guess, but if they ever found out…That’s a chance I’m not willing to take. Besides, I would still have to go to the Breeders.” 
     “The Breeders?” asked Kyler, prompting the Mage to elaborate.  
     “Yes. Every powerful Mage is sent there to breed. In this way, our power structure is complete. I cannot put her through this kind of life. I love her and respect her. I’ve hurt her enough, now it’s time to let her go. It’s the best I can do for her. It’s the right thing to do,” he said softly.  
     “I think you should know, Tireniel plans to ask father for her hand if you haven’t made a move by the time this is over.” Shock filled the Mage’s eyes and suddenly he did not seem as certain as he had only moments before. Kyler hated to tell him, but felt he should know. 
     “Well, maybe that’s best. This is no life for her. How could I do it to her after everything I’ve already put her through? I could not ask her to accept this. I know in the beginning she may not mind. She’d tell me as long as she can be with me, that’s all that matters. In the beginning, it would be enough. After a while, she would be openly jealous and angry, hostile even. I would be unable to do anything. I must go to the Breeders when they tell me to. Kyler, the truth is, that’s why I left. I could not stand the thought of it. The Dark Mage just made my decision easier. Upon my return, I’ll be forced to keep my appointment. Maybe that’s best as well. The sooner my life returns to normal, the better. Then maybe I can finally get your sister off my mind.”  
     “Is that really what you want?” asked Kyler. 
     “You know it’s not. My life is just too damn complicated.” Kyler wondered if Darian would stay in Mogan Dar or if he would continue to travel with him. He didn’t want Darian to leave. He didn’t realize how much his friendship meant to him. Now the threat of losing it… 
     “Darian, may I ask you something? It’s been bugging me for a while now.” 
     “Sure, ask away,” Darian said, mildly amused. 
     “Why did you sleep with Nereina? By everything you’ve told me, that’s against Order  
  law as well,” said Kyler slyly. Darian sighed before responding. 
     “In part, I was rebelling. I knew I couldn’t have Ty and Nereina was more than willing, so I took advantage of her offer.” 
     “I’ve never seen you like this before,” said the elf. 
     “You should have seen me in Mogan Dar, Kyler. I am a man who is used to getting what I want when I want it. I’ve always had beautiful women fawning over me, eager to please me. I was happy in Mogan Dar. What man wouldn’t be? Then I began to get bored. I grew restless. I began to understand that there were dark forces at work. I knew someone was after me. I knew it was a fellow Mage of The Order. They’ve always despised me for my talents and success. This was something more sinister. I could feel it. I took my things and I left, never looking back. I figured Kiri A’ Nouell a good destination because they’ve never been able to break through the magical barrier.” 
    “Do you mean that they’ve tried?” asked Kyler, aghast. 
     “You know they have. Not to worry, they won’t either. I took the liberty of adding some things when I arrived. Even if I do go back, I won’t stay. Only long enough to do what I must, and then I will return if that’s okay. I enjoy our travels and don’t want to give that up. Kyler, I’m really glad we’re friends.” 
     He could see the immediate relief in his friend’s eyes and he was glad that the elf didn’t want him to leave. Not yet at least. Only time would tell if their friendship could withstand what was coming. 
     “Me too, Darian. I guess I understand those peculiar stares we always get when we travel. A Mage doesn’t have friends, do they?” 
     “No. Believe me, if they thought they could, they would have tried to kill me already. Well, tried harder I should say. They’ve already tried at least once or twice.” 
     “What? Isn’t that against Order law?” asked Kyler, confused. 
     “Of course, but they would not look too hard into the matter, either. Some of it is to be expected. Often silently encouraged.” 
     “I don’t know how you survived there that long.”  
     “At the time, that’s all I knew. If you think Shaz is in a cutthroat business…” 
     “Do they allow visitors? Like merchants and travelers?” asked Kyler. 
     “Yes, in certain places, but guarded. If found elsewhere, they are brought immediately to Piri-Tuma where they meet their demise,” said Darian with a half-smile. 
     “I have to be honest Darian, I’m surprised you’re being so open with me.” 
     “We’ve known each other a long time, Kyler. I owe you honesty. I owe you answers to some questions. Trust me, if you touch on a sensitive subject, you’ll know.” 
     “Alright, why Gayla. Why can you be with her?” 
     “The Order prides itself on the female companionship they provide the Mages with. The girls are brought in at a young age from surrounding villages and sometimes from the cities. The Order removes their reproductive organs because humans are not good hosts. Most of the subjects died in childbirth. The apprentices do not get female companionship. Novices get one visit a month. Journeymen get one visit every two weeks. A master gets one visit per week. And a full Mage gets what he wants whenever he wants it. So, if I want five girls at once, I get it.”  
     “What’s the difference between a master and a full Mage?” 
     “Ah,” Darian said, smiling. “A full Mage has passed the Test and earned his staff. Outsiders cannot tell the difference and they confuse us easily. They call us all Mages but we’re not. We’re all at different levels.” 
     “So what about Mortin? What’s his rank?” asked Kyler, trying to get as much information as he could from his oft-cagey friend.  
     “Mortin is right where he was when I became an apprentice; a journeyman,” said Darian contemptuously.  
     “Darian, how long did it take you to become a Mage?” 
     “About one hundred fifty years or so. Most are still apprentices or novices by this time.” Kyler did not know how to respond. 
     “Why is it that Morphindinaetlus has a personal vendetta against you?” asked the elf, suspecting he already knew the answer. 
     “More wine?” asked Darian, deflecting. 
     “It’s the Orb of Healing, isn’t it?” asked the sly elf, holding up his glass for a refill. Darian did not let any emotion show on his face. 
     “You sure are a curious one, aren’t you?” asked the Mage finally. 
    “I suspected, but was not sure until now. How did you steal it?” 
     “That was a personal test of mine. A test, as you can see, that I passed.” 
     “How did the dragon come to possess it?” asked the elf. 
     “He is a long-lived creature. He has seen the birth and death of many civilizations,” was all the explanation Darian gave him. Kyler knew at once that he’d touched a nerve. 
    “How did you know Morphindinaetlus had it?” pushed Kyler, ignoring the black clouds swirling in his friend’s eyes. 
     “This I cannot tell you. I would like you to stay by my side while I create this gate. It will take a lot out of me. I will be weak, drained and tired. I need someone who I trust completely to watch my back.” 
    “Sure, whatever you need, my friend. Darian, how many Mages could make a gate such  
  as you will attempt?” 
     “Not many, to be sure and none that I know.” 
     “Are you sure it’s a good idea?” asked Kyler, concerned for the Mage’s well-being. 
     “It will save us weeks and weeks of travel. The faster we can get back, the better. The more time we’ll have to plan our next moves.” Kyler could not argue with Darian, it made sense.  
     Much later, Darian lay in bed alone preparing the spells he would need to begin work tomorrow. He did not tell the elf of the risks that creating a gate had. Kyler was a good friend and he would probably try to stop him. Besides, Darian was strong and capable. His attention to detail was unsurpassed. He slipped into Ru Nay’ Sha with the spells he needed to memorize swirling around in his sub-consciousness. 
     After supper, the thief returned to his room to contemplate what he’d learned. He knew the Mage was talking directly to him. Though they did not know this yet, Kyler and company had nothing to fear from him. He was not working with the Dark Mage. He didn’t even know who it was. He suspected Mortin knew more than he let on, though. This was something he needed to discuss with the Mage as soon as possible. There had been little opportunity as Darian kept his distance. They’d agreed to let him and Torgyn come along as long as he turned over the enchanted necklace to Darian. He was fairly certain the Mage destroyed it. That’s what he would have done if their positions were reversed. After all, Darian was no idiot. 
     Kryndale insisted on taking the room next to Kyler to better protect him should the need arise. He knew this had upset some of the forest elves, but he didn’t care. The Gor Li’ Khan were better suited to the task. Kyler understood this. They all would come to the same conclusion. Whether they did or not was of no consequence to him. He lay awake for a while contemplating the long road that brought him here. Had he known the truth of the seer’s affections, would he still have made the arduous journey? 
     How long would he have remained a prisoner under Thelarki’s yoke? The things the Gor Li’ Khan had been made to do under his reign were despicable. They left a bad taste in his mouth, which salt and soda could not remove no matter how hard he scrubbed.  
    To abandon his land and his people was an alarming idea. He believed he chose the right course. Galavad was a caring, compassionate ruler. The apple did not fall far from the tree as could be seen with the Monarch’s son Kyler.  
     The Mage perplexed him though. He acted like none he’d ever met. The risks he took with his strange behavior Kryndale could not comprehend. Why would he risk The Order’s ire for one night of meaningless passion? If he didn’t know better, he would think the Mage was rebelling. That just did not happen. The Order had strict rules and laws that the Mages followed without question. Well, until now it would seem.  
   
  Calisha held Nephraete close as he stroked her hair. She snuggled closer to him. She always felt safe when she was with him. They shared a deep connection because they were bonded at her birth. She could not imagine her life without him. He sang to her softly in elvish and his words made her heart weep with joy. She drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha listening to his melodious voice. 
    
     Morning came and Darian rose early, ready to begin. He made his way to the larder, Kyler in tow. Kyler could not help his friend, but lent his support. If there were anything Darian needed, he would get it. The elf remained quiet, not wanting to disturb the Mage’s concentration.  
     Darian began the first set of spells. At first, Kyler noticed no changes. After a while, he witnessed a shadow in the form of a doorway beginning to appear. Lorin appeared, offering his services. 
     “Darian, it would be an honor if I could help you.” At first, Darian remained quiet, as if he was sizing the elf up. Then he merely nodded, going back to work.  
     “I’m going to tie off this Weave here and I need you to hold this one open,” he said passing off the Weave to Lorin.  
     “Right,” answered Lorin matter-of-factly, stepping right in and holding the Magical Weave. Loganthar entered soon after, offering his services as well. This would definitely be easier with their help.  
     “Ah, yer up early. If there’s anythin’ ye need, ye just need to tell me,” said the dwarf king.  
     “Our thanks,” answered Kyler. He noticed beads of sweat begin to form on the elven mages’ foreheads. Darian remained calm and cool as always.  
     When they broke for lunch, Kyler could see the strain behind his friend’s eyes. He was not sure how much longer the Mage could keep going. He dared not speak his concerns; he knew Darian was aware of his limits.  
     After a ten-day, dwarf and elf runes began to appear intermingled around the frame.  
  The elven mages’ respect for Darian had grown in the past two weeks. The gate was simply beyond either one of them. Yet Darian commanded it. His control of the magic was impressive. He willed it into being almost through sheer force of determination. They’d never witnessed anything like it.  
     “Lorin, hold the Weave here,” Darian pointed. “I need to tie it off over here. Loganthar, hold tight now. It’s going to reverberate a little.” Loganthar nodded, but was not prepared for the force of it. He was knocked back, barely able to hold on to the Weave. Darian pressed harder, grunting with the effort. Loganthar’s link with the magic bucked violently, and then conformed to the will of the Mage of The Order.  
     “I think that will be all for today.” Darian looked at his two brave helpers. If they’d understood the danger, would they still have helped? “Thank you both. I could manage myself, but I really appreciate your help. It makes it much easier on me,” Darian admitted. 
     “It is an honor to work with you. I would love to learn from you,” Loganthar stated. 
     “Yes Darian, me too,” said Lorin. Darian nodded, but did not respond. He made his way to his room, collapsing on the bed and drifting quickly into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
     His mind wandered over the course of events that had brought him here to this time and place. He missed Gayla’s charms. He knew she must be worried. He had not warned her that he might be absent for weeks at a time now. His tower would keep her safe. No Mage knew of the tower’s existence; let alone how to find it. It was heavily warded and enchanted and when things were used up, they automatically replenished. 
     The last time he tried tutoring someone, they ended up dying in spite of everything. He was hesitant about repeating his past failures and mistakes. He drifted soundlessly through the darkest blackness.  
    Images became clear to him. Goblins, orcs and Morphindinaetlus. They were coming… Coming here! He sat up, sweat dampening his brow. A soft knock on his door… He rose to see who beckoned. It was Kyler. 
     “Are you alright? We missed you at supper,” he looked concerned.  
     “I’m fine, just a bit tired. C’mon in, we need to talk.”  
     “What is it?” asked Kyler worriedly.  
     “They’re coming. We must go to Branson and prepare.” 
     “What are you talking about? Who’s coming?” 
     “Morphindinaetlus, with a host of goblins and orcs.” Kyler did not doubt it. They went to the dwarf king to prepare for battle.  
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     “Are ye sure?” the king asked. 
     “Aye,” the Mage responded. Branson called for Stryker, Dain and Kibblewolf to begin setting traps outside their mountain fortress while others began trapping the inside in case they broke through. 
     The dwarf king never asked how they knew. He just accepted the news. He hoped they had enough warning to be able to complete their preparations.  
     He admired the young Mage’s skill and composure and valued his battle tactics. He’d been watching how he commanded the magic and how the others struggled to help him. Who was this Mage? The Order must be very proud. There was definitely something about him… He had charisma. He was compelling, strong, decisive and extremely clever. Everything a Mage of The Order should be. 
     They were secretive he knew, but he wondered what this one’s story was. He’d bet it was anything but bland. Branson bade Darian to go rest and prepare. For a moment, it seemed he might object, but finally he nodded, silently retreating. 
    Once in his room, he did not lay down right away. He laid out the things he would need, his Shryvven, Mage ring and others. Only then did he retrieve his spellbook to study it. He  
  replaced the gate spells with more appropriate ones for the days to come.  
     He sighed heavily. This was entirely his fault. He put everyone in danger just by being here. He removed his shirt, hanging it on the bedpost. He was about to remove the rest when he heard a soft knock outside. When he opened the door, he was truly surprised at his visitor.  
     “Nephraete, what are you doing here?”  
     It took her a moment to respond as her eyes feasted on his glistening, half naked body. She imagined how it would feel to have his strong arms wrapped tightly around her. Unbidden came the memory of their heated kiss and how his tongue danced with hers in perfect harmony. She noticed his breeches were undone, yet they managed to hug his hips in the most delicious way. She felt herself blush and when she looked up at him, he was smirking. Damn him! She thought with a vehemence she did not feel. 
     “May I come in?” she asked softly.  
     “Of course, sorry,” he replied, without a trace of remorse. “I wasn’t expecting to see you. What can I do for you?” he asked, as he seated himself at the table. 
     “Darian, this is not your fault. I can feel your raw emotion… sometimes. Things happen every day that are out of our control. I just don’t want you going off on your own again. That’s not the answer.” She tried not to stare at his bare chest, but failed miserably. His body was finely chiseled and honed to perfection. Darian was a good-looking man and he knew it. She knew this amused him to no end. 
    “Nephraete, what did you come here for, really?” he asked with a sly smile.  
     “What are you implying?” she asked. “I am being sincere while you jest. No one here lays blame at your feet. The burden you carry is not yours alone. It is for all who call you friend.” The Mage’s visage softened at her words. 
     “Thank you Nephraete. You have a soothing manner about you. Kyler is lucky to have one such as you.” 
     “What about you?” she asked daringly. 
     “What about me?” he asked cautiously. 
     “What about your happiness? What about Tynuviel’s?” he blew an exasperated breath. 
     “Nephraete.” By his tone, she knew she’d hit a nerve.  
     “I don’t have time for this now. Besides, we’ve been over this more times than I care to remember. There is no room for Tynuviel in my life. It’s going against everything I am, everything… I must rest now to prepare my spells. That is, unless you had something more revealing in mind?” he said, his tone absent of humor.  
     “Are you ever serious?” she asked as she left. He watched her walk away, admiring the alluring sway of her hips. He smiled to himself; she did not realize how serious he’d been. 
     They attacked just before dawn when the night was deepest. Morphindinaetlus flew overhead, screeching to alert the horde following behind that he’d found their enemies. The dwarves were a cunning foe; their mountain home was a fortress. It would not be breeched without heavy bloodshed on both sides. Goblins and orcs were plentiful enough. Surely more plentiful than dwarves.  
     Heedless of the impending danger, the orcs and goblins ran blindly into the first of many clever traps. A big brutish-looking orc tripped over a piece of wood wedged in the rock. The force of his fall knocked the wedge loose, causing rocks of all shapes and sizes to tumble down the sheer rock wall, burying whatever was in its way. Their screams were lost in the huge crash. On they came, their fear forgotten with their hated enemy so close.  
     The dwarves were ready for them as both armies met with a terrible crash. The dwarves howled angrily, meeting the rush with a mighty chop of war hammer and double-bladed axe with bone-crunching force.  
     The dragon brought many of the foul wretched beasts, but the dwarf line held through the initial onslaught. The dwarves fought with a light in their eye and a bounce in their step. They had a Mage of The Order on their side. 
     Darian stood high above the battleground on a rock outcrop, choosing his targets carefully because his magic would spare his comrades no mercy. When it was safe to do so, he threw a lightning blast into the nearest group of orcs, scattering them. Several lay dead. The rest ran around trying desperately to cool their smoking hide. They snarled at the hated Mage, but he was beyond their reach for now.  
     Lorin and Loganthar remained with Darian. Together they would be a force to be reckoned with, though their strength in the magical arts was nowhere near what Darian’s was. His composure and concentration had lethal results and they admired him for it.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan blended into their enemies’ ranks, killing without compunction. Most times their targets never knew what happened. The look of surprise or confusion fueled the assassin’s desire for blood. It had been a long time since they had killed righteously. Bloodshed was in their very nature. What they trained for since birth. Killing was instinctual to them. They felt nothing for their victims. These creatures were evil, therefore deserving of death. They were happy to oblige.  
     The forest elves stayed above the battleground as well, firing deadly waves of arrows that bit into the enemies’ flanks. They surrounded Kyler, keeping him near the back. The prince of Kiri A’ Nouell would not die this day. Not on Asa’s watch. He commanded the rest under authority of Kyler. Asa was strong and capable and Kyler was glad he was here.  
    Krayven took out his special arrows, choosing his next very carefully. He saw a tight  
  group pushing forward, trampling some of their own to get to the dwarves. He let the arrow fly straight into the middle of the group. It struck with a burst of flame, wiping them out completely. 
     Calisha remained with Nephraete inside where he could keep her safe. He knew she worried for Kyler’s safety, but she could do nothing for him. Although Kyler had been training her with a blade, she was not good enough to do battle yet.  
     “Do not worry, Nephraete. Kyler will be alright. He has trained for battle since his birth. He is a fine warrior and he has many loyal elves with him. They will protect him with their very lives if necessary.”  
     “I know. Thank you for remaining with me, Cal.” 
     “It is my duty. I would never leave you.” 
     “Still, your presence is comforting to me. At least I have someone to talk to. If I were alone right now, I’d be beside myself.” Calisha crossed the room, taking her into his arms. He held her close for long moments before releasing her. Suddenly, the walls shook from some force unbeknownst to them. Calisha had a good idea what it was.  
     Outside, dawn came and went. The sun refused to shine, as if it too despised the dragon’s forces. They kept coming no matter what the dwarven army threw at them.  
     The battlefield was littered with countless goblin and orc dead, but there were dwarves as well. Mordinian did his part by using his sneak attack on those who got to close. Torgyn stayed behind them playing his lute to bolster them during battle. The dwarves sang along as they chopped down their enemies. Torgyn seemed to be helping the best he could, he was not a fighter after all.  
     Darian chose his targets carefully. He saw a tight knot of big orcs pressing forward and decided these would do nicely. He spoke the words to his next spell, releasing the magic with a practiced ease that comes from doing it so long. A huge fireball struck its target, burning them alive where they stood. The orcs behind them skidded to a halt. One spotted the Mage on the rock shelf and launched a heavy spear. The Mage did not even see the flying missile. His attention was elsewhere. The orc’s aim was true; it flew straight for Darian’s heart. Tynuviel cried out a warning, but he would not be able to react in time. The missile struck the shield surrounding the Mage and blue-white sparks lit the dull day. A cheer went up from the dwarven army. None of them had seen Morphindinaetlus since he led his army here. They knew their luck would not hold out much longer.  
     The mages were weary, and only Darian masked it well. He pointed his left index finger at a group of goblins and his Mage ring came to life. The symbols lit up with purple light, shooting out to immolate the goblins instantly, transferring their life energy directly into Darian. He gasped, throwing his head back as he absorbed their life force.  
     “Darian, are you alright?” asked Lorin. 
     “Yes… I am,” he responded in an odd tone. Neither Lorin nor Loganthar had any idea how Darian could go for so long without growing tired. They both had been resting more frequently, but not Darian. His command of the magic was as strong and sure as when they first began. Never had they seen a Mage as strong as he.  
     They both had been wondering exactly why he left Mogan Dar. That was a rarity in itself, then to befriend Kyler… His was a complex story they were sure, but they respected him, even more so recently.  
     He pulled his staff free, commanding it to full height. He swept it before him, blue fire racing toward the goblin ranks, disintegrating them on contact. A frenzied howl broke from their lips, turning quickly to hatred, their eyes burning red. Darian only laughed, striking out with his staff once more, turning them to ash.  
    The dragon appeared on the horizon, quickly growing in size. He howled angrily at the defenders on the battleground, freezing the blood in their veins. Spotting the elven archers, he circled once, breathing a fiery blast to make them all perish. But his most hated enemy thwarted him.  
     Darian commanded his staff to protect the elves and it did so, blocking the wyrm’s flames with a sheer wall of ice. This gave Lorin the precious time he needed to cast a shield around them. Tynuviel watched Darian closely. It was plain to see she loved him, worry and affection battling for control in her eyes. 
     Morphindinaetlus roared angrily, pretending not to notice the female elf watching his hated enemy. Interesting, he thought. He could use this against that rogue bastard. He was sure Darian had feelings for her as well even though Order law forbade it. He would be happy indeed to carry out their punishment.  
     He swooped high into the air, folding his wings back, racing toward Darian. His hot breath enveloped the shield completely. Using his huge bulk, he rammed into the shield. Each time the shield held. Angrily the dragon flew off again, this time diving for the battlefield. The dwarves hit the ground, throwing up their shields for protection.  
     Darian roared, aiming his staff for the dwarven army. Once again, the staff protected them. The wyrm screeched in rage, flying for his hated enemy. Darian pointed his staff at the dragon, uttering an arcane phrase that sent a powerful blast of energy at the dragon. It hit the beast in the chest, powerful enough that it knocked him off balance, sending the beast careening out of control to crash into the mountainside. Out of sorts, the dragon tumbled down the rocky slope, bumping and sliding painfully on the jagged rocks.  
     Gathering its wits, the dragon launched itself into the air. Morphindinaetlus made one  
  more pass over the battlefield, screeching in anger. He blew a gout of flame, torching many of his own army. He was so angry, he didn’t care. There were plenty more where they came from. He flew off to Ancient Mountain. That damn Mage hurt him more than he cared to admit. He needed to heal. He needed time to think. 
     Soon after the dragon’s departure, his army went into full retreat. It seemed without Morphindinaetlus, his army would not hold. The dwarves bit deep into their retreating flanks. Elven arrows took out scores of them. The mages could do no more this day. The battle had seriously depleted their energy. 
    
     The Gor Li’ Khan flowed through the enemy ranks, killing anything in their path. They enjoyed this kind of battle. These creatures were evil beyond doubt. They were doing Corillia a favor by eliminating them. They were grateful to Kyler, for he gave them a chance at redemption.  
     They did their best to stay beyond the range of Darian and his lethal magic. They knew their comrades could not see them, so they started numerous fights amongst the enemy. It wasn’t long before they began turning on each other. The Gor Li’ Khan moved on deeper behind the enemy lines.  
     Then the mighty dragon reappeared. They witnessed the deadly attack on the mages. They watched as Darian protected them, in awe of his power. They saw how he knocked the dragon off balance. Kryndale became concerned, ordering them to find cover before it was too late. Moments later, Morphindinaetlus flew over his own army, blasting them with unforgiving flames.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan leader hoped they all got to safety. The enemy began a full retreat. He took out as many fleeing enemies as he could. 
    
     “Gor Li’ Khan!” Kyler shouted. Everyone was worried about them. With the frenzied battle over, they realized they had not seen the elven assassins for some time.  
     “Gor Li’ Khan, to me!” Kyler shouted again, scrambling down from his position. The dwarves already began building huge bonfires to burn the enemy dead. They gently lifted their kin, making a line back to the door, passing the dead to be interred. The elven prince was frantic, searching the battleground for any sign. Asa came up behind him. 
    “Kyler, stop. If indeed they’re out there, we’ll find them. C’mon, let’s get inside.” 
     “No! I have to find them. Gor Li’ Khan, to me!” he shouted, pulling away from Asa. 
     “Kyler this is no way…” But the words died in his throat. Out of the dust and smoke, the Gor Li’ Khan reappeared. At first, it was as if they were transparent, maybe a trick of the light and smoke. Kyler ran to greet them.  
     “We heard your call,” Kryndale said.  
     “Thank Shenna you’re safe,” Kyler responded, embracing them. They were not used to such treatment. Thelarki never seemed to care whether they made it back alive or not. It only reinforced their decision to serve Kiri A’ Nouell.  
     “Aye, we are safe thanks to Kryndale,” said Tryndil. “He sensed the dragon’s approach and commanded us to find shelter. If not for his quick thinking, who can say.”  
     “I must tell the Monarch what’s happened.” Kyler quickly sent the message, and then began helping the dwarves with the cleanup. This was new to the Gor Li’ Khan, Thelarki never got his hands dirty. He commanded others. He rarely did things for himself. Things were definitely better here.  
     Lorin and Loganthar were simply exhausted. They just could not do anymore. Darian sent them inside to rest, then came to lend what aid he could. Kyler clasped his hand in thanks. All eyes were on them. Branson made his way to Darian, shaking his hand warmly. 
     “Me n’ me kin’s thanks. I’m guessin’ things woulda’ turned out badly without ye. I won’t forget what ye done,” Branson said soberly. 
     “My pleasure. I’m glad we were here to help.” The Mage neglected to mention that they attacked because of his presence.  
     They worked past the sunset until Branson finally called for them to halt the work. It was just too dark and they were all tired. 
     As they entered the halls, Nephraete ran into Kyler’s arms, hugging him tight. “Thank Shenna you’re safe. I was so worried,” she whispered into his ear. In answer, he kissed her softly. 
     “I’m fine, Nephraete. Asa made sure I would be safe. It’s alright,” he said, kissing her again. After washing up, they met for supper in the large dining hall.  
     “Well, I think we can all agree that we have not seen the last of that wicked beast,” said Darian.  
     “He seems not to be likin’ ye much,” responded Stryker.  
     “He went right fer ye coupla’ times,” added Kibblewolf.  
     “Thanks to Delvishan, he did not succeed. We must be on our guard these next days, they may return. As for Morphindinaetlus, I think I hurt him more than he cared to admit,” said the Mage. 
     “Let us hope so,” said Kyler. The rest of the conversation over supper concentrated on battle plans should the army return. Afterwards, they retired early. It had been a long day for them all. 
     Over the past weeks, Darian thought often of Gayla. He knew she would be worried, though she would never say it. He knew she loved him desperately. By this admission alone, The Order would demand her death. He could never carry out her punishment, nor would he let anyone else. He felt responsible for her. He was the only one who ever took an interest in her and he really cared about what happened to her.         
     He decided he would go home tonight to be with her. He packed his haversack, opened a gate and stepped into his tower. He wanted to surprise her, so as quietly as he could, he made his way to their bedroom. She was softly humming to herself as she folded the clothes. He often told her that she didn’t have to work. He had spells to do menial labor, but she insisted that she didn’t mind. It gave her something to do, especially when he wasn’t around. Which was often. She was so beautiful; he stood there for several moments just watching her. Quietly, so as not to alert her he got behind her.  
    “Gayla,” he whispered in her ear. She jumped, turning around swiftly.         
     “Darian! Where have you been? I’ve been so worried,” she cried, throwing her arms around his neck. He gestured and the clothes she had been folding were put neatly away. He took her into his arms and just held her.  
     “I’m sorry. I know I’ve been gone a long time. I never meant to worry you. How have you been? Are you okay?” she looked at him oddly.  
     “What?” he asked.  
     “It’s not like you to show such concern. Are you okay?” she asked seriously.  
     “I’m fine. Just glad to be home.” 
     “Are you hungry?” she asked. 
     “Starving,” he said, his tone sultry. He kissed her softly, stroking her hair. She leaned into him, loving the way he felt. He eased her down to the bed, pushing her dress up past her hips. She sighed softly. She’d missed him. Much later, she lay on his chest, his fingers entwined in her hair. 
     She deserved happiness and love. To be loved by the man she loved. It was the least he could do. It would make her so happy. After all, what did it matter? He could not be with Tynuviel. Gayla was here; she was sexy, sultry, and beautiful and did anything he wanted. She snuggled closer to him, which made him smile.  
     “I love you so much, Darian,” she blurted without thinking. He held his breath for a moment before responding. Was he doing the right thing? On the other hand, how much worse could things get? 
     “I love you too,” he almost choked on the words.  
     “Yeah right,” she laughed bitterly. “Don’t patronize me Darian, I know better. You don’t love me, you never have.” She sounded so sad. 
    “Does this feel like I’m lying?” he asked as he kissed her. He put everything into his kiss,  
  every thought, emotion and feeling he’d ever had for Tynuviel. Maybe over time he could fall in love with her. Tears of joy leaked from her eyes and he felt sick inside, instantly regretting the words. 
     “I’ve got something for you,” he said, rising from the bed.  
     He padded naked to his study to retrieve the items. He handed her a small cloth bundle. She had such a beautiful smile. She unwrapped the parcel, giving a squeal of delight at the contents. A small crystal rose that looked almost real, so painstaking was the detail. The second item was a bottle of perfume.  
     “Oh Darian! Thank you. You always know what to get me. I love them both.” In answer, he kissed her.  
     “Gayla, I don’t want us to be apart anymore. From now on, when it’s safe to do so, I want you by my side.”  
     “What about your friends?” 
     “What about them? They’ll accept you. Nephraete likes you.”   
     “I know Tynuviel will not,” she replied slyly.  
     “How do you know her?” he asked, feeling slightly alarmed.  
    “In Mogan Dar when I came to find you, I met Kyler and Tynuviel. I know she loves you and will be very jealous.” She remembered how he’d called Tynuviel’s name all night and she pretended not to know who it was.  
     “She is with Tireniel now. I doubt she’d care.” He felt a pang of guilt at the lie. He still loved her…  
     After all the hardship and pain in Gayla’s life, did she not deserve to be loved? It was The Order’s fault she was here. She almost died because of them. Darian did not believe in coincidences. He felt Delvishan must be at work here. Of all the rooms to be brought to that fateful night, it had been his. Of all the nights his regular girls were “sick,” it was the same night. At least he could heal her pain. Tynuviel’s eyes would haunt him all his days. 
    “What about The Order Darian? Will you ever return?” 
     “The Order can never find out. You know the punishment. I will not return until I defeat whoever is after me. He’s there in Piri-Tuma waiting for me.”  
     “Is that the real reason why you left?” 
     “Gayla,” the warning in his voice was unmistakable. 
     “Sorry,” she said softly. 
     “There are still boundaries,” he gently rebuked her.  
     “I understand,” she said, but he could hear the hurt in her voice. He changed the subject  
  and they talked long into the night. 
     He woke early, bathed and dressed. He hugged Gayla as he kissed her softly. She did not want to let him go, but knew she had no choice. 
     “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
     “I love you,” she called, but he never turned around. Then he was gone. She was so happy. He told her he loved her! It was unthinkable. Finally, she would know happiness. He wanted to be with her. It was a dream come true for her.  
     Since her early days in Mogan Dar, she had known nothing but pain and abuse. The first happiness she felt was the night she was sent to Darian’s room. She’d been a broken, bleeding mess and he took her in, healed her and now against all odds he was in love with her. This was the best moment of her life.  
     She thought of Tynuviel. Something about Darian’s story didn’t sound right. A woman in love did not give up that easily. Especially where Darian Brade was concerned. He said Tynuviel was with someone else, but Gayla did not know how she felt about seeing her again. Would there be a confrontation? How would Darian react? Despite her trepidation, she was excited about being with Darian more. She wondered how Kyler would feel about them. He’d been kind to her then. She wondered if he still would be.  
     Darian stepped from the gate into his room in the dwarven stronghold. He felt ill at ease with his big mouth. He knew he made Gayla happier than she’d ever been, but at what cost to him? He cared for her, he really did, but he most certainly did not love her. In spite of everything, he smiled to himself. At least Gayla’s tears were tears of joy. 
     Tireniel had better know how lucky he was. If he ever made Tynuviel cry… He had his nerve to think such a thing when that’s all he’d ever managed to do. 
      He knelt down beside his bed and for one of the few times in his life, he prayed fervently to Delvishan for help. He meditated, deep in prayer. He needed the god’s help. So deep in prayer was he that he did not hear Kyler knocking on his door. When he opened his eyes, he saw the elf standing there, looking at him curiously and cursed under his breath.  
     “Darian, is everything alright?” Kyler felt slightly alarmed. He’d never seen Darian deep in prayer before. Come to think of it, he’d never seen his friend pray at all. Darian rarely even mentioned Delvishan’s name. 
     “Not quite Kyler,” said Darian, feeling slightly abashed.  
     “What’s wrong?” Kyler asked concerned. He could tell immediately that it was serious by his friend’s lost composure. That almost never happened. Before answering, the Mage went to the door, bolting it in place. He was pacing back and forth, giving Kyler a deep sense of foreboding.  
    “I’ve really done it this time Kyler. What was I thinking? At the time, I thought it was  
  the right thing to do. But… But now… I’m not so sure. I…” he trailed off as he continued to pace.  
    “Darian, what is it? What’s happened?” asked Kyler. 
     “I… I told Gayla that I loved her.” 
     “What? Darian… do you?” asked Kyler aghast. 
     “No. Of course not. I knew she would be worried so I went home last night. I feel sorry for her. I know she loves me. She deserves someone who loves her. She’s been through hell since she came to Mogan Dar. I’m the only one who’s ever cared about her. We made love, she told me she loved me and before I knew it, I told her I loved her too. She didn’t believe me so I convinced her. She was so happy she cried.” Darian finished in a rush.  
     “What are you going to do?” Kyler asked, speechless. 
     “I don’t know. But that’s not all.” 
     “What? There’s more?” asked Kyler, feeling sick.  
     “I told her I didn’t want to be away from her anymore. That when it was safe, I would bring her to be by my side.” 
     “Darian, what were you thinking? Are you really going to?” 
     “I’m a man of my word. Besides, Tynuviel is with Tireniel now. She needs to move on.” 
     “Is that what you’re doing with Gayla? Trying to move on?” 
     “Look, all I know is, she cried tears of joy. All I ever manage to do with Tynuviel is hurt her.” 
     “What do you think seeing you with Gayla will do to her? 
     “I know. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to do, Kyler.” 
     “Is that why you were praying?” asked the elf. “In all the time we’ve known each other Darian, that’s the first time I’ve ever seen you pray. You rarely ever call on his name.” 
     “Kyler, you know I still love Tynuviel. I always will. I was praying for help to find a way for us to be together.” 
     “What about Gayla, then?”  
     Darian blew an exasperated breath. “I cannot make everyone happy it would seem. My first and only love is Ty. It’s always been her. If there were ever a chance… I will do whatever it takes.” 
     “I came by to let you know we’re going to finish cleaning up today. If you’re not up to it, I’m sure they’ll understand.”  
     “C’mon my friend. Let’s finish so I can complete the gate and we can go home,” the Mage said. 
     “You think of Kiri A’ Nouell as home?” asked Kyler with a smile.  
    “Actually, yes. You’re there, Ty’s there. Everyone I care about is there. You’re my best  
  friend Kyler. My only friend. My home is where you are.” Kyler beamed.  
     “I feel the same Darian. I was really worried the other day. I thought for sure you would go back to Mogan Dar. I couldn’t imagine traveling without you.”  
     “I would never let that happen. You’re stuck with me,” said the Mage, feeling much more relieved since he told Kyler everything. A budding idea tickled his subconscious.  
     “Won’t they make you return at some point?” asked Kyler.  
     “That’s why I was praying. I need help. I don’t want to return to Mogan Dar. Not even after I find out the identity of the Dark Mage. I do not intend to keep my appointment with the Breeders. I do intend to come up with something concerning your sister and me.” 
     “Gayla will only make that situation worse, I fear.” 
     “I know. Tell me Kyler, how do you honestly feel? Should I let her go or fight for her?” asked Darian seriously.  
    “Only you can truly answer that. However, … I think despite all her pain, she would choose you over anyone Darian. Even if you decide to have Gayla in your life right now… If you came to her, told her you loved her and said you wanted to be with her, she would go with you. She might make you beg for a while and you would deserve it. But in the end, it’s always been you.” The Mage merely nodded. He could not refute the elf’s words. Begging would be the least he deserved. And he would do it for as long as she required.  
     “Thank you, Kyler. You’re a good friend.” Kyler nodded.  
     The rest of the day passed easily as they cleared the dead. Everyone was present so the work went much faster. They laughed and joked almost as if there were not a battle here just yesterday.  
     “You did good work yesterday, Mage. Thank you for saving us.” Darian looked up. 
     “You’re welcome Tynuviel. Your lover is anxious, you should go,” he said dismissively. 
     “Tireniel will be fine. After all, you are no danger to our relationship, are you?” she asked, her lips scant inches from his. 
     “No, I’m not. I told you before that I will not interfere.” 
     “I wish you would,” she said. Then she was gone. Back to Tireniel. Damn Tireniel. 
     “Hey Darian! Thanks for yesterday. Never got a chance to tell you,” said Asa, but Darian was not paying attention. His focus was on Tynuviel.  
     “She still loves you, but I guess you already know that.” 
     “Asa…I’m sorry… I was just…” Darian trailed off.  
     “Darian, it’s alright. I know this has been difficult. If there’s ever anything I can do to help, I will.” 
    “Thank you, Asa. I just might take you up on that offer,” replied the Mage. A plan  
  beginning to form in his mind. 
     “You better. Look, I got nothing against Tireniel. He’s a good elf and I know he’d take care of her. But you two are right for each other. You belong together. I don’t give a damn what The Order thinks.” 
     “Dangerous words elf. For the wrong ears. Whenever I look at her, I feel the same. I wish things were different Asa. I wish… a lot of things.” 
     Mordinian and Torgyn Ro helped under the watchful eyes of Branson Thundershield. The thief fought well during the battle and the bard lent what aid he could. Though the dwarf king wasn’t sure he believed that you could lend strength through song. It sounded like rubbish to him. 
   Darian made his way to the dwarf king. “Branson, would it be alright if I bring an extra guest to supper tonight?” asked the Mage. 
     “O’ course! Anythin’ ye want. We owe ye much. If not fer yer timely warnin’… Ye bring whoever ye want. Any friend o’ yers is a friend o’ mine. But how ye goin’ to bring someone who ain’t here already?”  
     “Mage,” he said, pointing at himself. “You are most generous, good dwarf. My sincere thanks. I will start on the gate again once we’re sure they will not return,” said Darian, excusing himself. 
     “What was that about?” asked Kyler as his friend approached. 
     “I was asking permission to bring Gayla tonight.” 
     “You’re going through with it then?” 
     “Yes. For now, anyway. If I did not, it would destroy her utterly. And I cannot let that happen,” Darian said protectively.  
     “How can you care for her so deeply yet not love her?” asked Kyler, baffled.  
     “I do not know. Ours is a complicated story.”  
    “I saw Tynuviel come over earlier. Is everything alright?” Kyler asked curiously.  
     “You were right, it seems. She told me she wanted me to interfere with her relationship with Tireniel.” 
     “And will you?” 
     “Of course not, not now anyway. My position is the same. I have nothing to offer her. I am confident that it will be shown to me.” 
     “Do not exclude me Darian,” Kyler warned. 
     “Have I ever?” Darian smiled his most winning smile. 
     “Hey. That only works on the ladies. It just makes me nauseous.” 
     “I have the feeling I’ll need all the help I can get. Asa offered to help as well.”  
     “Really?” asked Kyler, shocked.  
     “Yes. Really. I’ll tell you later.”  
     They finished just in time. Snow began to fall. Thick, white flakes quickly covering the ground. The wind picked up, blowing fiercely. It soon became a blizzard. Once they were all safe inside, the great stone doors were sealed tightly against the storm.  
     Back inside his room, Darian bolted the door, opened a gate and went to get Gayla. She was sitting in a chair reading a book. At his appearance, she put it down. He held his hands out for her. She grasped them tightly, letting him help her up. 
     “I’ve come for you. I want you to pack some things,” he said affectionately.  
     “I didn’t honestly expect you to come so soon,” she smiled. 
     “Am I not a man of my word?” he asked, kissing her on the cheek. “Now go pack. It’s almost supper time,” he said, patting her on her lovely ass.  
     She came back almost twenty minutes later. She took the magical haversack he’d left for her. She’d fixed her hair and she wore his favorite dress. She was so beautiful, sexy and captivating. He took the haversack from her, took her hand in his and opened a gate.  
     She was a little scared. She’d never been through a gate that she knew of. She was excited, nervous and apprehensive all at once. Before she could blink, they were there.  
     “Where are we Darian?” she asked, looking around.  
     “Thunder Peak, the dwarven stronghold.” He emptied her pack, putting her things beside his in the wardrobe. He crossed the room to her and kissed her softly. He lifted her dress to stroke her and she trembled at his touch. 
     “Darian,” she panted. “I don’t want to be messy for supper.” 
     “Shhh,” he whispered.  
     Lifting her easily, he put her back against the wall. He was so strong, holding her and supporting her weight as they made love. They finished washing just in time, for they were summoned for supper. She smoothed her dress out and made sure her hair was in place. Then she took his hand as he led her to the dining hall.  
      All eyes were on them as they walked into the huge room. When Tynuviel saw Gayla, her jaw clenched in anger. All the non-dwarf males openly stared at Gayla.  
     Except for Kyler, who was talking to Kibblewolf. He noticed how everyone else got quiet and he looked up, seeing the reason. Darian held the chair for her, and then seated himself next to Kyler. After the first awkward moments, they began to talk again.  
     Shaz ogled the girl that Darian brought in with him. So, he doesn’t like boys after all. That’s a relief. Where did he find her? Where had she come from? Damn could he pick ‘em. Darian had all the luck. Him and Kyler. Why couldn’t he find girls like that? She was young. She’d maybe seen twenty-one summers. The Mage played the part of a gentleman, holding the chair for her and serving her, and treating her with respect. He saw that Tynuviel was upset, her jaw clenched tightly shut.  
    Shaz had never seen Darian act like this. He just could not stop staring. She was so beautiful and sexy. He wanted her. He wanted to taste her, to make her cry for more. He would bend her like a pretzel. He would… the king of the dwarves rudely interrupted his train of thought.  
     “So Darian, who’s the lovely lass?” 
     “This is Gayla,” he introduced them all.  
  Tynuviel just ignored the whole thing. She stared at Darian with smoldering eyes. She saw Nephraete chatting easily with her, but Nephraete was so nice, she’d talk to anybody. Then, to her surprise and dismay, her own brothers began talking to her as well. Talking and laughing with that… that… Shal Na’ Daru! And it only made it worse that she was so damn beautiful. She could understand why he kept her close. She felt so betrayed. Tireniel put his arm around her, whispering in her ear. 
     “Are you alright? Tynuviel?” he asked.  
     “How could he bring her here Tireniel? Why?” 
     “I’m sorry Shan Ta’ Zi. At least you don’t have to be alone anymore.”  
     She smiled at him. He was so kind to her. He honestly loved her. She should feel lucky, honored even, to be with Tireniel. She looked into his eyes and saw the hurt that he tried so hard to hide. He could not hide it from her. She kissed him, letting her lips linger on his.  
     “I’m sorry Tireniel. I’m being so rude.” 
     “I understand. It’s okay; I knew what I was getting into. I guess it’s the major reason why I was so hesitant to get involved, but I’m glad we did. I wouldn’t change a thing except the pain in your eyes and your love for him.” He kissed her again.  
     “Gayla, I’m Asa. It’s nice to see you again. I’m Kyler and Tynuviel’s brother.” 
     “Nice to meet you under better circumstances.” 
     “I bet you feel pretty uncomfortable,” he said with a smile. 
     “Yes actually,” she replied, laughing.  
     “I can only imagine. Do you know anyone here besides Darian?” 
     “Yes. I met Kyler, Nephraete and Tynuviel.” 
     “It’s nice to see you again Gayla,” Kyler said, his face unreadable.  
     “You too, Kyler.” Darian stood to fill Gayla’s glass with Al-Dan-Tir blue wine, then filled Nephraete’s glass. 
     “I could kiss you Darian,” Nephraete whispered in relief.  
     “Not now in front of all these people. Later,” he whispered tantalizingly. He offered some to Tryllia, but she declined with a smile.  
     “It must be hard to stay alone for so long without knowing if Darian is alright and what he’s doing,” Kyler said to Gayla, ignoring Darian’s warning glare.  
     “Yes, it is. But it won’t be that way anymore,” Gayla smiled, squeezing her lover’s hand.  
     Nephraete could tell that Kyler’s offhand remark had made Darian angry, but she found it amusing. She felt sorry for Gayla because she could see she really did love Darian. Nephraete wondered how Gayla would react if she knew what he’d been up to in her absence. She knew the elves would not say a word, but she feared the bounty hunter would be happy to. She saw how he looked at Gayla. Like she was a piece of meat on his plate. He caught her looking and blew her a kiss. She did not let it show that it bothered her. Kyler had not noticed, so involved was he talking to Gayla.  
     However, Darian saw and made a mental note to talk to him later. He could embarrass him right now, but felt that was not the right way to go. He refilled the ladies’ glasses, winking at Nephraete. She smiled in thanks.  
    Darian was so thoughtful. If she didn’t know better, she would think he was flirting with her. He talked with her the whole night. Sometimes, he would touch her thigh, her arm or her hand. It was electrifying. His touch. He even touched her face, brushing stray strands of her silver hair behind her ear.  
     There was so much about Darian that she didn’t know. Lately, he was showing a side they’d never seen before. One minute he could be so coldly calculating. The next, warm, thoughtful and compassionate. He was incredibly sexy, handsome and charismatic. And he knew it. Oft times, he used it to get what he wanted. All types of women fell prey to Darian Brade. He used them, and then sent them on their way, forever changed.     
     Kryndale watched cautiously. He wanted to know who this beauty really was. The Mage’s behavior was getting out of control. Now it seemed he was moving on Nephraete. He flirted incessantly with her throughout dinner. Was Kyler blind? He was doing it right in front of the elven prince! Kyler must really trust the Mage. Kryndale wasn’t so sure he did.  
     They just did not bring their “entertainment” to the dinner table. Darian was much different, he could tell. Darian was a complicated individual with many hidden layers. He felt he should speak to the Mage, though he might not be anxious to hear the Gor Li’ Khan’s words. If The Order ever found out what the Mage was doing, there would be consequences, he knew. He would never turn him in of course. Despite their differences. Kyler would never forgive him if he did. He served Kiri A’ Nouell now, faithfully. Darian was a good man in spite of his carnal appetite, which was none of Kryndale’s business. 
     “So Gayla, I think I speak for a lot of us here. How do you know Darian?” asked Asa, pulling Kryndale from his thoughts. 
     “Oh, that is quite a long story which I will not get into,” she responded politely. 
     “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you,” replied Asa. 
     “It’s quite alright Asa. None taken,” Darian commented. “We go back a long time,” was all the answer they would get.  
     “So are you going to be traveling with us now?” he asked Gayla. 
     “Yes, sometimes I suppose,” she answered, glancing at Darian for direction. Not one of them at the table missed that look. It answered many unasked questions.  
     So, Darian is in charge, thought Asa. She must have no say. Why had he brought her here now and not before? Was Tireniel and Tynuviel’s relationship making him jealous? Did he bring Gayla only to make Tynuviel jealous? He didn’t understand the Mage’s motives. 
     Kyler knew he’d upset Darian. He didn’t really mean to, but felt his friend had it coming. In any case, Gayla was a beautiful, sensuous woman. What need did he have for all those others? He saw the look Darian shot his way, but he knew he was the only one who could get away talking to him like that. Darian would forgive him quickly, he always did. They could be honest with each other.  
     Once supper was concluded, Darian walked Gayla most of the way back to their room. Then he stopped her in the corridor. He leaned into her, kissing her tenderly.  
     “Our room is just down this hall. It’s the last room on the right. I’ll be back, but there’s something I must do.” He kissed her again, then went back the way he came. 
     Shaz had been watching them from around the corner. He saw Darian kiss her and how she melted. He overheard Darian tell her that he’d be back, but he didn’t say how long he’d be gone. He stepped out, walking casually. 
     “Do you need help…? Gayla right?” he said, trying to be charming, but failing miserably. 
    “No. I’m fine thanks,” said Gayla with a fake smile. 
     “Are you sure? A beautiful woman like you all alone can be dangerous.” 
     “Oh brother. Is that the best you’ve got?” she asked sarcastically. 
     “You want to see sweet thing? C’mon, my room is right here.” He grabbed her hand, pulling her to him. He tried to kiss her, but she turned her head. 
     “C’mon, what’s so special about Darian anyway? I’m a nice guy. I can be fun.” 
     “Let me go… Shaz right?” she remembered. 
     “Gayla, are you alright?” Asa asked. “Is Shaz bothering you?” 
     “I was trying to befriend her, but I guess she has enough friends,” he retorted. 
     “Yeah. Enough like you. Get back in your room before I tell Darian,” Asa warned, coming between them.  
     “Oh, I’m so scared,” Shaz retorted, mock biting his fingers. 
     “You’re such an ass. Ni’ Kulana. Shal Na’ Daru!” Asa spat.  
     “Oh yeah tough guy?” Shaz said, drawing his blade, but Asa only laughed. 
     “Takasha! What’s going on here? What’s gotten into you Shaz?” asked Kyler. “Asa, what’s going on?” 
     “I came upon him trying to seduce Gayla. He was holding her hand, trying to get her into his room. I don’t know why, for laughs maybe. It’s not like he could offer her anything else.” Gayla smiled at that. She liked Asa and Kyler.  
     “Why you son of a…” Shaz began, but before he knew it, Asa had disarmed him, cutting his chin in the process. Of course, the elf could have done it without an injury, but where’s the fun in that? 
     “Gayla, are you alright?” Kyler asked her. 
     “Yes, I’m fine. Asa came just in time.” 
     “Shaz get back to your room. Why do you persist in angering Darian and I?” 
     “I just wanted a little taste. I wouldn’t have hurt her. Why do you and Darian get all the beauties? You know Gayla, Darian doesn’t deserve your loyalty. He has his share of women behind your back. You think you’re the only one? You’re not that stupid, are you?” Shaz said mockingly. 
     “You men are all the same! If someone has something better than you do, you want it. You can’t stand to let a pretty girl go by without having some sick fantasy about her. You’re a disgusting pervert.” 
     “Fine. Fine,” he said, retreating into his room. 
     “Thank you, Asa. I’ll make sure she gets to her room.” Asa nodded and left. Kyler walked her down the hall to her room. 
     “Could you come in please? For just a moment?” she pleaded and Kyler had a pretty good idea why. Once she closed the door she turned to him, tears in her eyes and Kyler’s heart went out to her.  
     “Is it true? What Shaz said, is it true?” she asked. 
     “Gayla, Shaz is not worth getting upset over. He just says things to upset you. He doesn’t care who he hurts. Don’t believe him,” Kyler soothed. 
  “Darian is gone a lot. Sometimes for weeks at a time. He has plenty of opportunity. I mean, it’s not as if I’d know any different, being locked up in his tower. He’s handsome and he knows 
  it. I’m not the only woman who wants him. Please, be honest with me Kyler.” 
     “Gayla. What you’re talking about goes against Order law.” 
     “Yes, but so does our relationship.” 
     “Good point. Gayla, I’ve never seen Darian with another woman. We’ve been friends for a long time and I’ve only ever seen him with you.” She beamed. Kyler did not quite lie. He never saw Darian in his room with anyone. Heard maybe, but that was not the issue here. 
    “Thank you, Kyler. I must seem pretty pathetic. I get the feeling you don’t quite like me.” 
     “I’m sorry if I come across like that. I do like you, it’s just…” 
     “I know. Tynuviel loves Darian and that’s your sister.” She was very perceptive, but she did not know the whole story. 
     “I know you won’t tell. I know I can trust you. You’re Darian’s best friend.” 
     “I won’t say anything. I won’t tell Darian about tonight either. I’ll leave that up to you.”  
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     Nephraete was alone in her room, Calisha had not returned yet. She was just about to get undressed when there was a knock on her door.  
     “Oh Darian, come on in,” she said. “What can I do for you?” she asked, as she poured some juice. He gestured and the door bolted in place.  
     “Would you like some?” she asked. 
     “No, thank you,” he said. “I came to collect that kiss you promised at supper.” 
     “Oh Darian,” she said, laughing and touching his arm. “Why are you really here? Besides, I said I could kiss you not that I would.” 
     “Nephraete, I see the way you look at me. Your emotions are open to me. I know that I excite you. I know a part of you wants me…” he trailed off. 
     “Darian, I love Kyler. He’s your best friend. How could you live with yourself?” 
     “Oh, I’d live with myself just fine. Now, how about that kiss you promised me? If it makes you feel better, we can go from there. If you like the kiss… well… I’ll give you whatever you want.” 
     “Darian! How could you? Kyler trusts you. What are you doing here? You should be with Gayla. She loves you.” 
   “I know, but… Nephraete, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I should go.” She  
  rose to walk him to the door. He grasped her hand, turning her around, and before she knew what was happening, his lips were on hers, his tongue exciting her. The way he kissed her… So different from Kyler. She started to fight, but his grip was too strong. When he let her go, she slapped him across the face. 
     “So, how was it for you?” he asked glibly. She laughed, touching his red cheek. 
     “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have hit you so hard.” He took her small hand in his. 
     “Nephraete, if Kyler wasn’t my friend… I would make love to you right now.” 
     Nephraete stood there stunned for a moment. “What makes you think I’d allow it?” He smiled at her knowingly, kissing her again passionately. This time she did not slap him.  
    “I should go before…” he left it unsaid.  
     When he was gone, she bolted the door in place again. Did he somehow charm her? How did he get away with it? But she already knew.  
     Later, Calisha returned. The lock on the door did not even slow him down. He saw the troubled expression on the seer’s face. “Would you like to talk about it?” 
     “Calisha… I don’t understand what’s happening. Sometimes…” she trailed off, not knowing how to tell him. 
     “You speak of the attraction between you and the Mage?”  
     “Yes, how did you…?” 
     “Nephraete… I know much that I never let on. I think it’s his deep connection to you. After all, you are a beautiful, sensuous woman. He is not the only one who desires you. He is used to getting what he wants. With his rank in The Order, he’s allowed many rewards. One of which is female companionship whenever he wants. He is changing; as I’m sure you’ve felt. Day by day, he slips further away from us. We cannot allow it to happen.”  
     Later, he touched her lips where the Mage kissed her, watching over her as she lay in Ru Nay’ Sha. He would never let anything happen to her.     
     Darian made his way back to his room. On his way, he spotted Shaz. “Shaz, can I talk to you please?” 
     “What?” he groused. 
     “The women here are way out of your league. Leave them alone unless they approach you first as unlikely as that seems. Your lewd behavior is very degrading and it had better stop. Don’t let me catch you again.” 
  “You don’t own Corillia and you don’t own the women. Well, except for Gayla maybe.”  
     Darian moved so fast Shaz had no time to react. The Mage threw him up against the wall, his left arm on the bounty hunter’s neck. He was every bit as strong as he looked. Maybe more so.  
     “Did I make myself clear? Stick to your cheap whores. You’re perfect for each other.” Darian said, shoving him as he walked away. 
     Gayla lay curled up on the bed asleep; he kissed her softly, waking her up. 
     “Sorry. It took longer than I thought,” he went to kiss her again, but she turned away.  
     “Gayla, what’s wrong?” he asked. She’d never done that to him before. 
     “Darian, after you left, Shaz approached me. He told me you have quite the way with the ladies. He told me I’m not the only one in your life. Is this true?” she sounded afraid to hear the answer, but needed to know the truth.  
     “He what? That bastard! He’s such a weasel. He can’t get laid so he’s trying to ruin our relationship,” Darian said heatedly. “I should have broken his scrawny little neck!” 
     “Kyler said much the same thing. I just needed to hear it from you,” she whispered, kissing him softly. 
     “When did you talk to Kyler?” 
     “Well, Asa came upon me and Shaz. He came between us and then Kyler appeared.” She told him the whole story. He was thankful to Kyler for keeping his secrets. Now he felt guilty. Momentarily.  
     She kissed his bare chest, running her soft hands over his hot skin. She sat in his lap and his guilt melted away with the steady motion of her hips. She tossed her head back, spreading her fingers on his chest to brace herself. He put his hands on her hips, sighing in contentment.  
     He rolled her onto her back. The pleasure she felt was undeniable. She lost control, grabbing his hair. He kissed her to keep her from making too much noise.  
    He came out of Ru Nay’ Sha in the middle of the night. He knew Gayla was not in the bed. Opening his eyes, he found her crying softly at the table. He went to her, wiping her tears away.  
     “Gayla, sweetheart what’s wrong?” he asked.  
     “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
     “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” 
     “I guess I’m a little overwhelmed. I never expected you to love me, let alone speak those words aloud. Now, here I am in Thunder Peak with you. I can hardly believe it. Since I came to Mogan Dar, all I’ve known is pain. That is, until I finally met you. You’ve shown me kindness and compassion. When we make love, you fill me with great pleasure. You’re one of the very few. Most of them are mean and cruel. They hurt me so bad.” She began crying anew. Darian just held her, whispering soothingly to her.  
    “Gayla, it’s alright. You’re never going back there. I will be with you always.” He kissed  
  her softly, tenderly. He picked her up, carrying her back to bed. She was so frail that he could 
  not hurt her. She needed him. Tynuviel was strong and she could recover. Gayla could not. 
     “I love you, Gayla,” he whispered, kissing her tears away. He kissed her neck, nibbling her ear. He left a trail of kisses down her body. He knew how to stop her from crying. Her sobs quickly turned to moans as he turned her on her belly, gently grabbing her hips and pulling her to him. She buried her face in the pillow. It was late after all.  
     “I love you, too, Darian. I always have. I always will.” 
     “You know I’ll never let anything happen to you. I will always take care of you.” 
     “You’re so sweet. I really hope they don’t mind me being around.” 
     “I don’t care if they do. You’re mine and I want you to be with me. I took care of Shaz. If he bothers you again let me know,” he said as he kissed her body. 
     “I don’t like him. He reminds me of the Mages. He looks at me the same way they did. What did you do to him?” 
     “That’s not important. You just tell me if he bothers you again.” He kissed her, holding her tight. Soon after, she fell asleep with a smile on her face. He drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha soon after. 
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     How had Morphindinaetlus known he was at Thunder Peak? Unless it was just a random attack, but Darian didn’t think so. Nothing about Morphindinaetlus was random.  
     Darian hadn’t destroyed the amulet he’d taken from Mordinian. He was studying it to find out exactly what it did. He hadn’t really learned anything, but he hadn’t had much time either. Of a sudden, he had his answer. The amulet! That’s how the beast knew where he was. That meant Mortin was working with the enemy. He must get to Aganor at once. 
     He came out of Ru Nay’ Sha just as dawn broke, though he could not see it. He woke Gayla to tell her where he was going in case Kyler came by. 
     “Darian, no! Please don’t go back there. Please, you mustn’t,” she said, trembling. 
     “Shhh. I’ll be fine. I’m only going to see Aganor. I shouldn’t be gone long.” 
     “Isn’t there any way I can stop you?” she begged.  
     “No. I’m sorry.” There was a knock on his door. Gayla went to get dressed while he went  
 to see who it was.  
    “Kyler, I need to talk to you,” Darian said urgently, pulling Kyler inside. “I’m going to  
  see Aganor. I need to talk to him.” 
     “What? No way. Not again. It’s too dangerous,” the elf responded. 
     “I must. I won’t be gone long. In Ru Nay’ Sha, I discovered how they knew I was here. I should have known, but I’ve been so preoccupied. The amulet. I was studying it trying to learn its secrets. That’s why I wasn’t able to learn much. It was created by a Dark Mage.” 
     “Mortin is working with him,” Kyler reasoned.  
     “Now you understand why I must go.” 
     “No,” Kyler’s answer at first baffled the Mage, but the elf continued. “I understand why we must go. I will not let you go alone my friend. I will go with you,” Kyler said, leaving no room for debate. Gayla was happy the elf came when he did. She knew Kyler would look out for him.  
     Darian opened a gate, letting Kyler go through first. It winked out as soon as they were gone. They heard Aganor talking in low tones in the other room. Kyler inched closer to see what he could hear.  
     “No, I have not seen him in days. Absent from his studies you say? This is troubling news indeed. What is going on? These things are not supposed to happen. We have laws and rules in place for these things. Let me know if you hear anything.” They heard the door close. Footsteps coming closer to them. Darian stepped out of the shadows, putting the wards in place.  
     “By the gods! Darian, what are you doing here?” Aganor whispered.  
     “I came to warn you. Mortin is working with the Dark Mage.” 
     “What proof do you have? That’s a serious accusation Darian,” Aganor said, startled that Darian was not alone. 
    “The amulet Mortin gave to the thief Mordinian. It was made with Dark Magic.” Darian let Aganor examine the amulet. 
     “Mortin hasn’t been seen in days. He was going to be punished…” 
     “The Dark Mage must have alerted him. Either he fled or the Dark Mage is protecting him. This proves my theory. He must be of high rank. For who else could protect him?” 
     “It’s so good to see you Darian, but the circumstances… That reminds me! The last time we spoke, I did not get to tell you everything I’ve learned. Trembliss is the original Breeder. She is the daughter of the first Shivvendari-elf union.”  
     “What? What did you say?” asked Darian. 
     “That’s right. The elves are the best hosts. They produce strong, healthy Mages. I did more checking since last we spoke. As I said before, nowhere does it say that we cannot love. I cannot find the origin of that rule. What it says is ‘To be wary of the heart as it may lead you astray. Look not to the humans, as they are clearly undesirable hosts. Nine out of ten died in childbirth. The one who survived proved to be one of the weakest Mages to date and has since  
  been destroyed.’ Darian actually smiled.  
     “Does this help in any way? Does it mean something to you?” Aganor asked hopefully.  
     “Yes, it might. Thank you Aganor. Remember what we spoke of last time?” Darian asked, clearly not wanting to voice it aloud. 
     “Yes, of course.” 
     “What if it was an elf? What would happen to the child? Would The Order hunt us down and try to take the babe?” Aganor smiled. 
     “You know I would not my son, but I will get back to the library and check it out for you. The next time we speak, I shall know more. I am happy for you.” 
    “Don’t be yet. Nothing has happened. I have upheld the laws and rules because I would not risk the alternative. Aganor please, I know I don’t have to say this, but the utmost secrecy. There shall be no life taken.” 
     “I understand. Darian, you are so special. I don’t think you know just how special you are,” Aganor said.  
     “Aganor, I must know. Why would you risk everything to help Darian? Isn’t this against Order law?” asked Kyler. 
     “Because, I recognize for The Order to survive there must be change. For so long, we have done things the same way. Now that is no longer possible. I believe Darian is the key to our survival and our future,” Aganor stated.  
     “Gosh, no pressure there,” said Darian with a derisive snort.  
     “I know it’s a lot for you to take in, but if I didn’t believe it was possible…” 
     “How do we know that you’re not behind this whole plot to kill Darian?” asked the elf guardedly.  
     “Because he’s not of high enough rank and because he’s simply not strong enough to control the wyrm,” answered Darian.  
     “It’s true my boy. I could never control the dragon and the only reason Darian lets me keep my position is because he likes to travel and he loathes being chained to a desk. Otherwise, he would have had it years ago. He is far more qualified than I.” Then to Darian, “I like him. He’s a good friend. We Mages do not have friends. Ours is a lonely life. Hang on to this one, Darian. He may guide you through the dark times ahead.” 
     “I’ll be in touch,” said Darian. He opened a gate and they were gone. Just gone. The ease with which Darian completed the most difficult tasks, utterly astounded him. There was a knock on his door. He moved cautiously to answer it. It was the Shangmarrum, Head of The Order. 
     “Oh, Shangmarrum, it’s you. What can I do for you?” 
     “I can sense magic, powerful magic. I thought I heard voices. Do you have company?” 
     “No. I was practicing something new. I did not mean to disturb anyone,” said Aganor with the proper amount of respect. After all, he was the head of his order and rightly deserving the respect that went with said title. The Shangmarrum looked suspicious, but he could do nothing. He had no reason to search Aganor’s chambers. After all, they were Mages, were they not? Should they not practice their spells?  
     “No, of course not. I would be very interested in seeing what you’re working on when you’re farther along.” 
     “It would be my pleasure.” Once he was gone, Aganor let out a long, slow breath. If he had come only heartbeats sooner… Well, he did not wish to go down that road. 
    
     “How’d we get to my room?” asked Kyler.  
     “A Mage must know their starting point and their ending point. You forget, I’ve been in your room. I thought it would be safer to talk here.” 
     “Darian, this is great news! What will you do now?”  
     “Nothing. Not yet anyway. Aganor cannot change the minds of the whole Order. I do not know that I can either. You must understand they have been doing things the same way for longer than I’ve been alive. It cannot be done overnight. I do not know what to do or where to begin. I do know that it will not be easy.”  
     “So, Aganor will keep your secret. You prayed for this help Darian. It’s beginning to come together at last.” 
     “There is still much to do before I can take that step. I need to care for Gayla. She is frail and cannot take being hurt anymore.” 
    “So, what are you saying Darian? You don’t want Tynuviel anymore?” 
     “I do but… We may have to wait a bit. That is, if she’s willing.” 
     “Remember, Tireniel will ask for her hand.” 
     “I know, but this will destroy Gayla. I will not allow that to happen, no matter,” Darian warned. 
     “You know Darian, in your own way, you do really love her. Maybe you just don’t want to admit it to yourself. Maybe that’s the real reason you left Mogan Dar. You were running from your feelings for Gayla. The Dark Mage was just a convenient excuse.” 
     “Kyler, you tread dangerous ground,” Darian cautioned. 
     “Don’t I always? We have an honest relationship. I will tell you the truth of my thoughts and feelings no matter how they upset you. That’s what real friends do.” 
     “You’re absolutely right Kyler. Thanks for going with me.” 
     “I wouldn’t have missed it,” Kyler responded with a smile. 
     “I bet you wouldn’t,” the Mage replied. 
     “So now what? Shouldn’t you at least talk to Tynuviel? Before it’s too late. I’ll go get her for you if you want.” Kyler could see the weakness in his friend’s eyes. He felt sorry for Darian. The Mage nodded imperceptibly. Kyler was gone a few moments before returning with his sister in tow. 
     “What’s this about Kyler…? What is he doing here?” she asked, spotting the Mage. 
     “Tynuviel, can we talk please?” Darian pleaded.  
     “No. You have nothing to say that I want to hear. Not anymore.” She turned, starting to leave. 
     “Tynuviel, wait. I think you may want to hear him out,” Kyler told her. 
     “It’s alright Kyler. Let her go. I cannot blame her. All I’ve ever done is hurt her. I understand. I deserve it.” Something in his voice made her pause. She turned to look at him, saw the sincerity in his eyes and made a decision.  
     “Kyler, can you give us some time?” she asked softly. 
     “Of course,” he said, leaving quietly.  
     “Darian, what do you want?” she asked tiredly.  
     She was emotionally exhausted. She still loved him, wanted him and if there was even the slightest chance… Something in Kyler’s voice gave her hope, but she wanted to make Darian suffer the way he’d made her suffer. She wasn’t sure she would be able to. He was so handsome, and his grey eyes held her captive.  
     He beckoned her to sit next to him on the bed. She crossed the room, sitting next to him. He put his hand on hers and her pulse quickened. His touch was electrifying. 
     “Ty, I’ve made some bad decisions in my time. Haven’t we all? I prayed to Delvishan for help and I think he’s answered my prayer. Kyler and I went to Mogan Dar to speak to Aganor. He told me that nowhere in the books does it say that we Mages cannot love. He does not know where that law originated and why.” 
     “So what are you saying, Darian?” she asked, a bit frustrated. He touched her face, running his right index finger over her lips, her chin, caressing her. She closed her eyes. His lips found hers and she jerked away, standing at once. 
     “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
     “What’s wrong? You’re kidding, right? What’s wrong is this whole situation, Darian. I can’t keep doing this with you. One minute you want me, the next you don’t. You have to make up your mind because I can’t do it for you.” 
     “I’ve made up my mind but it’s complicated.” 
     “Isn’t everything about you? Nothing is ever easy with you.” 
    “It can be. It will be. Just… I need some time…” 
     “What are you saying Darian? Just tell me.” 
     “I love you Tynuviel. I always have. Since that first day we met. Do you remember? I do. I think about it every day. It’s always been you.” 
     “I don’t know if that’s enough anymore.”  
     “The original Breeder is Trembliss. She is the daughter of the first Shivvendari-elf union. Aganor knows that I’m in love and has promised not to tell. He said for The Order to survive, we must change, but it will not be easy. They are set in their ways.” 
     “So now you want me again. Is that what you’re saying?” she asked. 
     “I never stopped wanting you Tynuviel. Never. I’ve never loved anyone before. This is all new to me. I’m frustrated. I’ve never had trouble upholding the laws and rules demanded of me by The Order. Until I met you. I don’t know how to act, what to say. I am a Mage of The Order first and foremost. I am bound to uphold the laws no matter how hard they are. And believe me, where you’re concerned, it’s never been more difficult for me. All I’ve ever wanted was to have you in my arms. To hold you. Kiss you. Make love to you. I think about you every day Shan Ta’ Zi.”  
     The way he spoke elvish… It was perfect, his accent… If you closed your eyes, you would swear he was an elf.  
     “Me too, Darian. I’ve never stopped loving you, either.”  
     She began to cry. He went to her, hesitating for only a moment before taking her in his arms. She put her head on his shoulder, looked into his eyes, and put her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. Their lips met, hesitantly at first. He put his hands on her hips, kissing her with all the love that he felt for her.  
     This is how it should be, he thought. When you love someone, you feel it. It was electrifying. Whenever she was near, he could barely think straight. He could feel himself losing control. He put his hands on her bottom as she began undoing his shirt. She kissed his bare chest while his thumbs stroked her hard nipples. He eased her down on the bed, undoing her shirt. He kissed her exposed flesh, running his tongue along her body. A thought occurred to her. She hated to stop him, but she had to know. 
     “What about Gayla?” she asked. It was like being splashed with ice water. He sighed heavily. This was the hard part.  
     “This is why I need some time,” he said, knowing how she would react. “Tynuviel, I cannot hurt her. She can take no more pain in her life. It will utterly destroy her. She needs me. I’m all she has left. She came to Mogan Dar when she was just a child. All she’s known is hardship and abuse. I took her in and healed her. I take care of her. She needs me. I cannot just abandon her. I hope you can understand.” 
     “So you expect me to wait in the wings while you make love to another woman? You bastard!” She slapped him hard across the face. Hurriedly, she put herself back together and stormed out, slamming the door behind her. 
     Kyler came in a few moments later and found the Mage with his head in his hands. 
     “Well, that went well don’t you think?” he quipped. Kyler could see the bright red mark on Darian’s left cheek. 
     “Ouch,” he said.  
     “I deserve it. I cannot expect her to wait around for me anymore. Who am I kidding?” 
     “Maybe Gayla is more resilient than you think,” Kyler said. 
     “I don’t think so. Kyler, what am I going to do? I cannot lose her. We were so close to making up. I was so close…” 
    “Well, you knew it wasn’t going to be easy.” 
     “I think The Order will be a lot easier than your sister.” The Mage remarked.  
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     Outside, the snow continued to fall. There was no way Morphindinaetlus could get his army through the pass now. The snow was just too deep; there would be no progress now until maybe spring. 
     The signal vanished abruptly. He could not tell if Darian was still up there or not. He doubted it. His foe was no simple-minded fool. Anyone who could sneak into his lair and steal from him… was a worthy opponent. His master wanted results. He was angry that Darian continued to stay beyond their reach.  
     His master. That term really made the great wyrm angry. A dragon had no master. They were strong, proud and formidable. Then the Dark Mage had come. He bound Morphindinaetlus with powerful magic and made the wyrm serve his dark whims.  
     The Dark Mage had given him a name, Darian Brade, and told the dragon to find Darian no matter the cost. The cost was becoming too high. The Dark Mage sat in Piri-Tuma doing none of the hard work for himself. Morphindinaetlus was close in Al-Dan-Tir. Closer than he’d ever been. If not for the Knights of Shorlan and that cursed elf the Mage traveled with, Darian would be his now! He’d been near death. Damn the elves for saving him! 
     The Mage repeated none of his past mistakes at Thunder Peak. He was so strong! His  
  command of the magic was impressive and complete. The energy blast the Mage had thrown at him was by far the worst pain Morphindinaetlus had ever known. He had yet to heal from it.  
     A tingling sensation deep in his brain told him the master was trying to reach him. Morphindinaetlus just ignored him. He had no patience for such nonsense right now. If he wanted to know about Darian, then let him come out of his hole and find him himself. Right now, the dragon needed to rest and to heal. Pain wracked his body. The sharp rocks flayed the skin from his hide where it left raw, exposed flesh in its wake. 
     He felt the tingling sensation again and a low rumble emitted from deep inside. He had half a mind to go to Darian, call a truce and help him kill the Dark Mage. If anyone could do it, it was Darian. If anyone could break the Dark Mage’s hold on him, it was Darian, but the proud wyrm could not do this. Darian had stolen from the wyrm, thereby making a fool of him. He hated the Mage. He wanted to bleed the Mage dry. He smiled to himself. Both Mages. He would bleed them both dry and he would keep Darian’s staff as a trophy. Or he could keep Darian alive and make him his bitch.  
     He could make Darian do whatever he wished. The first thing he would make the Mage do was polish all his treasures. The huge mound almost touched the top of the vast chamber. That should fill a couple hundred years. After that, he would make the Mage polish the chamber from floor to ceiling, by hand of course. No magic use allowed. He drifted off to sleep with a smile on his face, dreaming of other ways to punish the impudent Mage.  
   
     Darian withdrew Mordinian’s amulet. He was so angry with himself. He did not blame Tynuviel at all. Darian knew the pain she was in was his fault, but he could not live without her. He tried. When he was with Tynuviel, he understood what love really was. The way she made him feel… 
     He had never felt so frustrated in all his life. He was used to being in control. He was used to getting what he wanted. He knew the pleasure that he gave women. Although they satisfied his immediate physical needs, he was not happy. Though he had not realized it until he met Tynuviel. He hated that he caused her pain. He would make it up to her. He would spend the rest of their lives making it up to her. He withdrew his staff, aiming it at the amulet where he’d thrown it on the floor. A beam of red light shot out, striking the amulet and destroying it utterly. Nothing remained, not even dust. 
     “Darian?” asked Kyler. 
     “I’m fine Kyler, just angry and upset with myself. Even when I try not to hurt her, that’s what I end up doing. Can it ever be any different?” 
     “It can and it will. She’s just upset right now. But you know she still loves you.” 
     “But is that still enough? She has options now. Tireniel is a good-looking guy and he treats her right. She doesn’t have to wait for me anymore. What the hell am I going to do?” 
     “Just give her some time. I have a feeling she’ll come around. She probably wants to make you suffer. Why did you destroy the amulet? I thought you were studying it.” 
     “I’m done. I couldn’t really learn much since Dark Magic created it. Tonight, I will begin to memorize the gate spells again.” 
     “Do you think it’s safe to do so?” asked the elf. 
     “I believe so. It is still snowing and winter is in full up here. They will not be able to make it through the pass until spring. I’ll be in my room the rest of the day preparing the spells.” 
    
     Tynuviel stepped into the hall, fuming. She couldn’t believe Darian’s audacity. He expected her to wait around until Gayla died or lost interest, however unlikely. She did still love him and the thought of being with him excited her. She couldn’t believe she slapped him so hard. He deserved it to be sure, but still… She hoped he did not give up on her. Though a part of her couldn’t believe she would consider being with him anymore. Especially after what he’d told her. She wondered if she hadn’t stopped him if they really would have made love. They always seemed to stop or someone interrupted them at the worst possible times.  
     She thought of Tireniel. She would end up hurting him. In retrospect, maybe they shouldn’t have gotten involved. They had caused each other so much pain, her and Darian. It was only worse because they both dragged others into it. 
     She thought of what he’d told her about Gayla. She tried to put herself in her place. What her life must have been like before Darian. She was too jealous to feel sorry for her though. She just could not bring herself to feel any compassion at all.  
     Now it seemed there was hope for her and Darian. She wanted him so bad she could taste it. But she would not, would not give in while he was with Gayla. The thought was utterly appalling to her. She intended to make him beg. She decided to see how long he would do it. That would be fun. 
    
     Darian stepped out into the hall, closing the door softly behind him. “Darian, might I have a word please?” the Mage blew an exasperated breath. He was in no mood now.  
    “What is it, Kryndale?” he asked shortly. Not waiting for an answer, he began walking.  
     “It’s about you and Gayla…” Kryndale began, but Darian cut him off. 
     “I don’t see that that’s any of your concern,” Darian said harshly. 
    “Your behavior is becoming increasingly more irrational. Bringing her to dinner like  
  she’s your… your wife.” Kryndale sputtered.  
     “She will be soon enough,” Darian said in a flat tone.  
     “What? Are you serious?” asked Kryndale worriedly.  
     “No. I was kidding,” he replied, devoid of emotion. Which made it harder to tell if he was joking or not.  
     “Darian, I am not the enemy. I’m only trying to help. What I see the others will also see. You are a Mage of The Order. No matter how high your rank, you cannot bed whomever you choose. There are limits, laws and rules.” Kryndale dared to say. 
     Darian’s face turned red with the heat of his anger. “Who do you think you are to speak to me so? You know nothing of which you speak! Do you know of my life? Do you know what it is to be a Mage of The Order? You know nothing! The utter monotony, hatred, bloodshed and abuse that fills my world. The things that I have witnessed would leave you stark raving mad! Your feeble mind would crack asunder! Be gone!” he exclaimed, turning away. Once Darian was gone, Tryndil materialized from the darkened doorway.  
     “You took a great chance my friend,” Tryndil observed. “For a moment, I thought he would strike you down.” 
     “Me too. I think I hit a nerve. Or two. I get the distinct impression that he does not like being told what to do. Still, I had to try. To see him acting like this is disturbing. All the times we’ve been in Mogan Dar, I’ve never witnessed a Mage of The Order behave so. I wonder if what they say about him is true.” 
     “There is a fine line between genius and insanity,” responded Tryndil. 
     “How are you and Tryllia getting along?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan Leader to change the subject.  
     At the mention of his lover’s name, Tryndil’s face lit up. “She told me how sorry she was for leaving me behind, she said she was frightened. She knew I would ask her to marry me. She didn’t think, she just ran.” 
     “Hopefully she won’t do it again. Remember last time how long it took you to recover?” asked Kryndale. 
     “You were there for me through it all. I won’t forget that my friend.” Tryndil put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. 
     “Let’s get a drink.”  
     “Aye.” 
    
     Darian returned to his room, still angry with Kryndale. The assassin overstepped his place. After all, he knew nothing of the Mages. He had not studied at Piri-Tuma all those years, Darian had. He did not have access to the vast library of Piri-Tuma, Darian did. He entered his room, slamming the door and startling Gayla.  
     “Darian, is everything alright? How did it go with Aganor? What’s wrong? Why are you so angry?” she said, concerned. 
     “It’s nothing,” he said wearily. “Don’t worry your pretty little head.” He crossed the room to her, hugging her close. She put her hands on either side of his face, kissing him softly. He let her distract him. She pushed him down on the bed and he took control from there.  
     Afterwards, he told her, “Gayla, I will be busy for the rest of the day preparing my spells. If you do not want to remain cooped up in here, you can take a walk if you like. I will not have time to spend, I’m sorry.” She looked hesitant, scared even, so he said, “What’s wrong? I took care of Shaz so you have nothing to fear.” 
    “But… What if he comes back? Last time, if Asa did not intervene… He grabbed me and it was like I was back working the floor of Piri-Tuma,” she shuddered. 
     “Would you feel better if I asked one of the elves to accompany you?” 
     “Yes, thank you. Will they mind, do you think?” 
     “I don’t think so. Give me a minute.” He stepped out into the hall as Asa was approaching. 
     “Asa, I wonder if you could do me a favor?” the Mage queried. 
     “Sure. Anything, Darian.” 
     “Gayla would like to take a walk but doesn’t feel safe after what happened. Could you escort her?” 
     “It would be my pleasure.” 
     “You’re a good man, Asa. I appreciate it.” 
     Gayla stepped out into the hall wearing a white dress that came to mid-thigh. Asa might be an elf but he could recognize a beautiful, sexy, human woman. Darian is a lucky man, he thought. 
     “Asa, thank you so much. It feels good to get out of that room,” she smiled. 
     “My pleasure, Gayla. Where would you like to go?” he asked. 
     “Oh anywhere. I don’t know. You decide,” she smiled. 
     “Well, this here is my room. So if you ever need anything and you can’t find Darian, I’d be happy to help.” 
     “Thank you. That’s very kind. I will take you up on it if I have no choice.” 
     “Gayla… I don’t want to offend you, but… what’s your story? How did you and Darian meet? He seems not to want anyone to know but… He’s very protective of you. Shaz seemed to really upset you… It just seemed odd is all. It was like you wanted to handle the situation but  
  were afraid of the repercussions.” 
     “I’m not supposed to talk about it, though it would be nice to be able to confide in someone.” 
     “I promise not to tell anyone. I’m a good listener,” Asa coaxed. 
     “Well, I guess I should start from the beginning. I’m from Al-Dan-Tir. My mother is a seamstress, my father a blacksmith. My mother was always a sickly woman and my father struggled to take care of us all. 
     “I remember one bright summer day, I hadn’t seen thirteen summers yet, and a Mage of The Order came to our doorstep. He spoke to my parents at great length. In short, he gave them a fat pouch of gold for their only daughter. 
     “He promised them that I would be well cared for. He said that I would be taught to read and write. They would teach me how to cook and clean. All the things that a young girl should be taught. 
     “When we arrived in Mogan Dar, they were true to their word. During the day, they taught me how to read and write. How to sew and read patterns, which I was already learning with my mother. 
     “But the lessons at night left a bad taste in my mouth. You see, I was to be a whore of The Order. That first night, I was given to the highest-ranking Mages to break me in. Then they sent me to the novice’s floor.” Asa was aghast, a horrified expression on his face.  
     “Gayla, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you relive it.” 
     “It’s okay. It helps to talk about it believe it or not. So of course, I was disgusted, angry and so filled with sorrow. I would never know love. I would never fall in love. I was rebelling. I would not cooperate. They were only novices, so nobody cared when they complained about me. They were lucky to get female companionship. Once a month for novices, twice a month for journeymen. Once a week for Masters, and a full Mage gets what he wants when he wants it. 
     “One day I was in the laundry room washing and ironing the novices’ clothes when a Mage came in that I’d never seen before. I knew right then that I was in love with him. I kept it to myself because the punishment for falling in love with a Mage is death. 
     “I could tell he was of high rank by his robes. I hurriedly fixed my hair and straightened my clothes, but I may as well have been invisible. He paid me no mind. He went to the window, picked up a few things and left. However, a journeyman noticed me and got me promoted. Now I didn’t know the name of the handsome Mage I’d seen in the laundry room. I will not discuss what I had to do to learn Darian’s name. 
     “A while went by before I got promoted twice more. Finally, I was working the floor that Darian was on. All the girls talked about Darian. How good he was, how gentle. He never beat the girls like most of the others. Everyone wanted Darian. It became increasingly unlikely that he would ever call on me. He had taken two regular girls, Clarissa and Denay.  
     “My days were filled with servicing disgusting, mean, cruel men. The higher the rank, the meaner they got. Or so it seemed. Some would slap me around while others would beat me severely. I was usually bruised up. 
     “This one night I was sent to the ugliest, meanest Mage yet. He beat me within an inch of my life. He cracked a couple of my ribs from kicking me. He punched me in the face, my chest, everywhere. Trétorna is a mean drunk. It’s dangerous for a Mage to drink too much. 
     “When he was through with me I was sent to be bandaged up. I must have passed out because I don’t remember this. The Mages are not big on healing. There are not many who know how and they certainly wouldn’t waste it on a whore. They didn’t even give me a healing potion. 
     “The next night, the Summoner came knocking on my door. I couldn’t believe it. I could barely stand up, let alone walk. He told me I was summoned. I thought he was kidding! I could barely walk. He said it wasn’t his problem. That Clarissa and Denay were ill and I was the only one left. 
     “He brought me to Darian’s door, knocked, and then left me standing there alone. I was horrified. The one night I would be with Darian and I looked a wreck. I was leaning heavily on the wall, barely conscious. He opened the door and my heart leapt out of my body. 
    “He stood there with just breeches on, so attractive and finely tuned. He took one  
  look at me and he was furious! I thought I would be in trouble because if a Mage complains, you get beat. 
     “I told him I would do my best and that I wouldn’t cry no matter what. I begged him not to tell and to just give me a chance. Then to my surprise, he picked me up and brought me to his bed, ranting the whole time that you should never hit a woman. He then told me that he would heal me but I needed to keep my eyes closed. Of course, I complied. I began to feel warm all over. I could hear him chanting, but could not understand what he was saying. Then I lost consciousness. I don’t know how long I was out, but when I woke, I felt like a new woman. I was a new woman.  
     “I went to look for my savior. He was in his study working on something. I slipped up behind him, putting my arms around him and kissing his neck. But to my surprise, he told me to rest! I told him that I wanted him at least once before I was sent back to the floor. I tried my best to make him give in to me, but he refused, saying there would be plenty of time for being intimate after I rested. He told me that I had been close to death. A few more hours and I would have perished due to the internal bleeding. I started to protest but he said that I did not understand. 
   “That’s when he hit me with the biggest shock of all! He told me he’d released his  
  regulars from his service and he was taking only me. He said he’d sent for my things to be brought to his room. No one had ever been allowed to stay the night with Darian Brade. Once he was through with you, you had to leave, so I heard. 
     “It was a couple weeks before we finally made love. He’d healed me totally and completely. He was very gentle with me. I don’t know how he did it, but all those Mages who’d come before… he erased their touch on me. He made me new and whole again. I’d forgotten how painful it could be the first time, but with Darian… He took his time with me and for the first time, I felt true pleasure. The rest, as they say, is history.” Asa was stunned into silence for long moments. 
     “Do you mean to say that he…? How can that be possible?” 
     “I do not know, but he did it.” She said, smiling at his reaction. 
     “What happens if you are with child? Surely they do not put you on the floor then?” She looked crestfallen. He had the distinct feeling he was not going to like the answer.  
     “Oh Asa. The Mages have taken care of this possibility as well. You see, when the girls arrive in Mogan Dar, they remove those organs to avoid this. Then we can work every day nonstop.               
     “I had no idea. You must be very strong indeed.” She laughed at the suggestion.  
     “When Darian left… He never said a word to anyone. Just one day he was gone. No one knew where or why. They asked me questions day after day until I disappeared as well. If I ever go back… they’ll probably kill me. And if they ever found out about us now… For sure my life would be forfeit and Darian would be beaten.” 
     “What about the Mages who beat you? Didn’t they get punished?” 
     “Not by The Order, but by Darian. He found Trétorna and pushed him down the stairs. I know at least Aganor knew, but he never did anything about it. Darian is Aganor’s favorite. He just looked the other way.” Gayla explained. 
     “What a life you’ve known Gayla. I’m so sorry. If ever you need to talk about something, anything, I’m here.” 
     They spent the rest of the day together just talking. He gave her a tour of the dwarven mines, showing her how they mined the mithril, turning it into weapons and armor.  
     “Asa, you’re a good friend. You make me forget my troubles. I’ve never had a friend before. It’s nice.” Asa’s heart went out to her.  
     They strode into the dining hall for supper, still chatting. Tynuviel stared hard at her brother, but he paid her no mind. He made sure Gayla was comfortable before seating himself.  
     “I trust she was no trouble for you,” Darian said dryly. 
     “Not at all. You’re a lucky man Darian. She is warm and caring, beautiful yet intelligent.” 
     Darian drew Gayla close, kissing the top of her head. But to Asa, the Mage’s actions seemed mechanical, not loving at all. Gayla appeared not to notice. She beamed happily, resting her head on his shoulder. It appeared to Asa that his sister could not tell the difference either. Why were they oblivious to the Mage’s demeanor when it was so clear to him?     
     Suddenly, Asa understood why Darian had done what he did. He also understood the sacrifice that the Mage had made. That was something the elven warrior could respect. 
     “Where have you been all day, Gayla?” asked Nephraete sweetly.  
    “Walking with Asa. He gave me a tour, showing me around.” 
     “I assure you, I was a proper gentleman,” Asa said hurriedly. 
     “That was never my concern Asa,” Darian said flatly. “Tomorrow, I will begin on the gate again,” the Mage said, taking the conversation away from Gayla and Asa. 
    
     In the morning, Darian began his work anew, with Lorin and Loganthar helping as they could. In the weeks that followed, the gate took on its form, the runes and symbols becoming clear.  
     Darian began to weave the killing spells into the complex creation. Next, he wove the password in, which he would later give to Branson and Galavad secretly. Lorin and Loganthar stood ready to help, but the magic Darian commanded was beyond even their accomplished skills. As the Mages worked, the leader of the Gor Li’ Khan approached Kyler.  
     “Do you have a moment?” asked Kryndale. 
     “What is it?” asked Kyler. Something about the assassin’s body language bothered him.  
     “I spoke to Darian. I upset him, though that was not my intent. His behavior is becoming increasingly more irrational. As his friend, I beseech you to speak to him. For all our sakes.” 
     “What are you talking about? What irrational behavior?” 
     “Gayla, why did he bring her here? She does not belong here. The Mages do not associate with them this way.”  
     “What did he say when you told him of your concerns?” asked Kyler.  
     “He was explosively angry. For a moment, I thought he would strike me down. I know of his love for your sister. I also know The Order forbids this, though I would never tell. He cannot bed whoever he chooses, Kyler. Like that serving wench in Al-Dan-Tir. If The Order ever found out… Well, at the very least, he would be punished.”  
     “I must give this some thought, though I know on a few things you are misled. Darian and I are working closely to find the underlying cause of things. I will try to talk to him. Thank you for bringing this to my attention.” Kyler replied, signaling an end to the conversation.  
    Kryndale nodded and retreated. He hoped the elf prince took him seriously. He knew  
  Kyler had not been happy with him talking to the Mage, but he felt justified doing so.  
     In the days that followed, Asa and Gayla spent a lot of their free time together. They became close. Asa liked spending time with her. He brought her around the other elves as well, but was careful to stay away from his sister. They all seemed to like her too. Darian was indifferent. He was too absorbed in finishing the gate.  
     Lorin and Loganthar did as instructed by the Mage. He bent, twisted and folded the weave, conforming it to his will. At one point, he asked both the elven mages to hold the weave while he tied it off elsewhere. The weave bucked violently in their grip. Apparently, it didn’t like to be told what to do either.  
     “There will be many strange things trying to get your attention. Look elsewhere. Do not listen to what they say no matter what or you will be lost forever. Understand?” Without waiting for a reply, Darian continued. He forced the magic to obey him. When that was not enough, he coaxed it to do as he wished, using gentleness like a lover’s caress. Now the dangerous part… 
     A deep sighing sound emanated from the gate opening. A pale form began to appear. The elves looked away, closing their eyes. A sweet perfume filled the air as the seductress’ form became clear.  
     “Lorin,” she whispered the elf’s name. He squeezed his eyes shut, wanting nothing more than to be back home. 
    “Loganthar,” she said enticingly. “Come to me. It has been too long.” Sweat broke out on his forehead as he tried to ignore her charms. 
     Loganthar took an involuntary step toward her. He opened his eyes. She was beautiful. Stunningly so. She had long dark hair, soft green eyes and she was tall and shapely. He could see every inch of her body, as she was completely naked.  
     Suddenly he wanted her, wanted to be with her. It had been a long time. But, how had she known that? He felt a wave of euphoria wash over him and he forgot what it was he’d been thinking. He took another step. She reached out for him.  
     “Loganthar no!” Kyler shouted. “Darian!” But the Mage was too occupied with what he was doing and could not help. Unbeknownst to them all, Kyler’s sword glowed with a silvery-blue light. 
     Loganthar took another step… he was close now. His eyes held no recognition for anyone in the room but her. Kyler drew his blade, coming between Loganthar and the seductress. 
     “Get back bitch!” Kyler exclaimed. She tried to charm him. When that failed, she sent a wave of euphoria at him. A look of surprise touched her beautiful face.  
     “Touched by the goddess you are,” she crooned. “Pity, the fun we could’ve had. Come along, Loganthar.” 
     Kyler stepped in between them. “You can’t have him.” He plunged his sword through the gate aimed at her heart, but she only laughed. Loganthar came closer.  
     Darian chanted the words to his next spell. These were delicate things. Once he began a group of spells, he could not stop… for anything. This is where all his training would come to bear. He must maintain his concentration at all times. He could not afford to get distracted no matter what happened. To do so would mean all their deaths. Thunder Peak’s as well. If he were to stop before he was finished, the gate would implode on itself and cause a magical explosion such as Corillia had never seen. 
     Therefore, he did what he could. He warned them all not to listen to anything no matter what. If they were too weak, well… Maybe they’d be better off without them. Darian despised weakness. The Order bred it out of him. They did their damndest to make the students fail. After all, they only wanted the best. They had no use for you otherwise.  
     He heard Kyler call him midway through his spell, but he paid him no mind. He’d told them this was dangerous. They were on their own.  
     He began his next spell. He could hear Kyler shouting at Loganthar. He could smell the sweet perfume. Damn! A seductress. He could not rush through the spell. He must take his time. He heard the seductress tell Kyler that he was touched by the goddess. He heard her laugh and knew they were running out of time.  
     He began his last spell. He blocked out everything else, focusing only on the task before him. If he was to be of any help to them, he must finish and finish quickly. Kyler could do nothing to stop her.   
     Only he could stop her. The creatures in the gate were beyond simple swordsmanship. Only powerful magic could defeat them. He was on the last syllables of the spell when he drew out his staff, silently commanding it to full height.  
     When Darian cast the final spell, a loud, eerie sound ripped through the chamber. The air seemed to warp and shift, like a heat haze. A screech, high and keening, pierced their ears. The gate flickered on and off, fighting the magic at work here. A fog filled the room, dimming the magic’s soft glow.  
     Out of the fog strode Darian, staff in hand. When she saw him, she screeched in hatred.  
     “You!” she hissed, but the Mage said nothing. He brought his staff crashing through the gate, knocking her sprawling. Without waiting another second, red light poured out from the Staff of Power, enveloping the seductress completely.  
    “No! You cannot! It’s against…” then she screamed, full of terrible pain and agony before she was totally obliterated.  
     “Everyone alright?” he asked, going to Loganthar to check on him. They were all so  
  relieved they disregarded her final words… 
     “Loganthar,” Darian commanded.  
     “What… happened?” he asked hesitantly. “I feel weird.” 
     “That’s because you did not listen to me.” Darian said harshly. “I warned you! I told you not to listen no matter what happened. You were almost lost to us. If not for Kyler distracting her… Kyler, how were you not affected?”  
     “I do not know. She told me I was touched by the goddess, whatever that means. She seemed surprised that she had no influence over me.” 
     “I’m sorry Darian. I…” Loganthar trailed off. The heat of Darian’s anger faded at the sight of the forlorn elf. 
     “It’s okay. Go rest now. Lorin, good work.” Darian clapped him on the back.  
     “Thanks. C’mon Loganthar, I’ll stay with you.” 
     Kyler waited until they were gone before saying, “What was that thing? How could this happen?” 
  “She was a seductress. You see, when a gate is created, there are dangers… Because the gate is not finished yet, it remains open to all other planes of existence along with their denizens. It attracts them and will continue to do so until I have completed this task.” 
     “Did she know you? She seemed to recognize you.” Kyler pushed. 
     “Yes, probably. As a Mage of The Order, we call on the denizens of other planes frequently. It’s possible that this is how she knew me,” Darian lied.  
     “Just before you killed her, she said it’s against… What was she going to say? What did she mean?” the sly elf inquired.  
     “Kyler, Darian, what happened?” asked Asa. As Kyler began explaining, the Mage ducked out. He cursed silently to himself. Well, he could take care of Kyler. Hopefully, no one else overheard that bitch. 
     Making his way back to his room unhindered, he bolted the door in place and threw himself into a chair. He lit a candle with a snap of his fingers and retrieved his magical tome.  
     “Darian, is everything alright? I heard…” 
     “Not now, Gayla,” he warned. She silently retreated, leaving him alone. How could she have found him here? It was more than just dumb luck. He did not believe in such foolishness. What he had done… Well, it was out of necessity. He could not allow her to live and tell what she knew of him. So he’d broken another law, what else was new? They would not be able to prove he’d done it anyway. 
     Kyler was persistent and far too clever for his own good. He would have to take care of him and quickly. He flipped through his tome to find his last contact with her. He reread it, committing the words to memory. With a thought, he erased those pages. They had become too dangerous to be kept any longer. Like so many things in his life. Some days it just didn’t pay to get out of bed.  
     He went back to the first pages of the tome. It still had the previous owner’s content.  
    
     Quick thinking on Darian’s part had seen to that. Darian pried it from the Mage’s cold, dead hands. The magical tome was a rare treasure and one that he’d had his eye on for some time. The dead Mage before the young journeyman was a high-ranking Mage, but Darian had dispatched him easily. If the Mages were one thing, it was predictable. A slow smile crept over his lips as he held the tome in his hands. He staged the death as an accident, though no one would ever suspect him. He was a mere journeyman, not a Mage. Therefore, there was no way he could have killed a Mage of The Order.  
    They constantly underestimated him. And this time they would regret it. He cast an invisibility spell and made his way back to his room to study his newly acquired book.  
     He did not know how much time had passed before he heard a soft knock on his door. He hid the tome at the bottom of a deep, wooden chest before he answered the visitor. 
     It was Kishira. Suddenly, he did not know if he was more curious about the tome or horny. Lust won out as he invited her inside.  
     He was already building quite a reputation with the ladies. He was interested in Kishira right now. He knew it wouldn’t last, it never did. Before long, he knew he’d grow bored, and then look for new entertainment. 
     She was still nervous around him; afraid he would beat her or worse. He despised men who beat women. They were defenseless against the violent barrage of fists and magic.  
     His lips found hers, his tongue coaxing her to relax. She moaned softly at his touch. It was electrifying. He was so young! But he did not make love like he was.  
     A trail of clothes led to the bedroom where he laid her down. He wasted no time giving her what she needed. She was a dark beauty. Exotically beautiful. Luscious, lusty and willing to do whatever he asked. They all were. But Darian was ever picky. He did not take just anyone. No. He chose specific girls. He had a reason for each. No two were ever the same.  
     She took control for a while and he let her. His hands rested on her waist as her hips met his. She tossed her head as her movements became increasingly frantic. He rolled her on her back as he kissed her lips, then her breasts. He liked the soft noises she made when she was with him. When he was inside her. She aroused him, but he wasn’t finished with her yet. He wanted it to last for a little while longer.  
     She was teasing him with her lips, but he wasn’t giving in. She wanted him, but he made  
  her wait. When he was ready, so was she. He pulled her hips to him and she gasped aloud. His movements were measured and controlled.  
     He rolled her onto her back as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He could not wait anymore. He wanted it as badly as she did. She dug her fingers into his back as she screamed his name.  
      
  He smiled to himself at the memory. It seemed so long ago. So much about him, no one would ever know. For the better of course. How would Kyler feel if he ever found out? How would Tynuviel feel? Tynuviel… The taste of her was so vivid in his memory. He wanted so much more. Now that it seemed possible… He was having difficulty getting her off his mind. 
     He went to Gayla, letting her distract him for a while. And what a distraction she was!  
  She was severely talented. She left his inner beast appeased for now. He dropped swiftly into Ru Nay’ Sha, skipping supper altogether.  
     He awoke to find Kyler sitting in a chair by the bed, relaxing easily. Darian knew he was troubled by the way he sat there. No words were needed; they’d known each other long enough.  
     “Where’s Gayla?” asked the Mage.  
    “Up and out already,” Kyler said smiling, but there was steel behind the friendly gesture. “Asa and Gayla sure are spending a lot of time together lately. Does this not bother you?” Kyler baited him. 
     “Not in the least. Why should it? Is your brother not to be trusted then?” Darian jabbed back.  
     “He can be trusted, but Gayla is a beautiful girl and my brother… Though not as handsome as me, he is still good with the ladies.” Kyler laughed this time, genuinely amused.  
    “Well my friend, that would be wonderful! It would make my life easier and clear the road to your sister.” The Mage rose and dressed quickly, unashamed of his nakedness in front of the elf. “I want to finish that damn Gate today. Then in two days’ time we can be heading for home.” 
     “Not so fast Darian. We need to talk. I try to stay out of your personal affairs, as they’re none of my concern. But to be honest, lately you’ve been acting… different. It’s as if you’re two different people battling for attention. I just can’t ignore it anymore. What’s going on with you? All the time we’ve been friends, I’ve never seen you act like this. I mean Nereina? Darian, what were you thinking? Now you bring Gayla here. I like her and she’s nice, but we both know this is no place for her. Then with her in your room, you try to make it with my sister in my room. I need to understand if I am to be of any help.” 
     “Been buggin’ you for a while huh?” the Mage smiled, his grey eyes twinkling. “I left Gayla behind when I left, without a thought. I know that wasn’t right, but at the time I didn’t know who I could trust. She’s seen a hard life Kyler and for once… I wanted to do something completely unselfish. Nereina,” he said with a smile. “Who could blame me? She was wildly entertaining.” 
     “But you’re not supposed to, right? So why did you? Don’t humans die in childbirth?” 
     “It’s against Order law because they die in childbirth yes, but I make them drink something afterwards just in case.” 
     “You said them. There have been others?” 
     “Oh yeah,” Darian said, grinning. Clearly traveling down memory lane. 
     “If you and Tynuviel get together are you gonna’ keep it in your pants? If you hurt her Darian, there’s nowhere you can go that my wrath won’t follow,” the elf said seriously. 
     “I would never do that to her. Why do you think I’ve not done anything yet? I needed to make sure and now…”  
     “One more thing. Yesterday, you snuck off somewhere. What did she mean No! You can’t! It’s against…” 
     “You’re not gonna’ let this go, are you?” the Mage huffed. 
     “Not in this lifetime,” the elf replied.  
     Darian cast a quick spell to ward the room for silence. No one would be able to hear what they said. He did it for show really. He had no intention of telling the elf the truth. Now to make it believable… 
     “Okay, remember when I told you that we summon creatures from other planes?” Kyler nodded. “Well, that part was true. However, what they made us do when we summoned them, well… That was part of my training and will not be discussed further.” Darian said firmly. Kyler had a disgusted look on his face. The elf prince believed what he’d only implied. Ahh, the power of suggestion. 
     “No wonder why you have the appetites you do.” 
     “Oh come on. It wasn’t all bad. It was always women at least. Some were beautiful, some pretty. But hey, it all feels the same in the dark, right?” 
     “Let’s go finish that gate.” Kyler did not wait for a response. Darian, feeling quite proud of himself, quickly followed.  
     As they made their way to the larder, they passed Tynuviel and Nephraete in the hall. Kyler smiled at them, reaching out to touch Nephraete’s face. 
     Darian’s eyes never left Tynuviel’s. He acted as if they were the only two who existed. He did not touch her. He never spoke. He had no need to. The intensity of his eyes was like the sun at its brightest. She could not look away. Just when everything began to fade to black, he was gone and Nephraete touched her arm. 
    “You okay?” she asked. “The way he looked at you. It was like you were the only ones here. Very intense… sexy. I think he’s finally coming around.” 
    “Yeah…” she said distractedly. 
     “Tynuviel?” 
     “I’m sorry Nephraete. I… he… kinda’ threw me off you know? One minute hot, the next cold. I just can’t do it anymore.” 
     “You’re giving up?” Nephraete asked, shocked. 
     “Yes. No… I don’t know anymore. I just want him to suffer like I did. For a while at least. Besides, as long as Gayla is in the picture, I will not be. The thought is vile. He actually asked me to wait for him. He told me Gayla could not take any more pain in her life. That’s all she’s ever known.” 
     “It’s true. She told me herself, though I guess Darian does not know. He keeps her story a closely guarded secret. He’s all she has.” Nephraete began to tell Tynuviel her story so that she might understand the Mage’s position. 
     “I’m sorry. I just can’t make myself feel sorry for her. I’m excessively jealous. Does that make me a terrible person?” she asked. 
     “No Ty, it doesn’t. I cannot begin to imagine what you’ve been through with him. But if you do still love him… wouldn’t it be worth it to finally be with him?” 
     “Yes, but what about pride and self-respect? Does he think I can just disregard his forays? That I’m so desperate I just don’t care? Maybe at one time, but not anymore. I’ve got a good thing with Tireniel and I don’t want to hurt him. He loves me. I mean really loves me. He treats me with respect and kindness. I’m truly torn. It’s always been Darian. Everyone knows that. But now there’s Tireniel and he never makes me cry.” 
     “But he’s no Darian either.” 
     “No. He’s not,” she said wistfully. 
     Nephraete could not argue. All Darian ever seemed to accomplish was to make her friend cry. She wanted her friend to be happy and although she liked Tireniel, she thought Darian was the better choice despite all the pain and tears. After all, he did not mean to hurt her.  
     He was tormented as well. No one could understand that better than she. She could not often feel his emotions, but occasionally when he was distracted… The rushing torrent left her breathless and weeping. How he could stand it day after day was beyond her. To feel that kind of pain every waking moment… knowing there was nothing you could do about it. But now there was hope. She could feel that as well. She saw it in the look meant only for Tynuviel. There was electricity in the air whenever they were in the same room together. They were meant for each other. This she was certain of. 
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     Darian cast the first spell. A humming noise began to emanate throughout the large chamber. Despite the dangers of the previous day, the two elven mages returned to lend what aid they could. 
     They held onto the weave, eyes tightly shut. They would not repeat their mistakes. It was a lesson learned the hard way.  
     A violent wind came crashing through the gate with the smell of death close on its heels. They heard an eerie, hollow laugh that sounded like crumbling dead twigs and leaves.  
     “The Plane of Shadows! Pay it no heed,” Darian commanded as he began his next spell. 
     The shadow hissed venomously. “A Mage of The Order. Come closer that I might devour you.” The shadow touched the opening, trying to come through. Simultaneously, two things happened. An alarm sounded, high and keening, and then the shadow shrieked in hatred and pain. 
     “Come to my plane Mage. I’ll make you dance like the bitch you are,” it rasped. However, it did not leave. The shadow stayed to watch. 
     “What kind of Mage needs two helpers? Are you that weak or just stupid? You could get them killed by helping you. Were they aware of the risks or did you just lie like all you Mages do? No. Not lie. Evade the truth, right? Step around it. And you call us evil. You manipulate  
  everyone and everything you come into contact with. I’d say that makes us brothers.” 
     Darian began his next spell and the shadow began to fade. Kyler could not hide his surprise. He suspected that what the shade spoke was the truth.  
     Darian never let it faze him. There was no break in his chanting. How did he not get distracted? He possessed an incredible concentration level. Kyler had never seen anything like it. Even yesterday with peril so close and Loganthar almost lost to them, still Darian finished his spells. He did not, no, would not stop until he was done. He guessed that was what his friend had trained so hard for all his life.  
     Suddenly, the elf wondered how much of what Darian told him earlier was the truth. He probably told him that because he knew how the elf would react. He’d manipulated him easily like a horny, drunk wench.  
     He never actually told him anything, just implied it. He let a man’s imagination do the rest. He wondered briefly how many times Darian had done it. How often had his friend stage-managed him? He did it so easily, too. Making you believe that it was your decision, your idea.  
     If Darian was not in the middle of casting and if there was no one else here, Kyler would have confronted him already. What was the purpose, really? If Darian did not want you to know something, he would not tell you. Or he would make you believe something else. It was a wonder they had remained friends this long. Kyler knew it was a big part of his training; it was who the Mage was. He couldn’t help it. In spite of it all, Kyler trusted Darian. The Mage was his best friend. Closer even than the elves Kyler had grown up with. No small thing, that. And a cause for great animosity to some.  
     The air turned cold. Bitter cold. Then fiery hot within seconds. It fluctuated back and forth before finally settling on hot. But not just any hot. Hotter than the fiery pits of Oblivion hot. Steam filled the air with a gut-wrenching, eye-watering, clench your teeth, you’re gonna’ vomit stench.  
     Kyler coughed involuntarily, Lorin and Loganthar gagged. Darian appeared oblivious. Did anything bother him, really? The floor trembled and shook, something big was on the move.  
    The thing that appeared in the gateway was straight out of Oblivion. It was over nine feet tall and heavily muscled. It had skin the color of hot ash, fluttering wings on its back, horns on its temple and deep red eyes. Its hands and feet ended in long, curved black nails. 
  Its voice was a deep rumble. “Mage! You should not dabble in things you cannot control. I will rip your limbs from your body, suck your juices dry and devour your flesh. Come closer. Let me see your face. Your voice… very familiar. You’ve called on me before. How did you learn my name? I can feel your strength, your power. You have no equal. There is none stronger. I hear what they say about you, Darian Brade.” 
     Lorin and Loganthar almost let go of the weave so startled were they. Kyler had his hand on his sword, listening intently. Darian just began to cast his next spell, as if a demon from Oblivion had not just recognized him. Well, at least he’s consistent, thought Kyler. 
     “Darian, can you come out to play?” it rasped. “The Dark Mage would love to get his hands on you.” Darian stiffened, the only visible reaction he’d shown. “Lorin, Loganthar and Gor Li’ Khan please leave us,” Darian commanded. 
     “Darian, what are you doing?” asked Kyler worriedly. There was no need not to call him by name, as the demon already knew him.  
     “Falahari, what do you know of this Dark Mage?” asked Darian, stepping closer. He did not have time for the protective circles but the demon could not come through the gate anyway. At least they had some level of protection. 
     “Why should I tell you?” asked the demon without malice. 
     “Because I, unlike those other pompous bastards, never treated you badly.” 
     “This is true. You always asked your questions and let me go. But why should this matter to me? I would like to get my hands on some of those Mages. The things they did to me should not be allowed.” 
     “No. They shouldn’t. I have a proposition for you Sigorna,” Darian said as a dangerous plan began to emerge. 
     “I’m listening,” mused the demon. 
     “What if we join forces, go after the Dark Mage and bring about the end of The Order as we know it?” asked the Mage, scarcely believing himself. 
     “What! Darian no! You cannot do this,” Kyler began to protest, but the Mage held up his hand, stifling any further argument.  
     “What’s to stop us from turning on each other?” 
     “Bind yourself to me,” said the Mage. 
     “What? Are you mad?” asked Sigorna. To be honest, Kyler was beginning to think the same thing. 
     “No, I’m not. Once we accomplish what I want, I will return your Demon Stone to you if you wish it and our partnership will be dissolved. I can promise you terrible bloodshed, for I have many enemies. The Dark Mage commands Morphindinaetlus. How would you like to pit yourself against the wyrm?” In answer, Sigorna smiled, which was a fearsome sight as his six-inch fangs protruded from his lips. 
     “In all my centuries of life Mage, I have never been stupid enough to bind myself to a Mage of The Order. Do I look like a jackass Darian?” 
     “Do you want revenge on The Order?” 
     “You know that I do,” said Sigorna, his voice grated on Kyler’s nerves and the elf clenched his jaw so as not to vomit.  
     “Join with me Falahari. We would make a great team you and I,” said Darian, his voice soft, coaxing and Kyler found that he was beginning to believe the Mage. He felt the magic Darian was using, probably to entice the demon, soft and insidious as it oozed across the floor in the closed space.  
    “Why would you do this Darian? Why would a Mage of The Order destroy the very thing that gave him life?” 
     “That’s not important. I can promise you death and destruction and as many Mages as you can devour.” 
     “Mmm, sounds delicious. What’s the catch?” asked Sigorna, rubbing his chin as he stared at the Mage, obviously thinking over Darian’s proposition. 
     “You may only kill those I deem worthy of death. Only those that have betrayed Delvishan and The Order shall by yours. All others will remain free of your foul touch. If you at any time disobey my command, I will send you back to Oblivion in torment. You have never felt pain such as I can inflict upon you. You have never seen the depth of my ire nor do you want it directed at you. Bind yourself to me Falahari and you will know the taste of Mage blood. I will reward your loyalty as we punish my enemies. Do this and you will know retribution.  Once the deed is done, I will release you to return to Oblivion. On my word, I will release you as I always have. What say you?” 
     “Do not deceive me, Mage. When I want my stone back, you better give it to me.” 
     “I will. Besides, with you bound to me no other may call upon you. This is the only way. I’ve never deceived you before, have I?” asked the Mage, scarcely believing the powerful Sigorna was even contemplating his offer. 
     “I was never bound to you before. You stand to gain everything while I stand to lose my freedom.” 
   “Freedom,” Darian snorted. “Is that what you call it? Waiting every day to be summoned by some worthless ass who’s not even qualified to clean my boots, hoping that it won’t happen as much as you hope it will? You long to kill, to feed on the flesh and blood of your enemies! It is what you do. It defines you. All this, I offer you. Let my enemies become your enemies. What say you?” asked Darian, holding his breath.  
     “You know what you must do,” rasped the demon, and Darian nodded.  
     “Darian…” the panic was evident in Kyler’s voice. “Darian, no! What are you doing?” He trusted his friend, but… this? 
     “Kyler, what’s wrong?” asked the Mage. 
     “What’s wrong? What’s wrong is this whole situation! You cannot really mean to go through with this. I beg of you, don’t. You cannot be that desperate. Honestly.” Kyler sent his thoughts, feeling safer to do so. He did not want the demon to know his fears.  
     “I believe it to be our best course of action. What else can I do? Take on The Order by myself? Even with you by my side, I know you are not arrogant enough to believe we can take them down. Even backed by the elven army. We need help. We do not know how many we will face. For I’m sure the Dark Mage has been recruiting. Trust me.”  Darian’s eyes were pleading, begging for the elf’s understanding.  
     Kyler knew deep down that his friend was right. However, he was not sure he would be able to remain by Darian’s side with a demon in their midst. Neither could he leave Darian to face this alone. Difficult choices… 
     It was a long time coming, but finally the elf prince came to a decision. He nodded almost imperceptibly. Relief flooded Darian, though he did not let it show. That was weak.   
     Darian summoned the demon into the chamber with them, but to Kyler’s surprise, the demon handed its stone to Darian and they both began chanting.  
     The stone was… well, it was beautiful. It was about eight inches in diameter. Amber and black swirled in its depths.  
    The spell casting took several minutes. When it was finally over, a chain appeared around the demon’s thick neck. The demon stone shrunk in size, appearing around Darian’s neck on its own chain. Sigorna bowed his head. It was done. Now he must hope the Mage before him was a man of his word. 
     Sigorna sniffed the air, “Who’s the elf that hides just beyond my sight?” 
     “My name is Kyler,” said the elf, stepping into view.  
     “Ah, the pride of Kiri A’ Nouell. You who have no desire to rule. That must be oh so frustrating to Galavad.” 
     “How do you…” the elf trailed off. 
     “The creatures of Oblivion can see things that happen here on Corillia. That is why the Mages summon them to answer questions.” 
     “What’s to stop them from lying?” asked the ever-curious elf. 
     “You lead a sheltered life, eh elf? We answer truthfully because we have no choice. The damn spell-casters draw their protective circles. They must be prepared before calling on us. First, they must learn a demon’s name. Unless they have a name, drawing their circles does them no good. There are lesser demons like Pit Shrykes, demons like Glundorn’s and greater demons like me, a Falahari. 
     “Not many Mages dare to summon the Falahari. We are strong and hard to control. And  
  if you make one mistake… Your soul will be ours. We will devour you. You will be our slave for an eternity.” Sigorna gave a wicked grin. 
     “What’s to stop you from terrorizing us?” asked Kyler. 
     “The Mage controls me now. Anyone whom he wishes I will destroy. I suggest you stay on his good side. You don’t seem happy about the situation. Neither am I. I’d just as well make you my slave, elf. But rules are rules.” 
     “Alright,” Darian intervened. “Kyler is my friend; protect him as you do me.” 
     The demon laughed, “Your friend? Mages do not have friends.” 
     “This one does,” Kyler said ominously. 
     “Interesting, hmmm. That’s a first,” he snorted. 
     “You may go now, Falahari. I’ll call when I have need of you,” dismissed Darian. They both watched as the demon stepped back through the gate, chuckling to himself.  
     “What the hell were you thinking Darian? Do you think this was a wise move? Bringing a demon into our midst! I know how badly you want to find the Dark Mage, but I must question your sanity here.” 
     “Don’t be droll. It’s perfectly safe. He is under my command.” 
     “How did you learn his name, Darian?” 
     “That is not open to discussion,” the Mage replied tightly, turning his attention back to the gateway. “I’ll finish up here and we can be on our way in the morning.” 
     It took him about one more hour to finish the gateway. A loud humming noise accompanied by a strong vibration ripped through the chamber. When it was over, the portal snapped violently into place and the blackness inside was gone, replaced by the cold stone of Thunder Peak. It appeared like a strange archway leading nowhere.  
     Branson came to inspect it. “Ah, ye did well Mage. Me n’ me kin’s thanks. Ye gonna’ show us how to use it afore’ ye leave, ain’t ye?” queried the king. 
     Darian laughed, “Of course.” 
     “Come, let us eat,” Branson announced. In answer, Darian’s stomach betrayed him. He had missed many a meal during the creation of the gate and had lost more than a few pounds. 
     At the table, Gayla noticed the chain around Darian’s neck. “I don’t remember seeing this before. Where did you get it?” she asked, reaching out to touch it, but Darian stopped her. He didn’t speak, just pushed her hands away. 
    “Sorry,” she whispered, embarrassed. The dwarves did not notice anything that was not on their plates, but everyone else did. Asa frowned disapprovingly, but Tynuviel smiled to herself.  
     Later on, back in their room, Darian took Gayla’s hand. “I’m sorry for earlier. I just didn’t want any undue attention.” She merely nodded. He’d hurt her feelings, he knew.  
     “Gayla, I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did, I’m sorry. Tomorrow, we’ll be in the elven homeland. It’s peaceful there and I’m sure you’ll love it.”  
     He went to kiss her, but she turned away. He did not spare another thought for her. He was weary and could care less right now. He got undressed and quickly slipped into Ru Nay’ Sha. The creation of the gate had taken its toll on him. 
     He awoke in the middle of the night to an erotic pleasure. Gayla was on her knees between his. Then she climbed atop him, putting her hands on his chest to steady herself. She tilted her head back as her motion increased.  
     He sat up, holding onto her. He got her on her back and took control. She sighed, entwining her fingers in his growing hair, kissing him hungrily.  
     The demon watched from the stone still around the Mage’s neck. This just might be worth his while after all. Sigorna smiled as he sat back to enjoy the show. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
    
     Morphindinaetlus awoke to a terrible pain in his head. The accursed Dark Mage was trying to reach him again. The pain began to steadily increase. If he didn’t answer soon, he was afraid his head would explode like a rotted melon.  
     “Yes, yes what is it?” the dragon rumbled. 
     “What are you doing lying about? Where is Darian?” 
     “That son of a bitch! I hope he fell from the cliff. I’m still healing from that battle.  
  He is powerful. More so than you led me to believe. He is a formidable enemy.” 
     “Weakling!” shouted the Dark Mage. “If I’d told you how strong he really was, you would’ve balked. Now stop acting like a hatchling and find him!” the Mage roared.  
     “No,” said the dragon. 
     “What?” sneered the Dark Mage. 
     “No. I must heal or I will be of no use to you.” 
     “You’re no use to me now!” 
     “Then turn me loose,” dared the wyrm. 
     “I’ll turn you loose alright, you malevolent idiot! Maybe I’ll turn you over to Darian. I’m sure he’d love to get his hands on you.” 
     “I’m not scared of him or you,” the dragon roared, severing the connection. 
     The Dark Mage was a bit surprised. He hadn’t known the dumb beast had it in him. Maybe his plan would be salvageable yet.  
     When the young Mage had been his prisoner, he wanted badly to end his misery. He wanted Darian dead more than he wanted anything. But without the Staff of Power… He hated to let him and the elves go, but what choice did he have? A dead Darian, though it would bring immense pleasure, would not lead him to the staff. And he must have that staff! How he wondered, had Darian partitioned his brain like that? For that was the only answer. How else would he not know the answers to the questions asked? 
     The seer! Damn it! That’s how he did it. He sent her all his knowledge, his very being. It was dangerous. It involved too many risks. So many had tried to do it in the past only to lose their very identity in the end. They would be forever linked now. Hmmm, interesting. It had to have worked. How had he pulled it off? Darian was far more clever than he’d given him credit for. 
    He dared to imagine what he could accomplish with the staff. With the Staff of Power in hand, yes, he’d been present at the ceremony; he could bring down the accursed Order. To have that come to fruition he must first locate Darian. Which was becoming increasingly more difficult.  
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     Darian awoke, limbs entwined with Gayla’s. He rose, washed, dressed, and then began to pack their things. Gayla rose soon after, quickly washing and dressing.  
     “Good morning, Darian,” she said, grinning.  
     “Morning,” he replied smoothly. 
     “I’m sorry I woke you. I don’t know what came over me. It was like I heard someone whispering in my dreams. It felt like you were touching me, begging me. Anyway, I’m sorry about yesterday. The whole thing was just so dumb. No reason to get so upset about it.” 
     “You were very… convincing. What made you change your mind? I tried to apologize but you wouldn’t even listen to me. Let me get this straight, you wake up from some hot wet dream to ride me into the ground and everything is as good as new? Gayla, what’s going on? Be honest.” 
     “I’ve never known you to complain before, Darian. I mean, sometimes you give me a real workout.” 
     “I’m not complaining. I’m ready anytime, but last night… That just wasn’t you…” Then he knew. He politely excused himself to go find Kyler. 
     “So, you think the demon did… what?” Kyler did not know what to think. “Is that even  
  possible? Darian? What are you doing?” the elf sounded alarmed.  
     “Not to worry. He is under my command now.” He replied, summoning the demon.  
     “This had better be good Mage. You’re interrupting my extra-curricular activities. I’m even using some of your moves. The ladies love it.” Sigorna grinned.  
     “That is utterly repulsive. Do not ever spy on me again unless I specifically request it.” 
     “What are you so pissed for? I got you laid, didn’t I? Not that you needed my help. You’ve always had a way with the ladies. Size really does matter. And you, you have the whole package, you bastard. You have everything a woman wants. She was so mad at you,” he chuckled. “I whispered to her as she slept, coaxed her a little. Hey, I did you a favor. I wouldn’t mind a little of that action myself.” The demon put up his hands to forestall the Mage’s ire. 
     “Don’t,” the Mage warned. 
     “All right, all right. I’ve got three very horny ladies to get back to. Unless you care to join in?” 
     “Too much information,” Darian released him as he was still talking. 
     “You didn’t want to take him up on his offer?” asked the elf, amused. The Mage only glared in response. 
     The company assembled by the larder. Already, there were many dwarves gathered there.  
    “Thank you for your hospitality. Our people have been friends for a long time and I only see our relationship strengthening after all this,” said Kyler. 
     “I would like fer ye to take some o’ me boys with ye,” said Branson, not quite asking. 
     “Of course,” said Kyler. 
     “I will be comin’ along as well. I’d like to meet yer father face to face an be present fer the council meetin’,” announced Branson.  
     “As you wish,” Kyler said, bowing low. 
    “No need fer all that. Ye hear?” said Branson, slightly annoyed.  
     “Sorry,” Kyler said, smiling unapologetically.  
     “About how many dwarves, Branson?” asked Darian. 
     “I’m guessin’ forty to be enough. Can ye hold the durn thing open fer that long?” 
     “You wound me,” the Mage retorted mildly, putting a hand to his chest.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan exchanged looks and Shaz did not miss a thing. Nor did the thief and the bard. If Darian could hold the gate for forty dwarves plus their party… Well, that would be a serious drain on any Mage, if they were even able to do it. 
     Darian commanded the gate to activate. The elven council chamber became visible in the doorway. He motioned for Kyler to go first, but the elven prince declined, sending Asa instead. After Asa came the Gor Li’ Khan, then the forest elves, Shaz, Mordinian and Torgyn Ro. Then Darian turned to the dwarves, who looked very nervous. Dwarves did not like magic at all. They mistrusted it completely. If it was not clerical in nature, then they avoided it. The fact that they were willing to go through it at all spoke volumes. They trusted Kyler and Darian. Though they’d been witness to the Mage’s prowess, it did not mean the first few weren’t shoved through. Finally, it was only Nephraete, Kyler, Calisha, and Darian left. Calisha went first, then Nephraete, Kyler and Darian last.  
     The elven council chamber was full to bursting. The Monarch and his consort greeted everyone that came through. They embraced their children and Nephraete. The Monarch winked at her and smiled before they took their seats.  
    “We welcome King Branson Thundershield and the dwarves to our forest home. It has been far too long, friends. I wish we were meeting under happier circumstances.” 
     “Aye,” responded Branson. Branson took over, telling their tale. When it came to the battle, he told it in a unique way as only a dwarf could. 
     “If not fer yer kin n’ Darian, we’d have lost many more. Me n’ me kin’s thanks,” he said in conclusion.  
     Galavad’s eyes were warm and bright. He was very proud of his children. He motioned for Kyler. 
     The elven prince took a long time to tell their tale. He told of the rescue of Darian, about their doubts and misgivings of why it’d been so easy. He told of how they found Tryllia and about the appearance of the Gor Li’ Khan as all eyes went to the legendary elven assassins.  
     Kyler relayed the battle at Al-Dan-Tir with Morphindinaetlus and explained how they finally located the dwarves. He told nearly every detail except for personal things about the company. Galavad’s eyes turned to the thief and the bard. 
     “What is your purpose here? What business do you have with the elves and Darian?”  
     For the first time, Mordinian seemed to be at a loss for words. He looked at everyone present, wondering how much they already knew and how much he should tell them. 
     “I was contacted over a year ago by a journeyman of The Order whose name is Mortin. He told me they had a dangerous rogue Mage that they were desperate to find. They gave me his description and his name and said that the reward would be great when I found him. They told me not to engage in conversation with him, as it could prove fatal. 
    “Mortin listed the atrocities that the rogue was supposedly guilty of. Told me he was border-line crazy or insane. The more he told me about this rogue Mage, the more I began to suspect that what Mortin told me wasn’t the truth. Why would The Order resort to letting that jackass oversee anything? 
     “I may not be a Mage, but I’m no fool. Mortin is not Mage material. He is incompetent. I began to do some digging of my own. I watched Mortin and where he would go, but it never led to anything,” he explained to Darian quickly. “I tried to get in to see someone named Aganor, but I was told he’s a very busy man. 
     “I became incredibly curious as to this Mage they tried so hard to find. I promised myself that I would find him for my own reasons to satisfy my own curiosity. Mortin gave me an enchanted necklace that betrayed my location at all times and allowed me to communicate with them. 
     “Finally, in Al-Dan-Tir, I had a sliver of hope. I overheard a few Knights talking about a group of dwarves that entered the city. The dwarves asked if an elf named Kyler entered the city. Then the guards spoke of a Mage who traveled with Kyler of Kiri A’ Nouell. I located an inn with room to spare. When I met up with them, they were less than enthusiastic. It took some convincing and an enchanted amulet, but here we are.” 
     “Darian, what say you? For it is obvious the Mage in Mordinian’s story is you.” Galavad said, keeping his face expressionless. 
     “Indeed,” said Darian, tersely. He was not happy that the story should once more focus on him. He did not want any of them to know his personal business and he was profoundly relieved that he’d sent Gayla back to the tower until after the meeting was over. 
     “I do not know how many of you present can truly appreciate my predicament. For yes, The Order looks for me. They will never give up until I am back inside Piri-Tuma. A place I do not intend to return to. For if I am returned there…” He seemed extremely uncomfortable. “I will surely die…” he trailed off. 
     The council chamber erupted in a tidal wave of conversation. Everyone was talking at once. They all began asking questions and with all the noise, it made it too difficult to understand anything.  
     Galavad stood, shouting to be heard. “Quiet please. Let us hear more.”  
     The confusion ensued for several moments before the Monarch was able to gain control once more.  
     “Please, let us hear what he has to say. Darian, what do you mean? Why is The Order really after you? Why have you not told us before?” asked the Monarch. 
     “Because I was not sure who I could trust. I’m still not. Trust is hard to come by with me. However, I believe no one in this room means me any harm. Well, almost no one,” he remarked, looking to Shaz, Mordinian and Torgyn Ro. “The Order is after me because I left abruptly, telling no one where I would be. There are very few of them that I trust. Most are useless drunk- 
  ards and are nothing like the Mages who founded The Order. I intend to make some changes.  
  There is one Mage in particular who searches for me. He is the one who held me prisoner. 
     “Kyler, I’m sorry. I tried to find out myself. I never wanted any of you involved. Never wanted anyone else hurt, but that seems all I’m able to do. Anyone who’s close to me seems to either get hurt or worse.” 
     “Darian, who is this Mage that’s after you and why?” asked Galavad compassionately. 
     “I do not know his identity, but it is a Dark Mage…” he wasn’t able to finish as the council room erupted in sheer madness. This time the elves were on their feet, shouting angrily. The dwarves were aghast, talking amongst themselves. Shaz sat back in shock. He now understood why Darian had been behaving so erratically.  
    Mordinian and Torgyn Ro shared a look and the thief sighed heavily in relief. He was glad the Mage knew as there had not been an opportunity to tell him. Once the battle was over, he’d gone right back to work on the gate. And no one was allowed around him but the elves with their horrid Gor Li’ Khan. Damn Kryndale never missed a thing. He tried several times to get close to Darian. But the Gor Li’ Khan leader caught him every time. 
     Galavad was simply stunned. He looked at everyone present, gauging their reactions. Well this explained much. Darian had always been cagey. Friendly, yet he kept you at arms-length.  
     Especially with Tynuviel. The Monarch knew Darian loved her and she him. He hated to see his daughter in such pain. He’d almost stepped in a time or two on her behalf. Now much became clear to the elven ruler. His respect for the young Mage grew. He’d sacrificed much to keep the elves safe. That was something the elves would never forget. He hoped they’d all stand with him to protect Darian. 
    Galavad watched the commotion unfold before him. He could see the worry etched in his daughter’s face, the love she still felt for the Mage plain to see. What’s this? He saw Tireniel holding her hand under the table. Could it be? What else had happened on their journey that he was unaware of?  
     He quickly gathered his thoughts and prepared to restore order, but the Crebellan beat him to it. Putting his fingers to his lips, he blew loudly. Everyone was shocked into silence.  
     “I think what we all mean to say, Darian, is what does this Dark Mage want with you and what can we do to help?” His gaze swept the entire room. “For I know that I am not alone when I say you are a great and valued friend. I have traveled with you. I’ve been a witness to your generosity and loyalty. In Al-Dan-Tir at the market, you purchased mistress Nephraete a fur-lined cloak and gloves to match. I know what you paid for them, as I was there. You also bought her fresh juices because you know how she loathes ale.     
     “The sacrifices you make do not go unnoticed by me. Though most of us are unaware  
  of them. Every day I watch as you suffer. This is not right. It is unfair. You deserve happiness just as we all do. I will stand by your side and fight ‘til my last breath if need be. I am honored to call you friend.” 
     “Calisha, you honor us with your presence cousin. Indeed, Calisha is right. Darian has been a friend to us all. Now he needs our help. Darian, what does this Dark Mage want with you?” asked Galavad. 
     “My staff.” He withdrew it, silently commanding it to full height. At its appearance, the room went silent. The Staff of Power was a breathtaking sight. The elven rune glowed brightly, its white light pure and strong.  
     The rune had multiple meanings: strength, sensuality, power and loyalty. After several long moments, Galavad finally spoke.  
     “Darian, I know you do not like to reveal your personal affairs, but I’m afraid if we do not fully understand, we will be unable to help you. Unless you are honest with us, our efforts may prove fruitless. Please, you and my son have a strong friendship. I know this makes you uncomfortable, but you have many friends here.” 
     Darian was quiet for long moments before he spoke and when he did, it was barely audible. Only the elves heard him clearly.  
     “You must understand I am not used to this. Kyler is the first friend… The only true friend I ever had. I’m not used to people caring about me. My world is full of terror and bloodshed. My fellow Mages would stop at nothing to kill me if they thought they could get away with it. They fear me and my power. It is the only reason they haven’t tried again.  
    “I have always been different from them and they know it. Hate it. Hate me. I do not think as they do and this frightens them. They do not understand me; therefore, I must be a threat. I tried so hard to make sure none of you would be involved. Tried not to hurt anyone.” 
     Darian did not look at her as he spoke. He put his head down, looking meek and ashamed, two characteristics that did not describe Darian. “Especially you Tynuviel. Everyone present knows how I feel about you. It is no secret. I am sorry for everything; all the pain I’ve caused you. I am unworthy of your love. Tireniel is a better man by far than me.” His gaze turned back to Galavad. 
     “With the Staff of Power, the Dark Mage will be virtually unstoppable. We must not let this happen. The consequences would be dire. Not just for me, but for all of Corillia. He controls Morphindinaetlus, who will stop at nothing to consume my magic. If the Dark Mage wins, he will throw me to the dragon and I will be no more.”  
    This was the most they ever heard the Mage speak. Those that heard his speech knew that he’d been completely honest and humble. Two things the strong Darian Brade had never 
  been before. 
      After the council meeting, Tynuviel caught up to Darian in the hall. “Hey,” she said lightly, touching his arm. The emotion that flooded his face was unreadable. As quickly as it had come through, it was gone. 
     “Ty, there’s so much I want to say to you. So much has been lost. I hope you can forgive me. I truly never meant to hurt you. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before and I handled everything poorly. It’s just… I couldn’t stand the thought of any harm coming to you. Being my lover… you’d be in constant danger and if something happened to you because of me… I guess I did everything in my power to push you away. I never took into consideration that it’s your body, your life. It should be as much your choice as mine. You’re so beautiful. When I’m with you, I know this is what love is.” He took her small hand in his and lightly brushed his lips against her skin. 
     “Come back to my room for a drink? We can talk in private.”     
     Without waiting for a response, she led him back to her chambers. He did not hesitate, following her in and locking the door behind him. She could hardly believe it. He actually came inside! His hair had grown to touch the top of his shoulders. To her, it made him look wildly handsome.  
     His features were perfect in every way and his grey eyes watched her every move. She poured two glasses of Nykessa and handed him one. 
     “I forgive you, Darian. I understand now fully, why you did the things you did. In your place, I’d probably have done the same.” 
     “You don’t know how hard all this has been on me,” he said quietly. 
     “Yes. I think I do. For the first time, I believe I do.”  
     He was so tired of doing what was right and sacrificing everything. He gulped down the wine and turned to go, knowing she would stop him.  
     “Darian? Please don’t go.” She grabbed his wrist, turning him about. 
     “Ty, what about Tireniel?” 
     She laughed. “Oh please. You know it’s always been you.”  
     She leaned into him, he felt so good to her. His scent drove her wild. She pushed his hair out of the way. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled him closer. She was fairly certain he would not fight. And she was rewarded moments later as he brushed her lips with his, soft and warm. The way he kissed her made her weak in the knees.  
    He dropped his Shryvven on the floor, taking her in his arms. He kissed her lips again, kissed her neck, and then back to her lips. He used his magic to open her shirt, exposing her breasts. His hands went right to them, followed closely by his lips. She moaned softly as she undid his shirt, flinging it somewhere behind her. She undid his breeches, sliding her hands inside as he groaned in pleasure.  
     “Takasha! Darian,” she exclaimed in nervous anticipation.  
     “Find something you like?” he asked thickly. 
     “Mhmmm,” she said, kissing him again. His hands were on her bottom, pulling her closer. She slid to her knees, taking his breeches with her. Darian threw his head back, running his fingers in her hair. Her lips teased him and he did not know how much more he could take. He wanted her. Needed her. And… There was a knock on her door.  
     “Tynuviel, I know you’re in there. Why did you leave so fast? Can we talk please?” It was Tireniel. 
     “Damn it!” Darian exclaimed heatedly. 
    “Shh, I’ll tell him I can’t talk right now, else he’ll never leave. I’ll be right back.” She kissed his lips as she pulled her shirt back on. By the time she made it to the door, she was presentable. 
     “Tireniel, this a bad time. I’m kinda’ busy right now. Can we talk later please?” 
     “He’s in there, isn’t he? I want to talk to him. Worry not, I am not angry,” he asked, pushing past her to confront the Mage. To his astonishment, there was no one there. 
     “Satisfied?” she asked, as she shoved him out the door. When she was back inside her bedroom, she called softly. “Darian! You can come out, he’s gone.” No one answered. She called again, “Darian!”     
     Why had she bothered to answer the door? Idiot! She berated herself ruthlessly. He’d done it to her again. She just didn’t understand why. If he had no intention of going through with it, why come here at all? He had to know what she wanted and gods! He wanted it too. What was wrong with that? She flung herself on her bed and cried herself into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
     It seemed even fate did not want them together. When he heard the knock on her door, he knew it would be Tireniel. What the hell else could go wrong? He was angry and frustrated. When she went to answer the door, he thought it best to leave before something worse would happen. He knew better anyway. Now was not the time or place. Not until he could make those changes in The Order and secure her safety. 
     He cursed silently under his breath. He could not forget her lips. Her touch was gentle but equally demanding. She was nothing like Gayla, who satisfied his body, but not his mind nor his heart.  
     He passed a hand through his growing hair. He liked it. Tynuviel seemed to like it, too. He decided he would let it grow. He walked back to his chambers, plopping down into a chair disinterestedly. He’d hurt her yet again. When she found him gone… why hadn’t he stayed? What had he been thinking? She certainly wanted him and he was eagerly taking what she offered. Until… damn Tireniel! Takasha! He did not want to admit it to himself but he was jealous of him. Jealous of what they shared. He just wished he could wipe away Tireniel’s touch on her. 
     He summoned Sigorna. “What is it, master?” he said mockingly. 
     “Did you notice anything out of place at the council meeting?” 
     “Nay, though I did see plenty. The Monarch is sincere and he genuinely wants to help. Shaz was shocked. The elf with bronze colored hair despises you, utterly. The thief and the bard shared a look of relief when they found out you knew about the connection between Mortin and the Dark Mage. 
    “That babe with the honey-colored hair, now that’s a fine piece of ass! Which by the way are you MAD? She was all over you. She wants you more than kids want candy. And here you are talking to me. What’s the matter with you? She’s got a sweet rack…” 
     “Enough! You will not speak of her so.” 
     “I hit a nerve, did I? Tsk!” he put a finger to his lips, his long curved black nail touching his nose. “You love her! This is great. This could be worth my time after all. Isn’t this against Order law? Why didn’t you do her? If you love her and she loves you, why not enjoy life’s simple pleasures?” 
     “Because, if The Order finds out…” Darian hesitated. 
     “They would demand her death,” Sigorna finished. “I thought the rules did not apply to you, Darian Brade. They have not in the past.” 
     “This is different, Sigorna. I cannot risk her life. If anything were to happen to her because of me… I must find a way to be with her…” he trailed off as he remembered whom he was speaking to. 
     After releasing the Falahari, he went to his tower. He ran himself a bath, sitting with his head back, eyes closed and arms spread out on the neck rest. He smelled her before she entered.  
     “Gayla,” he murmured. 
     “How’d you know? I was so quiet,” she said, laughter in her voice.  
     “I can smell you. I know your scent.” 
     “Would you like some company?” 
     “Sure,” he said, watching as she slipped out of her dress. She waded over to him, sitting in his lap.  
     “What’s on your mind, Darian? You seem far away from here tonight.” She kissed his bare chest, running her hands over his smooth skin. “You really should cut your hair. It’s getting long now and it makes you look wild.” 
     “I like it.” 
     He put his right hand on the back of her neck, pulling her to him. He kissed her softly, tenderly. She wrapped her slim arms around his neck. Grinding her hips into his, her breath came in quick, sharp gasps. He held her waist loosely, giving her the control she so often desired. 
     Guilt and remorse filled him, but until he could sort out his life and secure the safety of Tynuviel, Gayla would do nicely. She was so sensual, sexy, beautiful and oh so willing. She tossed her hair and dug her nails into his chest as he filled her need. 
    
     Kyler and Nephraete walked hand in hand down the walkway to Galavad’s chambers. She looked out into the trees, the gentle breeze blew the leaves and she could smell them. 
     Kaleika Bay was a beautiful place as well, but something about this forest paradise made her feel more at home. They reached the Monarch’s door and Dyvana knocked, letting him know he had visitors.  
     The elven ruler opened the door. Upon seeing Kyler and Nephraete, he smiled warmly, ushering them inside. 
     “Ah, my son. You have returned home at last.” The pride was evident in his eyes as he looked on Kyler. Tiriel came out of an adjoining room, her belly swollen.  
     “Mother,” he hugged her tightly, but carefully.  
     “Come, let us sit and talk,” she said, taking Nephraete’s hand. Once they were all seated with a glass of iced tea, Kyler spoke. 
     “I wanted to tell you in person of my growing love for Nephraete. It happened so fast. I think before I even recognized the feelings myself. In the beginning, I felt so guilty. I thought it was too soon after Destiny. In a way, I still do. But I can’t remain alone forever. I had to move quickly. Competition, you know.” Tiriel reached across the table to grasp her son’s hand. 
    “Those feelings are understandable. Takasha! Look what you’ve been through. You can’t feel guilty for falling in love. It happens without your consent sometimes. Your heart has a mind of its own. And Nephraete, you’re a beautiful girl. We’re very happy for you both. You make a perfect couple.” Tiriel’s smile was infectious. 
     “Thank you. Though I am not sure how my father will feel about it. He sent Kryndale  
  after me. What if he sends more? I do not wish to return to Kaleika Bay ever again!” Galavad smiled warmly at her and clasped her hand.     
     “Remember my promise? You have my personal protection backed by the army of Kiri A’ Nouell. No harm will come to you.” 
     “Thank you for your graciousness. Before my mother died, my father was very different. He was happy, but after… Well he began to distance himself from everyone. He usually tried to keep me locked inside my room. He became obsessed with my visions. That’s all he would talk about. He has no understanding of how it works because he never took the time to learn. Then he gave my hand to Kryndale without even asking me! I was so angry. That’s when I decided it was time to leave. At first, I hadn’t the faintest idea where to go. If not for Calisha… I would have perished many times over. It was his idea that we come here. I have to say I had my doubts. I was not altogether sure we would be welcome here.” 
    “Why in Shenna’s name would you think that?” asked Tiriel. 
    “Our people have been apart for so long I… I don’t know. I guess I was afraid of bad feelings.” 
     “Nay, child. We harbor no ill will to our Kaleika Bay kin. How has Kryndale handled your relationship?” asked Galavad. 
     “He was upset I know. I hurt him deeply, though that was never my intent. If my father would have talked to me, his pain could have been avoided.” 
     “You care for him, don’t you?” asked Tiriel. 
     “Yes, I do. We’ve been friends a long time and I don’t want our friendship to suffer.” 
     “Kyler, do you think your relationship with Nephraete will damage Kryndale’s loyalty to Kiri A’ Nouell?” asked the Monarch. 
     “Nay. Kryndale is a good elf. He is loyal in spite of his pain. I value his counsel and I am glad he is here.” Galavad looked to Tiriel and she turned to Nephraete.  
     “Would you help me bring out the snacks please?” 
     “Of course,” said Nephraete, sensing the Monarch wanted a moment alone with his son. When the women were gone, he spoke. 
     “I’m proud of you, son,” said the Monarch. “You’ve done well. Do you plan to marry her?” 
     “Yes, but not right away. I want to take my time.” 
     “Understood. There will be many broken hearts now that you’ve chosen Nephraete.”  
     “Yes, well. I’m only one elf. I couldn’t possibly spread myself so thin.” They both chuckled at that.  
     “Tell me, what are your friend’s intentions toward Tynuviel?” 
     “We are working together on that. We’ve been to Mogan Dar to speak to the head of his order.” 
     “What! Takasha, Kyler! That was not a wise move. It’s far too dangerous now.” 
     “We needed information that only he could give. He told us that he could not find the origins of the rule that a Mage cannot fall in love. They seem to have twisted the laws and rules to fit their machinations. 
     “I know he loves her and wants to be with her but… He’s hesitant to get involved right  
  now because if The Order found out, the punishment for Tynuviel is death.” 
    “What? Death? How can they demand such a thing?” 
     “Because they have Breeders who bear the Mages’ children. No one else is to do this. But from what Darian found out, there is a Breeder there, Trembliss, who is the child of the first Shivvendar-elf union.” 
     “Interesting,” the Monarch remarked thoughtfully. “I wonder if Kinistaya knows anything of this.” 
  “I don’t know, but we should look into it. He’s asked Tynuviel for some time but whether or not she’ll grant his request…” 
     “I ask because Tireniel came by and we spoke at great length. He’s asked for Tynuviel’s hand.” The Monarch watched carefully for his son’s reaction.  
     “I know. He told me he would. I told Darian because it’s only right that he knows. What did you tell him?” 
     “I gave him my blessing. Tireniel is a good elf. I think it’s wonderful that they’re in love.” 
     “What about Darian? How do you feel about him?”  
     “Kyler, I like Darian, you know I do. If he were to come to me and ask for her hand, I would grant it. But how long must she suffer? How long before it’s enough? Besides, ultimately, it’s Tynuviel’s choice, isn’t it?” 
     “Yes, father.” The ladies returned with fresh fruit, cheese, bread and more iced tea. 
     Later, Kyler and Nephraete walked slowly hand in hand down the pathway that would lead them to the waterfall. It was straight and even. Clear of debris. It was Kyler’s favorite place. He always came here when he was troubled. The rushing waters were relaxing, helping him to solve his problems.  
     He wanted to share it with Nephraete. She looked so beautiful. She had pulled her hair into a ponytail except for her bangs. She wore his favorite dress, dark blue silk with a silver belt. Even though it came to her ankles, Kyler thought she looked stunningly sexy. 
     They sat for a time, saying nothing, just listening to the water. They sat on the grass, surrounded by trees. The sun slanted down through the leaves, looking for all the world like stairways to the heavens. It was serenely beautiful. Its natural, hypnotic beauty lulled her. Everything was lush with life.  
     “Do you think Darian will make his move before Tireniel?” Nephraete asked.  
     “I don’t know. We’re working together to come up with something. Tireniel has already asked for her hand.” 
     “What do you think Tynuviel will do?” she asked.  
     “I’m not sure. There was a time when I’d have known. Now… after everything… I do  
  not know.” 
     “It’s not his fault. Sometimes I feel his pain and regret so sharply… that I weep.” 
     “What? You’ve never mentioned this before.” 
     “He loves her so much, yet does not want her hurt. The risks… those he is unwilling to take, no matter,” the seer said. 
     “You know him pretty well, don’t you?” asked Kyler.  
     “The bond… It gives me insight. Sometimes I feel what he’s feeling, but not often. He keeps himself closely guarded. I don’t think he likes anyone getting too near.”  
     They sat for a time in comfortable silence. He turned to look at her. Her silvery hair shone in the bright sunlight. It was a romantic moment that the elf prince did not waste. 
     “Nephraete…” Kyler breathed. 
     “Yes, Kyler…?” she responded as she looked at him. Their lips met as he moved close to her. He eased her down on the soft grass. She could feel him through their clothes and it excited her. She touched him, stroking him softly. He broke contact and stood, helping her up. They made their way back to his chambers.  
    Once there, he instructed the guards not to disturb him for anything and slid the bolt into place. The guards wisely kept their faces blank.  
     He took Nephraete’s hand, putting his left arm around her. He kissed her softly, moving his hand to her bottom. She undid his shirt, letting it fall to the floor. His skin was smooth and warm to her lips.  
     He removed his weapons belt, hanging it on a peg by the bed. He slid his hands up her thighs and she quivered in anticipation. He watched as the silky material slid off her tiny form to puddle around her feet. His lips quickly went to work as she unlaced his breeches. He guided her onto the bed, giving her what he knew she really wanted. She gasped in pleasure. She was so nervous, not sure what to expect. His lips sent shivers of delight through her and his long fingers stroked her soft skin.  
     She wanted him badly but he knew she wasn’t ready or prepared for it. His tongue brought her to the brink of ecstasy and he withdrew before she was consumed by it. He rose up, bracing himself, penetrating her as her body shuddered. He could feel her stiffen but his strokes were deep and even. It wasn’t long before he felt the heat inside of her rise to the surface. He pushed her past the brink and she clutched him desperately. She could feel him tense and moments later, he groaned in pleasure.  
     Afterward, he held her close, kissing her softly. “Are you okay?” 
     “I’m fine,” she replied dreamily, the discomfort forgotten.  
     They lay there for a while in each other’s arms. Finally, Kyler rose and drew them a  
  bath. She rolled onto her belly, watching his every move. 
     He took her by the hand, leading her to the bath. As they soaked, they kissed and touched, exploring each other. Kyler’s lips sent shivers through her body. His eyes pierced through her, passion clouded. She kissed him softly, then finished washing her hair.  
     She stepped out of the bath, wrapping a big towel around her. She stood in front of the mirror, brushing her long silver hair.  
     Kyler toweled off and then went to dress. They stepped into the corridor hand in hand. Kyler nodded at the guards. They let no emotion show on their faces, but that did not stop them from watching her as they walked away.  
    
     Darian awoke in the morning, feeling refreshed. He washed and dressed, then woke Gayla.  
     “Oh Darian, you really should cut your hair. It’s getting so long now that it makes you look wildly unkempt.” He shrugged dismissively, not really caring what she thought. 
     Soon after, he opened a gate and they stepped into his chambers in the elven homeland.  
     “This is beautiful! I never imagined a place so lovely. Can we go for a walk please?” she pleaded.  
     He smiled at her. “Sure. Let’s put our stuff away, and then we can go.” 
     Minutes later, they were out in the hallway. Darian nodded at the guards posted outside his room. It seems Galavad was not taking any chances with their safety. He’d never posted guards outside Darian’s door before. 
     “Good to see you again, Darian,” said Jevich. 
     “You too Jevich, Tulani,” replied the Mage. 
     “Darian, Tireniel’s asked for Tynuviel’s hand. What will you do?” asked Tulani in elvish so as not to offend the girl he was with now. 
     Darian stopped. “He spoke to Galavad?” asked the Mage in elvish.  
     “Aye, yesterday.” 
     “I must work fast,” he replied absently.  
     “You speak elvish? You understand what he said?” asked Gayla, astonished.  
    “Yes,” he did not elaborate.  
     She looked around in awe of her surroundings. The elves were skillful builders. They built their community high above the ground in the treetops.     
     Long walkways connected the trees in the elven kingdom. Retractable stairways wound around the trees so that they could be removed should anyone get past the ancient magic.  
    “Darian, how is this possible? Is it real? Are we really in the trees?” she asked  
  breathlessly, in childlike wonder. 
     “Yes, it’s real. Unique to say the least,” he said distractedly. His mind was on Tynuviel. He’d known Tireniel would ask for her hand. But this soon? He’d thought he had more time. Now… what was he to do? He could not lose her. Not now, after all they’d been through. They were so close now.  
     He had a plan. It was dangerous to be sure but it was a plan. It had to work. He could feel Delvishan working through him. For the first time he could feel, actually feel, the god’s presence. He wondered why he’d chosen him. Why now? 
     “Darian, you okay?” 
     “Of course he’s not, honey. He just found out that the love of his life is to wed Tireniel. Ha!” said Shaz malevolently.  
     Darian did not stop walking as he punched Shaz in the face, laying him low.  
     “I think you broke my nose!” Shaz shouted, but Darian did not stop. He kept walking until he reached the waterfall.  
     “Oh Darian, it’s beautiful. Darian? Is that really what’s bothering you?” 
     “No, of course not,” he lied, smiling disarmingly at her. “Sorry, just deep in thought about the future and what I need to do.” He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips. 
     “This is so romantic.” 
     “Yes, it is,” he replied. 
     He kissed her, pulling her near. She whispered in his, touching him. Needing him.  Though he was distracted, his body responded to her touch. His kiss became urgent, his hands brushing her breasts.  
     Killini watched them from afar. Who was this human the Mage was with? Did Tynuviel know of her? He knew they were not yet involved. Talk said she would wed Tireniel. Damn Tireniel! Better Tireniel than the Mage. Elves belonged with elves. Not Shivvendar!  
    His face twisted with hatred. He could tell the Mage cared nothing for the girl. It was in his eyes, his posture, his very being. His movements were mechanical. Anyone paying attention could see this. Apparently, the human was blind. The way she looked at Darian, her love for him  
  was obvious. Just like Tynuviel’s. It was utterly appalling.  
     They stayed there a long time, not really saying much. Their lips were too busy doing other things. Killini shadowed them for as long as he could. At least Darian had the decency not to have sex in the open.     
     He never took to the Mage. He knew the Mage was Kyler’s best friend but there was something about him… It set Killini’s teeth on edge. Most of the elven community liked Darian. What did they see that he did not? For it was not just jealousy. He was an elf, not an abhorrent  
  human; he didn’t let simple jealousy get in the way.            
     Finally, they began walking back to the palace. It grated his nerves that the Mage had quarters inside the palace. He was Ni’ Kulana and not deserving of such respect.  
     As they approached Galavad’s chambers, Dyvana stopped them.  
     “Darian, the Monarch wishes to speak to you.” 
     “Alright. Let me walk Gayla safely back…” the Mage began.  
    “I’m sorry, Darian. The Monarch said now.” 
     “It’s alright Darian. I can find my way back,” said Gayla with more confidence than she felt. He nodded and motioned for Dyvana to open the door.  
     Once inside, Galavad shook his hand warmly. “Darian, please have a seat and let us talk. By now, I’m sure you’ve heard. Tireniel has asked me for Tynuviel’s hand. Though I do not think he has asked her yet.” 
     “What does this have to do with me?” asked Darian, trying to pretend that it did not bother him.  
     “Come now, Darian. Do not pretend you do not care. I know you do. You work hard to hide your true feelings. Will you fight for her or will you let her go?” 
     “Which answer does the king of the elves wish to hear?” The Mage asked seriously. 
     “I am not the enemy, my friend. I hope with all my heart that you both find happiness in each other’s arms. You both love each other. That is plainly visible to a blind man. And though I gave Tireniel my blessing, I do not think she will choose him.” 
     Darian let out a long slow breath. “You’re right. I do love your daughter. Since the first time I met her. She is so very different from the women I am used to. She does not have to be with me. She wants to be with me, but the rules of The Order forbid it. If they were to find out they would demand her death.” 
     “I’d like to see them try,” replied Galavad in a steely voice. 
     “That is a risk I am not willing to take. I want to be with her more than I’ve ever wanted anything, but I’d rather she marry Tireniel than be put to death because of me.” 
     “You have made many sacrifices for the elves and that is something I will never forget. You have but to ask and I will give you my blessing.” 
     The Monarch’s words deeply touched Darian. If only he could… “I want to but I dare not. Not until I am ready to ask her. Right now, that is not possible,” said the Mage regretfully. 
   “You said you intended to make some changes. May I ask what those changes  
  are and how you plan to implement them?” 
   “Aganor, the head of my order, said that he cannot find the origins of the rule that we Mages cannot love. He doesn’t know where that came from or why. He believes I am the key to  
  the changes that must be made for The Order to survive.” 
     The Mage’s words rang true. Kyler had told him the same things, but he would not reveal this to Darian. 
     “How will you accomplish this?” 
     “I have the beginnings of a plan, but it is dangerous to be sure. They will not change willingly. They’ve been doing things the same way for a long time and it won’t be easy.”  
     “You do plan on returning here, don’t you? I know that I am not alone when I say I would miss you and I don’t want you to leave.” 
     “Yes. That is if I don’t die in the days ahead. I will be honest with you, I fully expect to. What destiny holds for me, who can say?” 
     “I think you are for so much more. I do not believe that you will die. I am glad that you think of the forest as your home. You honor us with your presence here. You may stay as long as you like.” 
     “Since I met Kyler I could never imagine living in Mogan Dar again. This is home to me now. Everyone I care about is here.” Darian was not sure he agreed with the Monarch about his honoring presence. If he knew the truth, he surely would not feel the same, the Mage thought. 
    “Please Darian, move quickly. Find the answer soon. I would really like to see you with Tynuviel.” 
     “Even though I am a Shivvendar and not an elf?” Darian asked with a smile. 
     “You’re elf enough for me. You understand our culture, our people. You speak our language. You protect us as your own. As far as I’m concerned, you’re one of us.”  
     This was not a light statement coming from the king of the elves. Never before had they accepted an outsider into their lives as one of their own. The importance of this was not lost on the Mage. 
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     Gayla tried to make her way back to Darian’s room, but she got hopelessly lost on the way. She wandered aimlessly for a while before help finally found her. 
     “Gayla, do you need help? You look lost.”  
     “Asa, yes. I’m afraid I am,” she responded, embarrassed.  
     “It’s not easy to navigate unless you grew up here. It’s built that way for a reason. Do you have some time? Would you like to take a walk?” 
     “I would love that, thanks,” she replied, smiling.  
     She did not have the heart to tell him she was on her way back. Besides, she liked Asa. She liked spending time with him. He was so handsome and a perfect gentleman. Though she was sure he did not take notice of her in that way.  
     “Darian showed me the waterfall.”  
     “Yes. That’s almost everyone’s favorite spot. It’s peaceful and romantic,” he said, glancing at her sideways.  
     “It is, but I’m afraid he’s had so much on his mind today. Then on our way back, the Monarch wanted to speak to him. I tried so hard to find my way back, but I got turned around. I’m so embarrassed,” she said turning red. 
     “Don’t be. Lucky for you I came along when I did. You may have wandered for eons before you finally found your way,” he said lightly, making her smile.  
     “I miss our walks. I enjoy them. I miss your company,” she said seriously. 
     “Me too. But you’re here now so we can still see each other when you’re not busy.” 
     “I’d like that. You’re so different from Darian. He’s so intense and you’re so relaxed. He’s a man of few words and you like to talk. Such stark differences. I get the feeling that something’s bothering him but he won’t tell me what it is. Tulani spoke to him in elvish and after that, it was like I wasn’t even there anymore.” 
     “I’m sorry. If I’d known you were here already, I’d have come by sooner.” 
     “I’ve seen Darian talk to you. He trusts you. Do you have any idea what could be bothering him?” 
     “No, I’m sorry. The only one he really talks to is Kyler. I should say confides. He tells Kyler things I bet he tells no one else. He is a very secretive man, Gayla.” 
     “Yes, he is. Even though we’ve been lovers for several years, I do not really know him. I don’t think anybody does. Oh, but you missed it!” She said, grabbing Asa’s arm. “He punched Shaz in the face.” 
    “What? Why?” 
     “Shaz told me Darian was upset because the love of his life, Tynuviel is to wed Tireniel.” 
     “Oh.” But the way he said it… It seemed he knew more than he let on. 
     “Asa, please tell me. I know you know something. I can tell.” 
     “It’s not my place and I don’t want to see you hurt,” said Asa, holding her hand in his. 
     “I can take it. I’m a big girl. Asa?” She stopped him in a secluded spot of the forest, turning his head toward her.  
     Asa let out a long, slow breath. “I don’t know how much you know, but since he first came here, he’s had a thing for my sister. He never acted on it because, well, now we know because of The Order. Before, we all just kind of thought he was crazy, you know? A beautiful girl throws herself at him and… nothing.”  
     “Wow, I always thought it was she who had a thing for him,” Gayla was stunned.  
     “They have a thing for each other,” Asa amended. “Nothing ever happened.” 
     “That’s what must be bothering him. Then he lied, he told me… Asa, what am I going to do? I’m gonna’ lose him aren’t I?” she asked, tears springing to her eyes. 
     “Are you sure that would be so bad? Maybe then you could find someone who really loves you.” 
     “Yeah right. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me now. Where will I go? I don’t think I’m strong enough to scour all of Corillia for a man who wouldn’t mind being with a former whore of The Order. And would Darian let me go or would he send me back to Mogan Dar? After all, he is a Mage first and foremost.” 
     “Gayla, you wouldn’t have to scour all of Corillia. Just look at the man standing in front of you.” 
     “Asa, this is no time for jokes. You’re an elf. I’m human. Elves don’t…” but she never finished. Without warning, Asa leaned forward, kissing her tenderly.  
     Instantly, she could tell the difference between Asa and Darian. Darian excelled at everything he did, but she could feel the raw emotion in Asa’s kiss. It lasted several long, breathtaking moments. 
     “Asa… what are we doing? Darian will kill us,” she sounded scared. 
     “I don’t think so. I think he’d be relieved, happy even. Gayla, I love you and I want to be with you. Take a hard look at Darian’s behavior. He doesn’t love you, but I do. I didn’t mean for this to happen, but it did.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him again.  
     Could what he was saying be true? Would Darian be angry or happy? She remembered how he’d dismissed them in Thunder Peak. He’d said he wasn’t worried about Asa being a gentleman with her. He didn’t care. Maybe that’s why he took her out of the tower. Maybe that’s why he suggested an elf accompany her. That was his plan. His plan to be rid of her so he could have Tynuviel.  
     Though she was hurt, she felt grateful that he cared enough about her to let her go. He could have turned her in, but that wasn’t his style. She felt lucky indeed. Asa was handsome and she really did care for him. She just couldn’t believe this was happening. 
     “Asa, I’m sorry you got mixed up in this horrible mess.” 
     “I’m not. We’d have never met otherwise,” he said, holding her hand. 
     “I feel lost, overwhelmed and I never thought anything like this would be possible. There are so many beautiful women here, why choose me?” she asked, looking into his eyes.  
    “Are you blind to your own beauty? I am not, nor am I the only one who watches you. Will you do me the honor of sharing your life with me?” asked Asa, clasping her hands in his. 
     “Asa… I… I just can’t until I know for sure Darian’s mind. If he finds out… I’m afraid, that’s all.” 
     “I will be here waiting for you when you finally accept the truth.” He kissed her once more and then walked her back to her chambers. 
     Darian was back when she returned. She decided to see if there was any truth to what Asa had told her. She hoped with all her heart that Darian really did love her, but somehow deep inside she understood that he did not, that he never had. Why lie to her then? Why say such a thing if it weren’t true? She knew he cared for her, that much was obvious.  
     Maybe that had been his intent from the beginning. She would much rather remain here in Kiri A’ Nouell with Asa than be returned to Mogan Dar or even to Al-Dan-Tir, her place of birth. She liked Asa but she had mixed feelings right now. She could not see past her love of Darian.  
     “Where have you been? I was worried,” he came to her, hugging her close.  
     “I’m sorry. I got lost. I wandered for a while before Asa found me. Then we went for a walk,” she looked closely for a reaction, but there was nothing.  
     “That’s good. I’m glad he found you. Are you alright? You look…” 
     “I’m fine, really. Just glad to be back,” she rushed to finish.  
     She did not want him looking too close. What if he saw her and Asa? What if he already knew or suspected? She decided to let him play his hand first. He took her in his arms, kissing her softly.  
     “Were you really worried?” 
     “Mhmmm,” he said as he nuzzled her neck.  
     Things were finally going according to plan. For he knew about Asa. What kind of Mage would he be if he did not? He was happy because he knew the elf would take care of her. That was why he’d told her that he loved her to begin with. 
     It was all about believability. If he didn’t love her, why would he want her to be with him? She never would have believed him otherwise. He regretted the lie, but maybe soon she would know true happiness. He would have to come clean with Kyler as well. The deception had been complete. He just hoped it would not be too late for him and Tynuviel. 
     Gayla stroked him, letting him know what she wanted. He brought his lips to hers, making her heady and weak-kneed. She pushed his shirt off his shoulders, exposing his sexy chest. He gestured and her dress fell to the floor. She took his hand, leading him to the bed.  
     She would miss him. He filled her with almost unbearable pleasure. Lately, when they made love he seemed distracted, his mind clearly on something or someone else. 
     Suddenly, she felt sorry for him. If indeed Tynuviel and Darian were really in love, they deserved happiness as well. She understood why Tynuviel had fallen for Darian. Everyone did, though the girls back at Piri-Tuma would never speak the words. His charisma was strong, even when he tried not to use it. There was just something about Darian Brade; he attracted all kinds.  
     She would speak to Tynuviel as soon as she could. She should not wed Tireniel. She could hardly believe the thoughts as they entered her mind. If not for Asa, she did not think she would be strong enough.  
    “What did the Monarch want?” she dared to ask. 
    “We were discussing our options. How to handle the dragon and the Dark Mage.” He  
  was surprisingly forthcoming. He kissed her on the forehead. “C’mon, let’s get dressed. There’s a big party tonight. There will be much food, drinking and dancing.” As if on cue, the forest burst into song.  
     “This is such a beautiful place, Darian. Thank you for bringing me here.” She was grateful to him. And if she could help him with Tynuviel, she would. She would pay special attention to the way he looked at Tynuviel tonight. Either way, she would have her answer. She hoped Asa would be there. 
     The forest floor was cleared as tables and chairs were set up. Magical lights lit up the night as the sun set. Lights that had no flame and were cool to the touch. They appeared to be some kind of stones inside the lanterns bound with elven steel. The elves were ever careful with their forest home.  
     Darian sat at a place of honor at the Monarch’s table. Because she was with Darian, Gayla sat with them. Asa appeared and she smiled warmly at him. She waved him over and he sat next to her. Kyler of course sat next to the Mage with Nephraete on his left. Across from Darian sat Tynuviel.  
     Gayla noticed when she appeared, Darian could not look away. It was as if they were the only two here. When Tireniel appeared at Tynuviel’s side, Gayla saw Darian’s hands clench into fists. Tireniel seated himself, kissing Tynuviel on the cheek, but her eyes never left the Mage.  
     Well, it seemed she had her answer. They could not keep their eyes off each other. They did look good together. She must speak to Tynuviel soon. If the elf would even speak to her. Maybe Asa could help. She felt Asa’s hand on her thigh, startling her from her contemplations.  
    “Gayla, are you alright?” he asked, sincerely worried. 
   “I’m fine, Asa. For the first time, I… I feel sorry for him. I never knew. I feel terrible. I want him to be happy. I must speak to your sister soon. Will you help me?” she whispered. Because the Mage was distracted with Tynuviel so near, Gayla likely could have shouted and he wouldn’t have heard.  
     “Of course, whatever you need,” Asa’s words were cut short as his father stood to speak.  
     “We have some hard times ahead of us, but for tonight we will drink, laugh, sing and be merry. We welcome our dwarven friends to our table. It has been too long, friends. My son Kyler has chosen Nephraete of Kaleika Bay for his companion and we are all very excited and happy for them. Help us to celebrate. Eat and drink your fill.”  
     When the Monarch sat back down, the food was served. There was something for everyone and the dwarves took his words literally. They piled their plates high with meat and vegetables, filling their tankards with ale. The elves laughed merrily at the sight. 
     Kyler filled Nephraete’s glass with fresh strawberry juice then filled his own with  
  Nykessa. He glanced at Darian, who was finishing his second ale and he nudged him quickly to get his attention. 
     “Darian, you okay?” 
     “Fine. Never better,” he said, switching to Nykessa.  
     “Darian, what are you doing? I thought you didn’t like to drink too much.”  
     “I’ll be alright,” he said dismissively.  
     “I’ve never seen you lose your control and I don’t want to now, either.” 
     “Do not worry, friend. You will not,” said the Mage, his tone softening.   
     The thief, the bard and Shaz sat amongst elves. Though they appeared to be enjoying themselves, Shaz was certain they were watching them. The elf sitting next to him was shapely and beautiful. Her hair was golden with light green streaks. She wore a white dress with side slits that revealed her shapely legs. 
    “I’m Shaz, what’s your name?” he asked, trying to be courteous. The look she gave him said that she was shocked that he would even speak to her. When she replied, her voice was melodious and polite.  
     “Khazzuri.” It took him a moment to realize that she told him her name. He had been expecting to be cursed out in elvish. Maybe she’d like some company later. 
     “That’s a beautiful name.” 
     “Thank you,” she said smiling. “What do you do, Shaz?” 
     “I’m a bounty hunter.” 
     “Really? That’s a dangerous job for a human, isn’t it?” she replied, humor tinting her words.  
     “Yeah, but I’m very good at it.” He purred, choosing to ignore her superior attitude. 
    “What happened to your nose?” 
     “A minor misunderstanding,” he replied. “Would you like to dance?” 
     “Sure,” she said, standing. She winked at a couple of elves that were watching the display. The bounty hunter was a good dancer and she was enjoying herself in spite of the thoughts in his head. He was handsome, tall and lean, but too full of himself for her liking. Otherwise, she might have seriously considered his silent offer. She dismissed him like the Ni’ Kulana that he was.  
     She could not believe that Kyler had finally chosen a consort. She’d always hoped, as she knew every female did, that he would choose her. After all, they’d been lovers for a brief time. Nephraete was a lucky woman indeed to be Kyler’s consort. Blessed by the goddess he was. In more ways than one!  
    She could not deny Nephraete’s beauty. They made a lovely couple. From everything  
  she’d heard about the seer, she was warm and caring. She wondered who the gorgeous elf was who sat on the other side of Nephraete. Calisha, she thought his name was. His eyes met hers and she could not look away. 
     “Do you wish to be rescued from the bounty hunter?” she heard his voice inside her head. 
     “You’ve no idea how badly,” she replied silently.  
    She watched as he rose calmly, said something to Nephraete and then made his way over to her. He tapped Shaz on the shoulder and she could see the anger flit across his face until he saw whom it was.  
     The bounty hunter raised his hands, backing away to quickly reseat himself at the table.  
     A few of the elves laughed at him. One of them spoke in elvish to him saying, “Ni’ Kulana Kindara Omani drosh?” every elf at the table laughed at that. Shaz had no idea what they said nor did he really care. He knew what Calisha was capable of even if they did not. Roughly translated, what the elf said to Shaz was, “Is the feeble human afraid our kinsman will put you down?” 
     Tireniel asked Tynuviel to dance and she took his hand, rising smoothly. Darian’s eyes burned through them. Asa saw the look on Gayla’s face. She looked like she would really like to dance so he drew in a breath and asked the Mage’s permission.  
     “Darian, would you mind if I ask Gayla to dance?” 
     “No, Asa. I’m sure Gayla would love to,” He sat there watching Tireniel and Tynuviel, unable to look elsewhere. They stayed out there for a long time and danced several dances. Finally, the Mage could stand it no more. He rose from his seat. 
     “Darian, what are you doing?” asked Kyler. 
     “I’m going to dance with your sister,” he said, walking away. 
     “Oh no. Takasha!” Kyler exclaimed. Nephraete touched his cheek and all the worry left him.  
     Darian tapped Tireniel on the shoulder and the elf thought briefly to ignore him. Honor and manners won out and he retreated with an ache in his heart. For he knew the night before was the last one he would spend in her arms. He saw it in the Mage’s grey eyes. He’d finally come to a decision. He knew he would take Tynuviel away from him, effortlessly. He was happy for her nonetheless. He honestly loved her and only cared about her happiness. And her happiness meant Darian. She had always loved him. Now it seemed they would be together finally. For that, he was happy.    
    Darian’s form was perfect; his arms cradled Tynuviel like a priceless treasure. All present could feel the sexual tension of this couple. 
    Gayla could feel the love Darian had for Tynuviel. It was undeniable and it broke her  
  heart. If not for Asa so near, she would have broken down.  
     Darian’s left hand was low on Tynuviel’s back, his eyes so full of passion. Gayla would give anything at all if he would look at her like that one time. 
     “Tynuviel, it’s all coming together finally. I just need some time. Time to make some changes within The Order. I need to guarantee your safety before we get involved. Will you do me the honor of giving me this time?” he pleaded. 
     “How long do you think it will be?” she asked breathlessly, unable to look away.  
     “I’m hoping no more than a year. I have a plan. It’s dangerous, but I think it will work.” 
     “I see. And what of Gayla?” she said with a sharp pang. 
     “Her and Asa are falling in love and will soon be together.” She smiled, making his heart and his hope soar.  
     “I can make no promises anymore, Darian Brade. I’ve waited long enough already and all for nothing. I don’t think I can do it anymore. I’m sorry.” 
     “Tynuviel, please. I love you.” He got down on his left knee. “I make a promise to you now. I will lay with no other woman until we’re together. For I do not doubt that soon we will be. Please, do this for me, for us. Just wait a little longer and I promise it will all be worth it.” He stood again, twirling her around. 
   “Darian,” she warned. “This will be your last chance. If I find out you’ve been with anyone or you fail to come through this time… Then you will have lost me forever.”  
     Suddenly, he stopped dancing. He put his hands to either side of her face, his lips connecting with hers. It was a tender moment that the whole elven kingdom shared with them. He took her in his arms, kissing her as she clung to him.  
     “I love you, Darian. I want you right now, please?” 
     “You know there’s nothing I want more. But, I just can’t risk it until I make those changes. If something happened to you because of me… Please do not ask that of me. It won’t be long and our passion will be all the sweeter. That doesn’t mean we can’t spend time together. Tomorrow, whatever you want to do, we’ll do it together.” 
     “Oh Darian,” she began to cry as she hugged him close. “I’m so scared of being hurt again. I really want to be with you. Please don’t hurt me.” 
     “I won’t. I never meant to. I should have been completely honest with you from the beginning and I’m sorry. At the time, there was no hope, but now… I feel Delvishan working through me. I think he’s chosen me for this task, to remake The Order. Just knowing you love me gives me the strength to do what I must.”  
     They returned to the table hand in hand and Galavad and Tiriel smiled warmly at them. Tireniel hung his head in sadness and defeat, but he could not deny that he was happy that she was happy. This is what she always wanted. He could tell the Mage really loved her. For the first time, he was not hiding behind the robes of The Order. Something was happening. Change was in the air. The gods must be at work here. 
    
     Asa watched Gayla closely as they danced, especially after Darian cut in on Tireniel. He was finally making his move. Good for Darian and good for Gayla and himself. He could see the pain on her face and it broke his heart.  
    “Tomorrow, will you spend the day with me?” she asked as she blinked the tears away.  
     “What about tonight? You shouldn’t be alone. My chambers are yours. I will sleep on the couch.” 
     “Asa,” she said, softly touching his cheek. “Thank you. Because of you, I have the strength needed to face these days ahead of me.”  
     “I will always be here for you. Whenever you need me. I’m so thankful Darian chose me that day.” When the dance was over, they returned to the table.  
     Finally, Galavad stood. “Torgyn Ro, would you grace us with a song perhaps?” 
     “Of course,” he bowed. The dancers all seated themselves, giving him room. He pulled out his lyre and began to play, seeming to know exactly which song to sing. His voice was pure and strong and it held everyone present captive. 
    
    
    
  O’er meadows green, we have traversed 
  With naught but rain to quench our thirst 
  Through darkly cave and sandy trail 
  On open seas, we’re sure to sail 
  The days of yore have come and gone 
  The elves are left to carry on 
  And in the starlight, moon and sun 
  They dance as if the world was young 
  The scent of magic in the air 
  By all who’re said to visit there 
    
    
    
    
  O starless night how bright the moon 
  And all will sing a merry tune 
  Let none erase the sands of time 
  But carry forth in time this rhyme 
  Through misted vale and clouded night 
  Our elven home is lost from sight 
  A long-forgotten vision clear 
  In mortal hearts a cold dark fear 
  Awake! Awake! The hearts of men 
  Afore ‘ere long remember when 
    
    
  The mountain pass in darkness laid 
  When mortal memories will fade 
  Along dim paths we dare not take 
  For fear the dragon will awake 
  Then darkness soon is sure to fall 
  Upon the elves, free men shall call 
  To arms! To arms! Dwarf, elf and man 
  All allies since the world began 
  We shall not die we will prevail 
  O’er torch lit path and moonlit trail 
    
    
    
  The stream reflects the stars and sun 
  Days of yore when the world begun 
  The river flowing swift and strong 
  O fair folk ‘tis where you belong 
  Elves are fairest, immortal, wise 
  See the light shining in their eyes 
  All the long ages they behold 
  No living man could have foretold 
  Whether in jest or timeless mirth 
  The elves remain upon the earth 
     When the young bard was done, everyone paused for a moment. The forest erupted in cheers and clapping. All the time they’d traveled together, Mordinian never heard him sing with such enthusiasm and clarity. The little bastard had been holding out on him! The thief could feel the power in his voice. The bard’s peers were foolish indeed to so dismiss him out of hand.  
     For where had he learned that ancient tune? Not many alive today knew it anymore. Like most ancient lore, it got lost in the passage of time.  
    “Torgyn, you do that song justice. We welcome you here. Truly, a young master you are. Yet with much to learn if you care to.” 
     “It would be an honor sir,” Torgyn said, bowing low. 
     Kinistaya took the floor then, telling a long-forgotten tale. A tale dating back to before the Niri Ku’ Yamma. The ancient elf was a powerful storyteller, but Darian could not concentrate on his words. 
     He put his arm around Tynuviel, holding her close. He stroked her hair as she put her head on his shoulder. Darian said a silent prayer to Delvishan, thanking him for Tynuviel’s grace. 
     He kissed the top of her head and she looked up at him, smiling. Smiling! Not crying. He kissed her then as if there were no one else there. It left her breathless and wanting. They did not hear much of Kinistaya’s story, too involved in each other were they.  
     It seemed kissing was not off limits and she took all she could get. Suddenly, he broke off the kiss and stood, her heart threatened to break free of her body. Tears leaked from her eyes so sure was she that he would just leave her like so many times before.  
     “Galavad, I would ask you now in front of the elven kingdom for your blessing to be with your daughter if she’ll have me.” 
     A tear trailed down Tiriel’s cheek at the Mage’s words. Her daughter would be so happy. Hopefully, her torture would cease to exist.  
     “Darian, my son. At long last, you have spoken the words that many of us present have longed to hear. Many of us know how you love each other and you have my blessing. And it is no less than you deserve. However, you have been given a great gift and I demand that you not take it lightly. I know the kind of man you are and I know that it will not be a problem. Tynuviel, I know I do not need to ask, but I must. Tynuviel, what say you? Is this man before you acceptable to you?” In answer, she stood, threw her arms around the Mage’s neck and kissed him passionately. He gently wiped the tears from her face and kissed her again to another eruption of cheers and applause. 
     The party lasted long into the night. There was much dancing and singing. Finally, one by one or two by two they retired.  
     “Calisha, I’ve had a wonderful time tonight.” 
     “Me, too, Khazzuri.” 
     “I don’t want to say good-night. My home is not far. Would you like to…” 
     “Yes, I would,” he replied, cutting her off. He looked to see Nephraete safe in the elf prince’s arms and followed Khazzuri. 
    
     Asa led Gayla back to his chambers. “Would you like something to drink?” 
     “No, thank you. I’m fine.” He led her to the bedroom. 
     “You’ll be safe here. Do not worry. If you need anything I’m right outside.” Such a gentleman. He turned to go, but she caught his hand, turning him around. 
     “Asa, don’t go. Please.” He came to her then, kissing her. She undid his shirt, running her hands over his smooth, muscular frame. She kissed his chest, softly biting him, caressing him as she did so. He undid the ties on her shoulders and her dress fell to the floor. 
     Leaving a trail of clothes behind them, she pushed him down on the bed. She rocked smoothly, gaining momentum as he put his hands on her hips. His eyes were cloudy as he sat up gently laying her down. She wrapped her legs around his waist, changing the trajectory of his thrusts. He had amazing control and by the time he was finished with her, she dropped swiftly off to sleep. He held her close and drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha, deeply satisfied.  
    Darian walked Tynuviel back to her room. “I can’t believe this is happening,” she remarked.  
     “Believe it. I’m not going anywhere ever again. Tireniel opened my eyes to what I was losing and I couldn’t stand it. Things are finally going our way.” He kissed her, not wanting to leave, but knowing he must because he couldn’t trust himself alone with her. 
     The guards had a hard time pretending not to hear or see anything. They just stared hard at the wall in front of them.  
     “Come in?” she asked. 
     “I dare not Shan Ta’ Zi,” he whispered, breathlessly against her ear. “You know I want to, but I cannot trust myself. With you so near my will is gone…” As if to test him, she put her hands on him, kissing him and nibbling his ear.  
     “Takasha, Ty! What are you doing to me, baby? You’re driving me wild.” He put his hands on her bottom, pulling her tightly against him. He backed her into the door, took her hands in his and held them hostage against it. His lips met hers in an electrifying kiss, his tongue telling her beyond doubt that he did not want to call it a night. That in fact, he was only getting started. His lips lingered on hers and then he was gone.  
     He made his way back to his room, convincing his lower extremities to behave. Takasha, how she made him feel! He bolted the door, got undressed and went to bed alone, but with a smile on his face. Against all odds, she’d given him another chance, just as Kyler told him she would. He felt so lucky. 
     He checked his tome to make sure its content was all there. He looked over his spellbook, choosing several spells to memorize and drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
     While he drifted, Delvishan came to him. He approved of Darian’s choices. The Mage could feel his assurance that everything would be alright. Everything would fall into place.  
     “Darian…” he spoke to the Mage and it almost startled Darian awake. This had never happened before. 
     “Darian, Tynuviel is the perfect consort for you. I am pleased with your choices and performance. You are everything a Mage of The Order should be. 
   “Be wary of the demon Sigorna. I know your strength. I can feel it growing. I know you are more than capable of handling the Falahari, but be wary of him. He will be a great ally in the coming battle for The Order. I want you at their head.” At this announcement, the god could feel Darian’s distress. 
     “Fear not, I know how you loathe being in control. I will not ask you to remain in Piri-Tuma. Nay, you are for so much more… You will make your home in Kiri A’ Nouell with the elves. From there, you can run The Order as it should have always been.  
     “Trust in Aganor, he is loyal to you and me. His purpose is true. Make him your second in command. There will be much violence and bloodshed before this is all through. I’m sorry you’ve had to sacrifice so much… Your rewards, they will be great! You will have the love of your life by your side. Know that I am very proud of you. Fear not, it will not be long now. We will work closely, you and I, to restore The Order to its former glory.  
     “Know this… though I grant you Tynuviel’s love you may not marry her. This rule will stand. She will bear you many strong children. Mage children! You will not return them to Piri-Tuma. You will work towards a new relationship between the elves and Mages. The Breeders must remain as well for they are a necessary evil. We will talk of what I expect later when the time is right.  
     “You need not fear my anger should you and Tynuviel consummate your love. I will ensure The Order does not find out. Rest now and be at peace.” With that, he touched Darian’s brow and he slipped deep into Ru Nay’ Sha. 
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     Kyler and Nephraete walked back to his chambers. He nodded to the guards, bolting the door behind them.  
     “Alone at last,” he said huskily. 
     “Did you see Calisha?” she hedged. 
     “Yes, he left with Khazzuri. Don’t worry, we’ll have privacy,” he said, moving to kiss her. His lips were soft, warm and she forgot her misgivings for the moment. He held her for long moments before releasing her. 
     “I guess I should go,” she said quietly. 
     “Go where?” he asked. 
     “To my room. Kyler… I…” she drifted off.  
     “Nephraete, what’s wrong?” she had been fairly quiet all night and he worried that the Monarch’s announcement had upset her. Though he did not understand why it would. She loved him, he knew, so… Then he understood. He had the incredible gift of knowing exactly what she wanted and what she was not ready for. 
    “Nephraete, please stay. Don’t leave for the wrong reasons even if you think they’re the right ones. I just want to be with you. When you feel ready again, you’ll know. I love you. I won’t  
  force you to do anything you don’t want to.” In answer, she kissed him, touching his face.  
    
     Darian awoke with a start. Delvishan’s words still in the forefront of his mind. He heard a soft shuffling outside his door. A soft knock like someone was trying to be very quiet. He rose, pulling on his breeches. He was stunned when he opened the door. Two beautiful elves were standing there practically naked. 
     “Ladies, you have the wrong room.” 
     “No, Darian, we don’t. We came to show our appreciation for everything you’ve done.” 
     “Did Tynuviel put you up to this?” he asked with a smirk. 
     “No. But since you’re up,” she said lewdly as she stroked him. “Takasha, Darian!” 
     “Yeah, I get that a lot,” he remarked, removing her hands. “Sorry ladies, there’s only one woman for me. Good-night.” He closed the door, bolting it in place once more.  
     What the hell was going on? That had never happened before. The elves had never paid him much attention. Now of a sudden they were all acting as if they owed him… The council meeting. 
     Someone must have spoken of the things he’d said in there. That’s exactly why he didn’t like to reveal personal information about himself. 
     He got undressed once more before climbing between the sheets. He liked to rest completely naked. He always had. What do you need clothes for in bed anyway? It’s not like he would meet someone he didn’t know while he dreamed. And if he did… At least he’d be prepared. He’d never been ashamed of his body and did not mind showing it off.   
     In the morning, he bathed and dressed, then went to see Tynuviel. It all felt like a dream. Too good to be true. He was so thankful to Delvishan for his graciousness. He could hardly believe that finally, he no longer had to keep his distance. He knocked on her door and heard her say, “Come on in.” When he walked in, she stood bent over brushing her hair. And she was naked. His head cocked sideways taking in the view as all the blood in his body rushed south.  
    “Oh Darian,” she turned to face him. 
     “Who were you expecting?” he asked, more harshly than he intended. A dangerous gleam lighting his sexy grey eyes.  
     “Just you. You told me last night you’d be by this morning, remember?” 
     “I’m sorry. Please get dressed. I can’t think about anything, but… Well,” he turned his back to her. Though he had the god’s approval, he felt it might be better to wait until he had control of The Order. It’s going to be a long hard road he smirked at the thought.  
  Five minutes later, she came to him, wrapping her arms around his waist, folding her hands on his stomach.  
     “So, what did you have in mind for today, Darian?” she asked, turning him about.  
     “Takasha! Shan Ta’ Zi I told you to get dressed. You’re half naked.” 
     “You don’t like my dress?” she asked. The “dress” did not come to mid-thigh, it barely covered her breasts and it left her sides and back exposed. 
     “Are you kidding? I love it! That’s the problem. I want to take it off of you right now.” He kissed her, running his hands over her smooth shapely legs. His tongue passed her lips and she grew weak in the knees. She could feel the hardness of him and she didn’t think she could wait too much longer. Being so near him and not being able to touch him was driving her insane. 
     “We could stay in. I’m sure we could think of something to do,” she said, sliding her hands inside his breeches. He kissed her again as her hands aroused him thoroughly. Finding the strength from somewhere deep inside, he groaned, taking her hands in his.  
     “Last night, two elves came by my room offering themselves to me. You don’t know anything about that, do you?” 
     “No,” she said an octave higher. 
     “Shan Ta’ Zi, I sent them away. This has never happened here before. Why now, after I asked for Galavad’s blessing in front of them all?” 
     “Hmm, good point. We can ask father. Maybe he can help.” 
     “To be honest, at first I thought you sent them as a test.” 
     “I’d never do that. I’d much rather test your resolve myself,” she said with a wicked grin.  
  “You’re not going before your father dressed like that, are you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. 
     “I’ll go change… Unless you’d like to accompany me?” 
     “I’ll wait here,” he said in a strained voice. Her smile lit up his world. She came back ten minutes later with her hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore form fitting black pants and a soft pink tunic. 
     “Is this better milord?” she mocked.  
     “Much. Now I can actually look at your face.” He remarked flippantly.  
        “Dyvana, please inform my father that we need to speak to him.” Less than a minute later, they were standing before the Monarch. 
     “Ah, you two look well together. What is it that I can do for you today?” he asked with a warm smile. “Please, have a seat,” he poured fresh lemonade for them all. 
     “I don’t quite know how to say this,” Darian began. “Late last night I was awakened by someone knocking on my door. It was two elf females. They said they were offering themselves to me for all I’ve done. Well, obviously I sent them away but cannot understand why they bothered when I announced my intentions earlier last night.” 
     “I don’t know what to say. I do not understand this either. Has this ever happened before?” 
    “No, never.” 
     “Well, let me know if it happens again. Maybe these two had too much to drink. The party did last long into the night. You’re an exquisite man, Darian. I’ve seen the way women look at you. Darian, if I may, what of Gayla? How is she?” 
     “I’ve not seen her since last night. She left with Asa. They’ve been seeing a lot of each other since Thunder Peak. Of course, it was all part of my plan. I would never send her back to Mogan Dar. That would surely be the death of her. No, I knew that Asa would take care of her, love her even. I just had to devise a plan that was believable to bring her to my side. Once I did, the rest was easy.” 
     “You really do care for her, don’t you?” 
     “Yes, I do. I did not want anything to happen to her. Asa helped, though unwittingly.” 
     “I am happy that it all worked out. It really is good to see you together.” 
     “It is by the grace of your daughter. She gave me another chance. I know I am not deserving of such a gift, but I promise that it will only get better.” 
     “Your mother worries for you, child. She does not wish to see you hurt anymore.” 
     “I know father, me either. But I believe with all my heart that it will be different this time,” she said, squeezing the Mage’s hand.  
     “I hope so. What of Gayla’s things? Shall I prepare another room for her?” the Monarch asked unrelentingly.  
     “I will help her with her things as soon as I see her and know what she intends to do. Do not worry; I made a promise to your daughter.” 
     “What promise is this then?” asked Galavad, not giving the Mage any room to breathe. 
     “She is the only one I love. The only one I want to be with,” Darian tried tactfully. 
     “So what you mean to say is that you’ll keep it in your pants until you are ready to court my daughter properly as befits the princess of Kiri A’ Nouell?” 
     “Father!” Tynuviel berated. 
     “It’s alright Shan Ta’ Zi. It’s no less than I deserve. After everything I’ve put you through, he wants to make sure that I will not hurt you again. And absolutely no intimacy until I’ve remade The Order. If such a thing can even be done.” 
     “I’ve heard abstinence achieves higher intellect,” said the Monarch. 
    “I’d rather be a witless moron,” said the Mage with a snort. The Monarch clapped him  
  on the back as they laughed.  
     “Your mother and I would like to spend the day with you both. If that is acceptable?” 
     “Of course,” Darian did not hesitate in his reply though he groaned inwardly. He’d been looking forward to spending the day alone with Ty and seeing just how far they could push his resolve. He cursed silently, remembering her nakedness. The Monarch and his wife intended to grill him, he knew.  
     They wanted to be sure this time he would stay on the right path. Alas, if that’s what they demanded, he would do it. For her… he would do anything. Anything she wanted she had only to ask and it would be hers. Well, within limits of course.  
     The truth was something she must never know. Upon his death, she never would. The contingency spell he placed upon his tome would see to that. It was linked with his life force. It would know if he perished and when he did, the tome would be utterly and completely destroyed. No one would ever know. 
     Tiriel appeared in the doorway. Darian and Galavad stood at once. She smiled, hugging her daughter and kissing her husband on the cheek. She nodded politely to Darian, but he could see by the look in her eyes she had an axe to grind.  
    Yep, he thought, this is totally what I had in mind. Much rather be butchered by the parents. Just because he knew he deserved it didn’t mean he would enjoy it.  
     The queen’s eyes were penetrating as she looked at the Mage. It was as if she were trying to scan his thoughts.  
     Good luck, he thought. They’d have better luck with that empty-headed bastard Shaz. As if he was such a simpleton that he would leave his thoughts open to them. Did they think so little of him then? 
     “Darian, you have been our friend since Kyler met you. We love you. Accept you as one of our own. Now you ask for our blessing. You ask for our only daughter. My daughter whom you claim to love, yet you hurt her repeatedly. You must understand I want to believe you. For her sake, for it is her happiness that matters to me. How many more women will fall prey to your charms before my daughter?” 
     Takasha! The queen was responsible for the late-night visitors. She needed the reassurance that he would be faithful. Fine, let her send the whole female population. It mattered not. All he could think about was Tynuviel.  
     “I have no room in my life for anyone else but your daughter. I want no one else. She’s all I think about; all I care about.” 
     “We’ll see,” the challenge was clear. The queen’s blessing was yet to be given. She would put him through the paces. A mother’s love was not to be messed with on any level. So be it. He would pass her challenge. She had no idea what his life had been like in The Order. This would be a cakewalk. Those pregnant hormones were a real bitch.  
     With business concluded, they enjoyed the rest of their visit. They stayed until just before supper then took their leave. 
     “Takasha! Darian I’m sorry. I did not know about the Mage roast, I swear.” 
     “It’s no more than I deserve. They love you and need to make sure that I love you at least as much as they and that I will take care of their only daughter. At least for now.” 
     “Excuse me?” she asked sharply. 
     “Your mother carries twins. One girl, one boy.” 
     “How do you… Even the Shak Ta’ Ru could not tell her this.” 
     “Good thing I’m a Mage and not an elven healer, then,” he said, his words clipped. 
     They went back to her chambers for dinner. They talked all evening and every time his fingers touched hers, her body came alive. She could not deny the distraction his presence created.  
     Afterwards, they sat on the couch drinking Nykessa and just talking. She had to pinch herself to believe it was really happening. Darian, the man she loved, was in her chambers with her! She almost could not believe it.  
     “So, do you?” she prompted. 
     “Do I what?” he asked, trying hard to control his body.  
     “Do you love me at least as much as they?” she asked wickedly. 
     He pulled her into his lap. “Shan Ta’ Zi, I will love you in so many ways they never even imagined. No room shall be spared. I will make love to you ‘til I just can’t do it anymore.”  
     She kissed him then. His kiss made her feel so many things. His tongue teased hers in a wave of excitement that threatened to drown her. One year! She wasn’t sure either one of them could wait so long. She ground her hips into his, moaning against his lips. He unlaced her tunic, his lips kissing her flesh.  
    There was a knock on her door but she ignored it. She did not repeat her mistakes. She undid his shirt, her lips finding his as she fumbled with his breeches. He threw his head back, groaning, unable to concentrate on anything but her lips... Score a point for persistence. Subtract ten for resolve. 
     The knock was louder this time. He picked up a book and flung it, hitting the door hard. 
     “Tynuviel, it’s your father.” 
     “Takasha! You’re kidding me, right?” she howled, but all Darian could do was laugh. He rose quickly, putting himself back together as Tynuviel did the same. He opened the door to admit Galavad. The Monarch’s guards remained outside.  
     He looked at the both of them, flush and unkempt. “Am I interrupting something?” 
     “Not anymore,” the Mage replied flippantly. 
     “You did not compromise her honor did you Darian?” he asked hastily.  
     “No. You came in the nick of time cuz I was gonna take it and run with it.” Darian didn’t see why he should lie. Obviously, the Monarch knew exactly what had been going on.  
     “Good that I followed my instincts then.” 
     “Did you harass the shit out of Tireniel like you’re doing to me?” Tynuviel sucked in a breath. She couldn’t believe Darian spoke so openly to her father. He did have a point though. 
     “Tireniel is no Mage of The Order, is he? I think it’s time you said goodnight. I’ll be back in half an hour. See that you’re in your room alone Tynuviel,” he replied, looking pointedly at Darian. 
     She waited until they were gone before erupting. “I can’t believe his nerve! Takasha! I am no child!”  
     “Relax Shan Ta’ Zi. He’s right. We really shouldn’t. Not until I finally straighten things out. It’s just too dangerous.” 
     “What about the kissing? Won’t that be trouble too?” she asked, putting her hand on his chest. 
     “Yes, but it wouldn’t be your death. The worst that could happen is they would beat me. Whoopee like that hasn’t happened before.” 
     “They beat you?” she asked, appalled.  
    “Yes, more often than I care to remember. Some don’t survive the beatings. Some don’t survive a lot of things,” he said, with a touch of melancholy.  
     “Oh Darian, the life you’ve known,” she touched his cheek.  
     “Good-night Shan Ta’ Zi.” He hugged her close, kissing her tenderly.  
     “Darian, you’re like a totally different person.” 
     “Yeah. All the credit goes to you.” Then he was gone. 
     Half an hour later, true to his word, the Monarch returned. He checked on his daughter. The guards informed him that the Mage was in his quarters alone. Satisfied, he returned to Tiriel. 
     Tynuviel did not understand why her parents were treating her like such a child. Breaking down her door and interrupting them. And of all things to do, he laughs. Laughs! Darian did have a beautiful smile. She did not see what was so damn funny though. Because he was right. They never bothered her and Tireniel. Of course, at the time she and Tireniel were not yet lovers, but they were alone many times in her chambers. Why were they doing it now with Darian? 
   They knew she’d waited so long. Why were they torturing her further? Not her. Him. They were torturing him. At least trying to. She wondered if they were responsible for the seduc- 
  tion as well. They would get to the bottom of it she swore. 
   Once again, they’d been so close. At least this time he did not leave on his own. Her  
 father ordered him to leave. Maybe she should talk to Kyler about it. They always seemed to listen to him. She knew they had promised… but still. She touched her lips where he’d kissed her. She drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha with a smile on her face. She dreamt of Darian… It was almost like he never left.  
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     Asa awoke as the sun was rising. Gayla was still fast asleep. She was so beautiful. He hoped she would be happy with him. He never meant to fall in love with her. That had been the farthest thing from his mind. The more time they spent together, the more he came to know her… When he finally admitted those feelings to himself, he decided he would tell her when they were back in the elven homeland. He was hoping a little magic would rub off on her and she would look at him differently. For unbeknownst to him, she had begun to have feelings for him as well.  
     Then Darian had done something none of them had expected. Right in front of the whole elven kingdom, the Mage asked for the Monarch’s blessing to be with Tynuviel. Asa knew that hurt Gayla, but she was so strong! So unlike his past human lovers.  
     He woke her, kissing her softly, running his hands over her body. Much later, as they lay in each other’s arms, she spoke. 
     “Asa, will you go with me to pick up my things?” 
     “Of course,” he said, running his fingers through her hair. 
     “Though, I do not know where I’ll go.” 
     “I thought that was settled. I want you to stay here with me.”  
     “Asa, are you sure? I don’t want to be a burden. I don’t want you to think you have to. I’ll be okay.”  
     “Gayla, I love you. You’ll stay with me because I want you to.” He kissed her. “Unless, Takasha! I’m sorry. I never gave you a chance to tell me how you felt. Do you want to stay with me?” 
     “I’d like that more than anything. I just didn’t want you to feel forced into it.” She kissed him, sliding into his lap.  
     Asa had no idea what he’d been in for with her. She was insatiable! And he loved it. He liked making love to her. She made it so easy. She moaned softly, tilting her head back. His lips caressed her neck as he laid her down.   
     They waited until after supper to collect her things. When they knocked on Darian’s door, she hoped he wasn’t there as much as she hoped he was. He was fresh from a bath. His long hair hung in wet strands and he wore only loose-fitting breeches.  
    “Gayla, Asa, come in.” He held the door open. 
     “I just came to pick up my things,” she stammered. 
     “Here, let me help you.” He took her into the other room. Asa knew he wanted a few moments alone so he stayed in the outer rooms.  
     “Gayla, I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I honestly meant to take care of you always. But because I care for you, I wanted you to be with someone who really loves you. Please don’t hate me. I know I didn’t go about it in the right way, but I had the very best of intentions. I had your best interest at heart. You know I’d never return you to Mogan Dar. Asa is a good elf and he loves you.” 
     “I know,” she wailed. She couldn’t hold it in anymore. She burst into tears as he held her close. She cried so hard her shoulders shook. He felt like such an ass.  
     “I know why you did what you did. I know you care for me; else, you’d never have taken me in. You were always good to me. I’m going to miss you. I love you so much. But I know you don’t love me. You love Tynuviel. You deserve happiness, too, Darian. When you’re with her… you’re a totally different person. The Order should not be able to take that away from anyone.” Her tiny form was wracked with sobs.  
     “Shhh,” he held her, stroking her hair. “I’m going to miss you, too. I’m giving you a chance at a real life, real happiness. But I cannot love you the way you need me to, the way you deserve to be. Asa can be everything you need. I really did put a lot of thought and effort into making this happen.” 
     He helped her pack, making sure she forgot nothing. When they were finished, he told her to close her eyes. He put a moonstone necklace around her neck.  
     “Oh Darian, it’s beautiful!” He kissed her softly, tenderly as she clung to him.  
     “If ever you need me, touch this necklace and call my name. I’ll be there for you always.” He kissed her again, leading her back to Asa.  
     “Darian, thank you for entrusting her to me. I will always love her and take care of her.” 
     “That was never my concern, Asa. I know you will. That’s why I chose you.”  
     “Lini A’ Chua. La Ran’ Ti Tira makhal,” he said in elvish.  
     “O come now. Stop that drivel. Don’t you have something better to do than stand around kissing my ass?” Asa only laughed. 
     When they were out in the hall Asa said, “He doesn’t take compliments too well does he?”  
     “No, not at all. What did you say?” 
     “I told him I was honored, that I was blessed to call him friend.” 
     “No wonder he looked like he could chew nails,” she laughed. 
     “Where did he learn to speak elvish? Do you know?” he asked her. 
     “Piri-Tuma I guess. Though I am not sure. He never spoke of his teaching or training.” 
     “Do you realize how difficult our language is to learn? Maybe a handful of scholars can speak and understand it. But they all have one thing in common. Their inflection is oft times incorrect along with their accent.  
     “But Darian, he speaks as one of us. If you were to close your eyes, you’d never know that he was not an elf. He can write it fluently as well. I’ve seen him do it. His elvish script is very fine indeed.”  
     “I… I never realized that it was so difficult a task. I guess I’m a lost cause, then.” 
    “You would like to learn?” he asked, mildly shocked. 
     “Yes, I would. If I am to spend my life with you, I would like to learn your native tongue. Would you teach me?” she asked. 
     “I can try, but it isn’t easy.” They returned to Asa’s quarters and he began to teach her the basics.  
    
     Kyler was about to knock a second time, when the door was yanked open. When he saw who his visitor was, he was quickly apologetic.  
     “Kyler, I’m sorry. Come in.” 
     “Darian, what the hell is going on? I’ve been looking everywhere for you. For once, can’t you let me in on the plan instead of using me like some dirty dishcloth?” 
     “I’m sorry. I was afraid it wouldn’t be totally believable if you knew.” Darian poured  
  Nykessa for them both. “I know I should have told you. I’m so used to not confiding in anyone  
  that sometimes, old habits die hard.” 
     “What happened with Tynuviel?” he queried. 
     “She agreed to give me the time I need,” Darian said, holding back.  
     “That’s great! What about Gayla?” 
     “Well, I promised Ty that I would not be with anyone else but her. Gayla…” he trailed off, draining his glass and pouring more. “Gayla, of course I hurt her. She came earlier with Asa to pick up her things. I tried to explain why I did what I did and she actually understood. Asa said he would take care of her and I know he will. It’s why I chose him. She needs someone who will really love her. Not like my pathetic attempt.” 
     “Like I said before, in your own way you do love her, else you just wouldn’t bother.” 
     “Kyler, I need to talk to you about something,” he said, ignoring the elf’s remark. He sounded so serious it caught the elf off guard.  
     “What is it Darian?” 
     “I don’t want you to get angry with me. Last night after the party, I was in bed alone. Two beautiful elves came by offering themselves to me. They said they were offering themselves to me for everything I’d done. I sent them away.” The Mage responded to the elf’s raised eyebrows. 
     “This morning, Tynuviel and I went to see your father to ask if he knew anything. Of course, he grilled me like a piece of meat. He told me I’m to court Ty as befits the princess of Kiri A’ Nouell.” Kyler chuckled. “But your mother was not so nice. She never gave me her blessing. She wants to make sure I’m faithful to Ty. I can understand their misgivings. It’s no less than I deserve, but your mother is behind the attempted seduction. She issued me a challenge, spoken vaguely of course. I do not think Galavad has any idea.” 
     “That’s absurd! You think my mother is sending elves to seduce you to ruin your chances with my sister? Do you know how that sounds?” 
     “I know, but I’m sure it’s her. Stay here with me for a while and I guarantee she’ll send someone else. This one’s bound to be more insistent.” 
     “I don’t believe what I’m hearing.” 
     “Kyler, if you’d been there, seen the way she looked at me. You’d be as certain as I am.” 
     “If I stay, she’s bound to see me.” 
     “Not if you’re invisible she won’t.” The elf agreed to stay with his friend and try to find the underlying cause of it.  
     “So did you spend any time with her?” 
     “Yes, but your father interrupted us.” 
     “What?” Kyler was aghast.   
    “He told me in no uncertain terms that I was not to touch her until I have control of The  
  Order.” 
     “He can’t… Why?” 
     “I asked him if he harassed the shit out of Tireniel the way he was me.” 
     “What? What did he say?” asked the shocked elf prince. 
     “He said Tireniel is not a Mage of The Order. He is right and I told Tynuviel that it really wasn’t a good idea and that it would be best if we wait.” 
     “Why don’t we all do something together tomorrow? Maybe it will be easier.” 
     “Thanks, my friend.” They sat drinking and talking long into the night. Kyler was beginning to believe no one was coming. The soft knock on the door had the Mage quickly casting the spell. Kyler stood where he would be able to see clearly.  
     Darian opened the door to see another beautiful elf standing there. This one wasted no time. She pushed past him into his room. She took off her cloak and he was not surprised to see that she was completely naked underneath. 
     “Why are you here? I told the others and I’m telling you, I have no interest in this.” 
     “Your body betrays you,” she said, stroking him. He removed her hands.  
     “Tis a simple matter of chemical stimulation in the brain. It has nothing to do with your hand on my dick. Tell the queen that you failed. I love Tynuviel and I will not betray her. Tell the queen to stop this foolishness.”  
     “The queen?” she asked, laughing. “What are you talking about?” she said innocently.  
     “I am no fool.” 
     “And neither am I,” said Kyler, as Darian dismissed the spell. She ran to cover herself up, then bowed to Kyler. 
     “It appears that you are right Darian. This is one of my mother’s handmaidens. How could you do this Valdeira?” 
     “I’m sorry. The queen commanded me to. She told me to do whatever it took to seduce you. Though in truth, this was something I really wanted to do. I’ve been watching you for some time Darian. Takasha! You’re so handsome. I’m sorry. I never wanted to anger you. I’m sorry Kyler.”  
     “You tell my mother that her plan failed miserably. Tell her I’ll be by to speak with her tomorrow. Good-night Valdeira.” Kyler ushered her out into the hall.  
     “Takasha! Darian I’m sorry. I should never have doubted you. I will speak to her tomorrow.” 
     “Do not be too harsh on her. This pregnancy is troubling her.” 
     “What do you mean? Is the baby alright?” Kyler asked concernedly.  
     “The twins are fine. It’s her hormones. They’re raging out of control right now.” 
     “Twins?” asked Kyler. 
     “Yes. You know, two babies at once? A boy and a girl,” Darian explained as if Kyler were slow-witted. 
     “But even the Shak Ta’ Ru could not tell her this.” 
     “What is it with you Brighton’s? I am a Mage of The Order. I command magic more powerful than the Shak Ta’ Ru. One look at her and I knew.” 
     “What are you going to do?” 
     “Get some rest. It’s late.” 
     “About the twins. Are you going to tell her?” Kyler replied exasperated. 
     “No, why would I? I’m no Shak Ta’ Ru. Besides, she didn’t ask for my lowly Mage’s opinion. Oh and she keeps sending women to ride me into the ground.” Wow. He sounded perturbed.  
    Kyler stayed a little while longer to try to calm the Mage down. Then he returned to his room where he found Nephraete deep in Ru Nay’ Sha. He kissed her forehead then held her close, her back nestled closely against his chest. He slipped quickly into the meditative state with sensual thoughts inspired by Nephraete’s bottom resting on his groin. 
     In the morning, Kyler rose early, going directly to see his mother. Dyvana did not try to stop him. The steely look in the elf prince’s eyes had the guards quick stepping out of his way.  
     “What is it son? What’s happened?” asked Galavad, alarmed. Kyler had never burst in on them like this before.  
     “Where is mother? I must speak with her,” responded the elf prince.  
     “You will tell me what this is concerning,” said Galavad, stopping his son in his tracks. Kyler let out a breath.  
     “I was hoping to discuss this in private with her.” 
     “You will discuss it with me… now.” 
     “She’s sending elves to try and seduce Darian to ruin his chances with Tynuviel.” 
     “How dare you! Darian has told me of this and it’s only happened once…” 
     Kyler cut him off. “It happened again last night. I was there. This time she sent Valdeira. She admitted that the queen commanded her to do it. What is this madness? Why are you trying to make them suffer? Haven’t they suffered enough already? Finally, they can both know happiness. Why would you try to destroy that?” Kyler was visibly angry. Angrier than the Monarch ever remembered. He tried to calm him down.  
     “There must be some mistake…” Galavad began, not wanting to believe his wife would do such a thing.  
     “You must understand she is my daughter. He’s hurt her so deeply already. Do you really  
  think that’ll change? I just had to be sure he would not be tempted. I had to put my mind at ease,” said Tiriel, coming toward them, holding her swelling belly.  
     “This pregnancy is raging war with my emotions. I’m sorry, I did not mean for anyone to be hurt. He just doesn’t seem like the type of man who would be satisfied with only her. I don’t want to see her cry anymore.” She hugged Kyler, then Galavad.  
     “I think maybe you should talk to him, mother. He knows why this pregnancy is so hard on you. If you would only trust him as I do, you would see. I know he’s done things that none of us agrees with, but he doesn’t deserve this treatment. He really loves her. He will not hurt her again.” 
     Tiriel’s face softened. “Alright Kyler. Please go get him so that I might apologize and beg for his forgiveness and counsel.” 
     Half an hour later, Kyler returned with Darian in tow. He looked every bit of the powerful Mage that he was. He wore his Shryvven open to reveal his shirt underneath of which the first three buttons were undone. His Mage ring he wore on his right index finger.  
     The sight of him took Tiriel’s breath away. She’d never seen him looking so sexy. His hair was growing long and it only added to his allure. He had a thick chain around his neck, which held some sort of small stone. It’s black and amber colors looked inviting on his tan chest.  
     Takasha, what was she thinking? She’d never looked at him in such a way before. She had no doubt it was because of her hormones. Seeing him now, she understood why her daughter was in love with him, why so many women fell prey to Darian Brade. Right now, she wanted to be one of them.  
     Galavad and Kyler left to give them some privacy.  
    “You asked to see me, Tiriel? What is it that I can do for you?” he said with less respect than her station deserved, but it had been a long two days and he was tired of the games. He plopped down into a chair without being asked to sit.  
     “Darian, I’m sorry. I just want what every mother wants for her daughter. I just needed to be sure you wouldn’t hurt her again. I went about it in the wrong way. Can you find it in your heart to forgive me?”  
     Darian sat back. He’d not been expecting that. Kyler hadn’t mentioned what she wanted, only that she wanted to see him right away.  
     “As you wish, Tiriel. It’s forgotten. I understand why you feel the way you do. I haven’t exactly given you a reason to trust me with your daughter. But I promise, I will take care of her and love her for all my days,” he said, his tone softening. 
     “Darian, this pregnancy is trying my patience, toying with my emotions. I’ve never felt this way before. Will you please check to see that my baby is okay?” 
     “If you wish it,” he replied, disinterestedly.  
     “I do.” 
     He stood, coming over to her. He was easily a foot taller than she was, maybe one and a half feet. He had such beautiful eyes. His lips… She really must control herself. What was wrong with her? 
     He put his left hand on her back for stability, his right hand he laid gently on her swollen belly. His touch seemed to burn her alive. She became intensely aroused. His hands, he had nice hands with long slender fingers. Good for magic she supposed, but she knew something else they would be good for as well.   
     She knew she should feel ashamed to be thinking the things she was but she wasn’t. She put her hand on top of his. His eyes were closed, so deep in concentration was he. That is, until her lips found his. He jerked away, breaking all contact with her.  
     “Tiriel, what are you doing?” he asked, befuddled. 
     “I’m sorry Darian. I don’t know what came over me.” All the shame she should have felt before found her now, wrapping her in a tight embrace. She swayed on her feet and he caught her as she fell.  
     When she awoke, she was in her bed. She opened her eyes slowly. Darian sat in a chair by her bedside, writing in a leather-bound tome. When he saw she was awake, he put the book away, coming to stand by her.  
     “Tiriel, are you alright? How are you feeling?” he asked, worry etched on his handsome face.  
     “Embarrassed and ashamed. Darian, I am so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. When you put your hand on my belly, I became aroused. I’ve no idea why. Most days I’m afraid of contact with anyone. I never know how I’ll feel. Sometimes, I’m so terribly mean. Sometimes I’m alright and sometimes I weep uncontrollably. The Shak Ta’ Ru have not been able to help me. Their herb teas have not helped at all to ease these feelings. Now this… I’m sorry.” She struggled to sit up. He put his arms around her, helping her up.  
     “It’s alright Tiriel. It’s perfectly normal, these things you feel. You’re feeling them more intensely because you carry twins.”  
     “Twins! Are you sure?” she asked shakily. 
     “Aye, one boy one girl. Their separate heartbeats are very distinct. Not to worry, they are healthy and strong. I will leave you with some herbs to drink in your tea at night. It should help with your mood swings. I’ll show Galavad how to prepare it for you.” 
    “Thank you, Darian.” She caught his hand as he turned to go. “You have my blessing. I know you will take care of her. Please forgive me. And Darian, please don’t tell them what  
 happened.” 
     “I wouldn’t dream of it. Get some rest, Tiriel.” Then he was gone. Once he was out of her line of sight, the things she’d been feeling diminished. 
     “How is she Darian?” asked Galavad as soon as the Mage entered the room.  
     “She’s fine. She’s experiencing severe mood swings because her hormones are out of control. I’m leaving you with a packet of herbs. Put it in her tea at night, only a pinch, no more. It should help her. Go be with your wife. After the twins are born, there will be little time for intimacy.” 
     “Twins? She’s having twins?” asked Galavad with a smile. 
     “Aye.” 
     “That explains a lot, doesn’t it?” 
     “Yes… it does,” Darian mumbled, deep in thought. As if he were answering some silent question he’d asked himself. Galavad was so happy that he paid them no more mind, but Kyler noticed. The monarch went right in to see his wife.  
     “Darian? What is it?” 
     “Nothing. It’s nothing. Let’s go get the girls.” He began walking, not waiting for a response.  
     “So, what did she say? Did she apologize to you?” 
     “Yes,” the Mage replied without stopping.  
     “Darian, what is it? What’s bothering you?” Kyler stopped him, turning him about. 
     “Do you feel differently when you’re around me than when you’re not?” asked the Mage. 
     “Well it depends on what I’m doing. If I’m with Nephraete of course I feel different. I’ll never feel that way about you,” Kyler said with a smile, hoping to lighten up his friend’s mood. 
     “Takasha! Let’s hope not. I don’t have to stick a sign on my ass that says exit only. Do I?” They both laughed. “Thanks for talking to her for me. Maybe now everything will be back to normal again. She gave me her blessing.” 
     “She damn well better have after all you’ve done for her today.” 
     “Be easy on her my friend. She’s having a hard time.” 
     “Did she ask you for your counsel?” 
     “Yes. She is concerned because her past pregnancies have not caused so much trouble. She is concerned and does not know what to do. She told me she’s been trying to avoid everyone because she never knows how she’ll react.” 
     There was something Darian did not want him to know. Something had happened in there. Why would he ask if he felt different when he was around the Mage?  
     He was about to ask something more but they were back at his room. He opened the door to find Calisha there with Nephraete. He did not know why, but it bothered him more than a little. They were both relaxed and did not jump when they entered so they must not be hiding anything.  
     “Kyler, how’s the queen?” asked Nephraete. 
                “She’s fine. Darian gave her something to put into her tea to relax her.” He kissed her softly. “Are you ready?”  
     She looked at Calisha. He never thought it would be so hard, but he hated that she looked to Calisha first. They had the day already planned.  
     “I would like to spend some time with Calisha if you don’t mind. I haven’t seen him in days.” 
     “Calisha, why not come with us?” invited Kyler, more so he could keep an eye on them than anything else. 
     “Sure, thank you.” He took Nephraete’s hand and they went to get Tynuviel.  
     Darian knocked on her door. When she saw him, she smiled, throwing herself into his arms and kissing him. He put his hands on her ass, pulling her closer. Kyler cleared his throat. 
    “Sorry,” the Mage said without a trace of remorse. Tynuviel handed Darian the basket of food and drinks as they left the palace. They intended to go to a secluded spot where they could be alone and enjoy each other’s company. 
     Tynuviel walked with her arm around Darian. To the others, it seemed so weird yet so right. Darian put his left arm around Tynuviel, resting his hand on her behind.  
     Kyler felt like an outsider. He was upset with Nephraete, but he was trying to understand. He really was, but it was getting more difficult. Nephraete held Calisha’s hand and they talked quietly as if he wasn’t even there.  
     They walked for a little over an hour before they found the spot they’d chosen. It was far enough from the center of the forest, yet farther still before they would reach the elven outpost.  
     The girls spread blankets on the ground for them to sit on. While they worked, Tynuviel spoke quietly to her friend.  
     “Nephraete, what’s with you and Calisha? Do you realize you’ve ignored Kyler this whole trip so far?” 
     “I… No, I did not mean to…” 
     “I know, but you’re hurting him and making him extremely jealous. He and Darian put a lot of thought into today and you were just going to blow him off. Nephraete, do you love my brother or do you love Calisha?” 
     “I can’t believe you would ask me such a thing. You know I love Kyler.” 
     “Then please show him. This was supposed to be romantic.” 
     “Sometimes, I do not realize how much I cling to Calisha. We were bonded at my birth. We’re so close… I did not mean to hurt Kyler. I will pay special attention to him for the rest of the day.” 
     They sat there for some time talking. Nephraete made it a point to speak to Kyler and hold his hand. Calisha took his leave, saying there were things he must see to. 
     Darian was laying down, his hands behind his head. Tynuviel lay down next to him, resting on her elbows.  
     Nephraete looked at Kyler. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to hurt you Kyler. Sometimes I don’t even realize I’m doing it. I did not know his presence bothered you so. I will try to pay more attention to you when he is around.” She kissed him softly.  
     She felt a little strange showing him such affection in front of others. One look at Darian and Tynuviel told her they were not paying them any attention. She let him take her in his arms. He kissed her urgently, full of need. She found she wanted him again. Pain or no pain.  
     Calisha watched for a time. He smiled to himself. Kyler was good to her. He knew his presence was not easy for the elf prince to deal with. Calisha would always be there. He told Kyler as much, but he knew it was hard to accept. He politely excused himself, making his way back to the elven city. He wondered if Khazzuri had any plans… 
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    Tynuviel brushed her lips on Darian’s and she felt his tongue slip past her weak defenses. He took her in his arms, kissing her softly. She caressed him teasingly as he kissed her neck. His body responded to her touch immediately and she wanted him more than ever. He slid his hand up her inner thigh, touching her, needing her. He put his hands on her breasts, kissing her, his tongue demanding her attention. She filled him with such incredible longing. It felt like it had already been a year. Takasha! How he wanted her right now. 
     She slid on top of him. Her body, her scent driving him wild. He was ready to take her now, he didn’t care who was there. He rolled her onto her back, undoing the top buttons of her shirt. His lips kissed her hot skin, his silken tongue turning her nipples hard. She touched him and he groaned. He was about to relieve her of her breeches when Kyler broke the cocoon of passion surrounding them.  
     “The sun will set in another hour. We should go.” 
     “Damn you Kyler Brighton!” The Mage said half-seriously.  
     “Why don’t we have dinner together since lunch was so much fun?” Kyler retorted. 
     “That sounds lovely, but Kyler is right. We have lingered here too long. The Monarch will undoubtedly come looking for you…” She swayed on her feet.  
     “Nephraete, are you alright?” asked Kyler, but it seemed from far away. A blinding white-hot light enveloped her as the vision took hold of her.  
    
     Kaleika Bay became clear in her mind’s eye. A larger force of Gor Li’ Khan were being dispatched to Kiri A’ Nouell. She saw it so clearly. She could name most of those she saw. All battle-hardened killers. She needed to speak to Kryndale. 
     She knew the moment Darian touched her. No more was she in Kaleika Bay. She was in Mogan Dar. In the lair of the Breeders. The one she saw was stunningly beautiful. Trembliss was her name. She was with child, ready to give birth. The labor was difficult, nearly a full day. The Order rejoiced when the babe came forth. A boy. They named him Darian Brade.  
     She saw his rise through the ranks. The teaching, training, and punishments. She saw the hatred, fear and loathing they had for him. They dare not move against him… He was too powerful. The last time he was beaten, he’d killed his aggressor. Obliterated him completely. 
     She saw the rewards as well. Her cheeks burned hot with embarrassment. She gasped, covering her mouth. He was with three girls at once! And he was having no trouble satisfying all of them. They always said Kyler was blessed by the goddess and that was certainly true. But Darian must be held in high regard with Delvishan the way he was blessed! 
     She saw Morphindinaetlus up close. So near was he that she could feel his hot, fetid breath on her cheeks. He was healed now and leaving his lair. He took to the air coming… 
     The ground began to tremble. A demon! Fighting side by side with… Darian? They were fighting other Mages. The school of Piri-Tuma. He… they were trying to bring down The Order! A filmy shape was beside… No that wasn’t exactly correct. Inside fit better.  
     A filmy shape was inside Darian. She could not make out the identity. Then he looked at her and she knew. It was in his eyes. Darian’s eyes. Delvishan god of Mages! He was working through Darian.  
     She saw the one commanding Morphindinaetlus. He was inside Piri-Tuma. His features were shadowed. She could not make out anything… 
  Al-Dan-Tir and the Knights of Shorlan. Calisha! She felt him near. Her eyes were open wide, but saw nothing. She was still lost in the vision. 
    She saw Tansher Morningstar. He was angry and upset because he could get nothing from Nereina. He knew the Mage was responsible but could not prove it.  
     She saw a contingent of the Knights of Shorlan thunder across the plains to reach Kiri A’ Nouell. Then blackness. 
    
     When she awoke, she was in the bed she now shared with Kyler. He and Calisha were sitting on the bed anxiously waiting. Kyler let Calisha control the situation as he’d had more experience.  
     “Nephraete, are you okay? Can you sit up?” asked Calisha. 
     “Yes. I think so.” 
     “That was a very powerful vision you had,” the Crebellan remarked. 
     “Yes, but the pounding in my head is quickly receding.” 
     “Do you feel up to having company and telling us what you saw?” asked Calisha. 
     “Yes. Darian, is he here? I must speak to him, Cal.” She gripped his hands tightly. 
     “Shhh, it’s alright.” He spoke to her soothingly. 
     “Calisha, thank you for coming back to me. How did you know…?” 
     “Nephraete, I feel you at all times. I always know where you are. I felt the vision taking hold of you and came as soon as I could.” She held her hand out to Kyler.  
     Calisha went to get Darian and Tynuviel to give Kyler and Nephraete a few moments alone. Kyler held her small hand in his. She was trembling and she looked terrified. 
     “Kyler, please hold me.” Her whole body shook. What had she seen? He wondered. He wrapped his arms around her, laying her in his lap. He stroked her hair and ran his fingers over her soft, silky skin.  
     She sighed contentedly and her trembling began to subside. She sat up, kissing him. His lips were soft and warm. He made her feel safe. She rested her head on his shoulder as he held her. 
     Calisha returned with the others. As soon as Darian entered, she held out her hand to him. He could feel her despair and fear so strongly it threatened to overwhelm him. What the hell had she seen? He sat on the bed next to her and held her hand. 
     “We must tell Galavad and Kryndale they are coming. They will be leaving soon to depart from Kaleika Bay. He sends a larger force of Gor Li’ Khan,” she shook.  
     “Why? Why would Thelarki do this? Does he come for you?” asked Kyler in a rush. 
   “I cannot think of another reason why he would dispatch them to Kiri A’ Nouell. I do not want to go back there!” she began to cry.  
     “Do not worry, they will not take you,” said Darian, with great conviction. 
     “They are Gor Li’ Khan. Do you know the things they’re capable of? They can blend in with their surroundings. They can…” Darian cut her off. 
     “Nephraete, have you seen the things I’m capable of? I say to you now; they will not take you. I will bathe in their blood before that happens.” He gripped her hand firmly. “What else did you see?” the Mage asked. 
     She looked at the others. “Please, leave us. This is for Darian alone.” They left, closing the door behind them. Darian could sense her panic, her fear. He held her tightly and bade her to continue.  
     “I saw Mogan Dar. I saw the lair of the Breeders.” Darian’s heart began to pound at her words. “I saw Trembliss. Do you know her?”  
     “I know of her. I never saw any of them.” She knew that was a touchy subject. He had a look of distaste on his face.  
    Her vision had given her a vague understanding. And it was bleak, dark and utterly terrifying.  
     “Why do you ask?” he wanted to know.  
     “Trembliss is your mother.” 
     “What?” Darian stood at once, both shocked and hopeful.  
     “I saw her give birth to the babe. The Order rejoiced because it was a boy. They named him Darian Brade.” Darian was speechless.  
     “Trembliss is the original Breeder. She is the daughter of the first Shivvendar-elf union,” he replied absently.  
     “Then you are part elf,” she smiled. “You look remarkably like her. She is stunningly beautiful. I saw your rise through the ranks. Your teaching, training and punishments. I saw your rewards as well.” She caught him completely off guard with her next statement. “The tome, is it safe? No one knows of it, do they?”  
     She took a great risk in revealing to him that she knew of its existence. He could kill her quickly and easily to make sure she never told anyone. That she knew at all was putting her life in danger. She did not know all its contents. She did not need to. The little she’d seen was dangerous enough.  
     “What do you know of it?” he asked, grabbing her by the neck. His grip was firm and tight. She had difficulty drawing breath. 
     “Darian, I am not the enemy. I mean you no harm. You must know this, joined as we are. I am open to you. Search me, read me as I know you can.” She squeaked. 
     He did. He delved deep inside her. He saw her purity of purpose. He could feel the intensity of her friendship and honesty toward him.  
     What’s this? He thought. She was utterly terrified to make love to Kyler again. Why? Hmmm interesting, he thought to himself. He stroked her desire and banished her fear. Kyler definitely owed him for that. At least someone would get lucky tonight, he smiled to himself as he released her.  
     “Sorry,” he quickly apologized. 
     “I understand. You must protect it at all costs.” 
     “I know. I linked it to my life force. Should I perish; the tome will be utterly and irrevocably destroyed.”  
     “Good. I also saw Morphindinaetlus. He comes… I saw the Dark Mage. Not his face.” She told him quickly, so as not to raise his hopes. “All I know and I guess you do too is that he’s in Piri-Tuma. A strange and peculiar sight did I see. A demon fighting side by side with you. You play a dangerous game Darian Brade; trying to bring down The Order.”  
     “Yes, but it must be done. Delvishan commands it. It is the only way for me to be with the woman I love.” 
     “I know, but be careful. You have many enemies. An old friend turned against you. You must bring him back again. The demon… that is the necklace around your neck, is it not?” 
     “Yes.” 
     “You’re sure you can control it?” 
     “Nephraete, you know nothing of my strength and control.” 
     “Maybe not. Delvishan is working through you as you suspected.” 
     “Why choose me?” he asked. 
     “He is pleased with you. You are the strongest Mage ever born. You were born for this task. He wants you to remake The Order into what it was at its inception before it was befouled. Your intent and purpose are true. He needs you, Darian. You are the only one who can do what must be done.”  
     “Your news is as bright as the sun today. Anything else?” 
    “Only one thing more before we recall the others. Tansher Morningstar is angry with you. He knows you had something to do with Nereina’s memory loss, but he cannot prove it. Now go call the others that I may tell you the last thing I saw. And Darian… thank you.” There was no need to ask what she thanked him for. He knew. He nodded and called the others back in. 
     They were in there for a long time and it rankled Kyler that Nephraete asked him to leave. He wanted to know what she saw of Darian for he doubted either one would tell. At least she’d asked Calisha to leave too. That was very important to the elf prince. Calisha did not seem to mind, so he tried not to let it bother him either.  
     Finally, the door opened and Darian called them back inside. His face of course, was unreadable. She waited until they were all seated again before she spoke. 
  “I saw a large contingent of the Knights of Shorlan riding hard across the plains to reach Kiri A’ Nouell. Tansher Morningstar is at their head. I do not know why they are coming. Now please, I need to rest. Kyler, will you stay with me?” 
    “You know there’s nothing I’d like more. I’ll be right back.” He made sure that everyone  
  was gone and he threw the bolt into place. When he returned, she held out her hands to him. 
     “I’m sorry for earlier. I know I hurt you though you will never speak it.” His hands were warm. She kissed his lips and he took her in his arms, kissing her back. Her hands were on him, urgently removing his clothing.  
     “I thought you needed rest,” Kyler began huskily. 
     “I just said that to get rid of them. I want to be alone with you,” she replied kissing his chest. 
     He laid her down on the bed and gave her everything she wanted. The discomfort was not gone, but thanks to Darian, she was no longer afraid of it.  
     In the morning, Kyler and Nephraete went to see the Monarch. Dyvana let them in right away, saying that everyone was gathered and waiting for them. She saw Darian and Tynuviel as soon as the door opened. Then she spotted Calisha and Kryndale. She rushed over, embracing the Gor Li’ Khan leader. He held her tightly, whispering something in her ear. She hugged Calisha, then returned to Kyler’s side.  
     Once they were all comfortable, she retold her visions, except of course, the one’s concerning the Mage. When she was finished, they were silent for a time, digesting her words. 
     “Why would Thelarki send more Gor Li’ Khan? It seems a desperate move. And he is not desperate. Could they be leaving on their own?” asked Kryndale. 
     “No,” the seer replied. “Thelarki sends them. I… I saw most of those he sends…” she trailed off. 
     “Who? Who does he send?” asked Kryndale, with a derisive snort. 
     “Kelindril is at their head. Floran, Gibron, Stilhan, Melanor, Nymdal, Whelan and Gavil. The rest I could not see.” 
     “Do not worry, Nephraete. I will not let them take you,” said Kryndale soberly.  
     “How can we stop them? They are Gor Li’ Khan! They are elves. Did you not walk right into Kiri A’ Nouell unscathed by the ancient magic?” the seer asked. 
     “Yes, but their entrance did not go unnoticed,” replied Galavad.  
     “I am afraid. I do not want anyone to die because of me. We do not know their intent. They could be coming to kill me.” 
     “Nephraete, none in this room would let that happen. You know this,” said Calisha reassuringly. 
     “I know you would try. I know you would give everything you have. I couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to you. Any of you.” 
    “None of us are without our defenses. I am ancient, older than the Gor Li’ Khan. My magic will protect me,” answered Calisha.  
     “I know you aren’t worried about me darlin’,” said Darian, brandishing his sexy smile. “I can take care of myself. Compared to The Order, the Gor Li’ Khan are nothing,” he said succinctly. 
     “What of you, my love? What if they come to kill you to take away the Monarch’s chosen because I left?” she asked Kyler.  
     “You cannot think your father capable of such madness?” asked Kryndale. 
     “Who can say, Kryndale? He’s not the same man anymore. Not since mother…” she began to cry. Kyler held her as she wept.  
     “Tryndil and I will guard you at night. They will not get past us,” assured the Gor Li’ Khan leader.  
     “Thank you Kryndale,” said Kyler. “Please post guards for the Monarch and my mother as well. She is with child.” 
     “It will be done. Kralkor and Malchyr will now be your guards.” Kryndale told Galavad matter of factly.  
     Galavad smiled to himself. His son Kyler would be a fine ruler. He knew his son had no interest in such things, but though he didn’t want it, he was doing it anyway. 
     He watched the way Kyler and Kryndale interacted with each other. Kryndale deferred to Kyler, though he was Monarch and not Kyler. Yes, his son was right. Kryndale was loyal and a very valuable asset to Kiri A’ Nouell. Now, if he could turn the other Gor Li’ Khan as well… 
     Once Nephraete was calm, they began to plan their next moves. Kyler sent for Kralkor and Malchyr to inform them of their new duties. They wasted no time. They went directly to Dyvana, relieving him for now. They gave him no explanation. He needed none. 
     Dyvana was upset. He’d been the Monarch’s guard for decades, but these were dangerous times. And though he hated to be relieved of his duties, he thought the Gor Li’ Khan would be better equipped to protect the Monarch. When this was over, he fully intended to take back his post. 
     They spent the better part of the morning making plans. They doubled the guard at the outposts. The elves retracted all of the climbing ladders and Darian concealed the spiral staircases.  
     The fact that more Gor Li’ Khan were coming was not lost on them. They were kin and kind and so the magic would let them pass, but they must take every precaution. With the ladders pulled up and the stairways hidden, they would be hard pressed to climb their way to the elven kingdom. They would be at a disadvantage. Then the forest elves could have the upper hand and take control of the situation. 
    Kryndale was worried, though he did not let it show. For Nephraete’s sake, he could not.  
  Kelindril used to be his second in command before Tryndil. Kelindril was blood thirsty and reckless, often killing when it was not necessary. He reveled in it. His tracking and fighting skills were impeccable. Kryndale had no doubt that Kelindril would find his way here. They must be prepared. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Morphindinaetlus was hungry. The great rumble in his belly confirmed that he was ready. He opened one eye. His vision was clear. He opened his other eye. Yes, he was better, time to move. He’d wasted too much time already lying about. He slithered through the tunnels away from his lair, making his way to the exit.  
     He could feel the cold air on his face and he knew it was close. He went through tunnel after tunnel, until finally the light became visible. He stood before the vast opening in the mountainside.  
    He stood there for long moments, staring out into the vast expanse of land surrounding the Ancient Mountain. It was always cold here. Even in summer, the temperature never reached above freezing. The vegetation was sparse. The animals that lived here learned to adapt to this harsh climate, but they were too small to sustain his huge appetite. It was unpopulated, for who would live near a deadly dragon? Too bad, his meals would be assured then. Yes, he thought. Perfect. 
     It rankled him that the Mage found his way through the tunnel maze and into his lair. He still did not know how he’d done it. How did he know about The Orb of Healing? How did the Mage know he even had it? How had Darian Brade even known what it was? 
     His master constantly underestimated the Mage’s cleverness and intelligence, but he would not make those mistakes. He’d witnessed firsthand what the mage was capable of. He was only now, weeks later, completely healed from it. He would make him pay for his insolence. He knew exactly what he would do. He spread his great wings and leaped off the mountain. He flew east with a great and terrible hunger growing in his belly. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Thelarki called Kelindril to his side. “I must know what’s happened to my daughter. I have heard nothing from Kryndale. I should have heard something by now. Please, I must know that she is safe and what her intentions are.” 
     “Do you want me to return her to you?” asked Kelindril, with a gleam in his eye. 
    “Only if she wants to return, do not force her.”  
     “Understood, I will gather my team and we will leave at daybreak.” 
     “Kelindril, this mission could be dangerous. Do not take any lives of our kin and kind. I do not think they will threaten you and we cannot risk open war with our brethren.” 
     “I am to go to Kiri A’ Nouell then?” he queried. 
     “Yes, for that is where I believe she is. Where else could she go? Where else would Calisha lead her?” 
     “I understand. When I find her, what is it you want me to do?” 
     “I need to know if she is happy. Here, take this letter to her from me. If she wants to return, bring her safely back to me. If she wants to remain, stay with her and guard her. Keep her safe, but ask her to send me a note. I would like to hear from her.” 
     “What of Kryndale? What if he tries to interfere?” 
     “You think he made it there alive?” 
     “Aye, I know Kryndale, he is resourceful. He would never give up until he found her. You know this. What do you want me to do if he is there as well?” 
     “Nothing, unless he tries to stop you. Then kill him. It is regrettable, that. Do you think you can do it?” asked Thelarki. 
     “Yes, I do.” He smiled gleefully. “I will do as you ask,” replied Kelindril. He took his leave to go prepare for the arduous journey. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     At Galavad’s suggestion, Kyler, Darian, Tynuviel, Nephraete, Kryndale and Tryndil accompanied the elves whose job it was to collect the berries from the treetops of the Eldoran Trees.  
     The Monarch thought it might help to ease their minds for now. Especially Nephraete. He was very worried about her. She was absolutely terrified. He thought they might enjoy helping and learning how to make Nykessa.  
    It was early afternoon; the sun was bright and warm. They set out for the border of Kiri A’ Nouell. Each week they picked the berries from different areas so as not to exhaust the supply. The borders of Kiri A’ Nouell had not been picked in over three months.  
     No matter how many times he saw the Eldoran trees, it always astounded Kyler. The Eldoran trees only grew in Kiri A’ Nouell. They were huge, ancient trees that stood over three hundred feet tall. Their trunk girth was at least fifteen feet in diameter. The first branches and leaves began to sprout after twenty feet. The tree bark was blood red and the leaves were silver.  
     At the bottom of each tree was an elf holding an empty basket. Another elf nimbly climbed the tree, a rope tied around his waist. They took an empty basket with them as they scaled the tree. 
     Tynuviel and Kyler easily scaled the trees. Nephraete and Darian elected to remain on the ground. Kryndale and Tryndil remained close at all times.     
     After half an hour, the first full baskets came down. The Mage and the seer untied them and sent up two more empty ones. They emptied the baskets into one of several large wheelbarrows. 
  The contest was on and twenty minutes later, Tynuviel sent down another basket full. Five minutes later came Kyler’s basket. They shouted back and forth how many baskets they filled. They were all enjoying themselves. Darian and Nephraete laughed at the display and the tension of the day melted away. 
     It was an hour to sunset and most of the elves were back on the ground preparing to take their load back. Kyler and Tynuviel were so involved that they paid no attention. Two more baskets came down full of berries.  
     “Kyler, we should go,” called the Mage. 
     “Just one more basket, I think I can beat her!” called Kyler. 
     “Never!” shouted Tynuviel and they all laughed. 
     They were so engrossed in trying to beat each other they never noticed the danger quickly approaching. 
     “Tynuviel, Kyler! Get down now!” shouted the Mage. The elves with Darian were scanning the sky. They could feel it as well.  
     “Darian, what is it?” Nephraete asked worriedly. More elves came pouring out of the treetops, dropping the rest of the way to the ground and drawing their bows. 
     “Dragon!” they alerted. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Morphindinaetlus soared over the Logan Plains spooking a herd of deer. They thundered across the plains, scattering, but not before he swooped down, catching three in his massive maw. His jaw muscles pierced through skin and bone, shooting blood into the sky. Blood dripped from his mouth as he devoured the gory meal. 
     He continued east, he had a plan. His master had given him a set of two leather bracers for his forelegs. He took them without question. He already knew how he wanted to use them.  
     He reached Kiri A’ Nouell just before sunset. He flew overhead, trying to see where his plan might work best. He noticed something strange in the distance and went to inspect it.  
     Elves, they were in the treetops picking berries. Oh, this was perfect! Most dropped from sight when he appeared. Two remained. It seemed they were oblivious. Then he saw who the two were. What a difficult decision, but in the end, he chose the girl. He remembered the way she’d looked at the Mage in Thunder Peak. 
     “Tynuviel, Kyler! Get down now!” Darian enhanced his voice with magic. That’s when they saw death approaching. Kyler began scrambling down immediately.  
    “Kyler, I’m caught. I can’t get loose. Kyler! Help me!” Tynuviel shouted frantically, as she tried to get her foot free. She’d wedged herself in good it seemed and now was unable to get free. She was trying to free her sword, but it was pinned beneath her left hip. She’d been so intent on her race with Kyler that her peril had just snuck up to tap her on the shoulder.  
     Kyler jumped to her tree without thinking and began climbing. He’d been half way down when she called for help. 
     The elves fired arrows, but they bounced harmlessly off his thick, scaly hide. Darian sent a searing blast of lightning at the beast, scoring a solid hit, but the dragon’s determination was too great to stop him this time. 
     Darian gave everything he had into killing or at the very least wounding the dragon. He could not let anything happen to them. He used his best spells, but Morphindinaetlus just shrugged them off. 
     He must have something protecting him, Darian thought. He could feel his strength waning, but still he cast spell after spell, ignoring his body’s warnings.   
     The bracers allowed Morphindinaetlus to penetrate the elves’ magic. His clawed feet grabbed the struggling she elf around the waist.  
     “Kyler! Darian! Help me, please! Oh Takasha! He…” then all they heard was her scream. Her basket of berries tumbled out of the trees and crashed to the ground as blood rained down from the darkening sky. 
     “No!” shouted the Mage. “Tynuviel! Tynuviel!” the Mage screamed until he was hoarse and collapsed to the ground. 
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